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Abstract

This thesis investigates how different types of early-stage social enterprises in Sweden
engage in ideation processes to develop social innovation. Against the backdrop of growing
societal challenges and increased emphasis on systemic change, social entrepreneurship has
emerged as a critical force for creating transformative solutions. While social innovation
differs from traditional innovation by emphasizing social impact over commercial gain, the
pathways through which early ideas evolve into impactful initiatives remain underexplored,

particularly within the Swedish context.

Drawing on Abu-Saifan’s (2012) Social Entrepreneurship Spectrum and Goffin and
Mitchell’s (2017) Pentathlon Framework, the study examines five Swedish social enterprises,
each positioned differently along the non-profit and for-profit continuum. Through qualitative
interviews, the research reveals how organizational missions, strategic orientations, and
entrepreneurial characteristics influence ideation processes across four dimensions: People,
Process, Place, and Product. By exploring how social entrepreneurs generate and shape
early-stage ideas, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of how mission-driven
innovation is developed in practice. It highlights the balancing act required to maintain a
social mission while adopting market-based mechanisms, offering insights into how ideation
strategies can scale and contribute to long-term societal change. Ultimately, the research aims
to inform policymakers, practitioners, and aspiring social entrepreneurs on best practices that
strengthen Sweden’s social innovation ecosystem, promoting more inclusive and sustainable

development.

Key words: Social Innovation, Social entrepreneurship, ldea generation, Organizational
Types, For- and Non-Profit, Comparative Case Study



Table of Content

1. INErOdUCHION..cceeeieiiiniieiitensticsnnissnesseesnicsanessansssessssssssnssssssssessssssssssssassssessssssssnsssassssasssae 5
1.1 BACKEIOUNG. ...ttt ettt ettt e et eebeestaeesbeessseenseesnneens 5

L2 PUIPOSE. ..ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt et e st e e st e e abee e sbeeeaseeensbeeessseesnseeesnnneesnneeennseeas 7

1.3 DEIIMITATIONS. ...ttt ettt ettt ettt et et et e bt et e eatesbeeneeennan 8

2. LItErature FEVIEW..uuueicesriesseresssarcssssnessssnssssssossasssssasssssnsssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnss 9
2.1 SOCIAl INNOVATION. .....uiiiiiieiieeieeiie et eite et eeite ettt e e beesteeebeetaesbeesseeesseessneenseessneanseenens 9
2.2 S0CIAL @NIIEPIENCULS. ... ..eeuieeeiiereieetieetieetieeieeteeseteebeessteeseessseeseessseenseessseesseessseenseens 11
2.2.1 Challenges in social entrepreneurship...........ceecveerieeciienieeiiienie e 14

2.2.2 Characteristics of Social Entrepreneurship...........ccccccvevieiiiieniieiiiienieeieenieee, 15
Non-profit and Non-profit with earned income strategies.........c..cceceeveerervennenne. 16

For-profit and For-profit with mission-driven strategies...........cccceveererveerienennnens 17

2.3 Pentathlon frameWoOrK............cocuiiriieiiieiiiciiee ettt et 19
2.4 Tdea eNeTation STAZE.......c.eevuieriiieriieeiieriieeteeieeeteesteeeteesseesseenseesseesseeesseenseesnseenseennns 20
241 PEOPIC.....eeeieceeeeee ettt ettt ettt e e enaeeaeeenne 22

242 PIOCESS. ..ttt ettt ettt et sttt et ettt ettt sttt a e e bt st enbe e 23

2.3 PIACE. ..ttt ettt ettt nbeees 24

244 PTOAUCT. ...ttt ettt et st b et s ae e 26

3. Theoretical FrameworkK.........cueiciiiinsiicnsricssnninssnninssnncssssncsssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssosssssses 27
3.1 Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum...............ccceevvieeiienieeniieniieeiiennans 27
3.1.1 Non-Profit (Dependency)........ccceeuieriiriieiienieeieeeie ettt 28

3.1.2 Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient).........ccceeevuiieiiiiieeiie e 29

3.1.3 For-Profit (Mission-Oriented)...........cccueeeriiiiiiieeeiie e 31

3.1.4 FOr-Profit (VAlUC)........cooiuiiieiiieeiee et e 32

4. MEtROAOIO@Y..cccceurrirsrrisinicssnnicssnrncsssnecsssnsssssnesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesssssesssssssssssossnsssssnsses 35
4.1 Primary data COLLECION.......c..ieciieriiieiieciie ettt et 35
PaTtICIPANES. .. .veeiiieeiiieiie ettt ettt et e et e st e et e e b e e seeenseenbeeenne 36

4.2 RESEATCH AESIGN.....ccuiiiiiieiiieiieeieeetie ettt ettt ettt e beesteeeabe e abeenbeenseesnseenaneans 38

4.3 DAt @NalYSIS.....eeouieriieiiieeiieitieeteeieeete et et e et e st e et e s e e teesate e bt e staeesaeenbeenbeeenaeesaens 39
4.4 MethOd diSCUSSION. ....eueiiiiiieiiestieieete sttt sttt ettt ettt et et et e st e sbeenesaeens 40

4.5 LAMIEATIONS  ..eettientieeiieeite et ette et eteestteeteeesbeeseeesseesseesaseenseesasaanseessseensaesnseenseassseeseens 41
4.6 RESEATCH QUALILY.....cuiiiiiieiieiiieiieee ettt ettt ettt ebe bt e et e e nseeenbeenaee e 43
4.6.1 CrediDILIty ... coueeuieeieieieeieeteeeet ettt ettt ettt 43

4.6.2 Confirmability........ccocuieriieiiieiieeie ettt ettt et saee b e e snaeeneeas 44

4.6.3 TranSferability.......cccuieiiiiiieiiieiieeee et ettt et ens 44

4.6.4 Dependability........ccccuieiiiiiiieiieieeie ettt 44

50 RESUILuuunniieniiiiiiiieiieciniinneisnecstecssnssssesssnessseessnssssesssaesssesssnssssssssassssesssssssassssassssssssssssasssss 45
S L POPIC.. et ettt ettt e e e e tt e et e e eaeeenbe e teeenbeens 45
5.1.1 LeaderShiP....cocvieiieeiieiie ettt st enne s 45



5. 1.2 CATACTETISTICS. ceevveeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaeeeeeeereeeeeeeeeaeeeaeeeeeaeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaeeaenee 46

5.1.3 MOtIVALION. ..ottt ettt ettt et e st et e e eeteesabeesseeesseesaesnseenseeesseensaennsens 48

5.1.4 TEAM AYNAMICS. ....ueietieriieeieeriieeteertieeteestteeteesseesbeesseessseesseessseesaessseeseesssesnseens 48

5.2 PIOCESS. ce ettt etieeetee ettt ettt ettt e s e et e ettt e et e e et e e e bt e e e bt e e et eeeanbee e nbeeenbeeenteeenaees 49
5.2.1 CreatiVe PIOCESS. .....ccuieiuiieiieeiieeiieeiteetee ettt te et e sae et e saseesaessseeseeenseensaesnseas 50

5.2.2 Project PrioritiZation........ccueeeuieeiiienieeiieriieeieesiee et esieeeveeteeeveeseesnseeseessneensaens 51

5.2.3 External Partnerships and Business Development.............cccoeevvevieniiienieenneennen. 52

5.2.4 Short and Long Term Strate@y.........ccceeveeriierieeiiieiieeieeeie et 54

5.3 PlaACE. .ttt ettt e et e et e e b e e naaeeasa e taeenbeenneas 55
5.3.1 Environmental effects.........cccuieviiiiiiiiiieiiiciieiecic et 55

5.3.2 Strate@ic INTENL.....ccciieiieeieeieeeieeiee ettt e ettt e e beesaeeebeesttessbeessaessseesseessseennes 57

R O g 0T L o1 AT 57
5.4.1 Product CharaCteriStiCS.......cuueruieeriieriieeiieriieeieeriteeieesieesreeieeereesseesnseeseeesseeneeas 57

5.4.2 SUStAINADIIILY ....oouiiiiieiii et 59

5.4.3 Evaluation of Social imMpPacCt.........ccccueeeiieriieiiiieiieeieesie e 59

0. DISCUSSION.ccueiieirriiisrresssrressssicssniossssiosssssssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssessnsssssnss 61
0.1 POPIC.....eiiiieeiieeeeee ettt ettt ettt e b e e ta e et e e eaeeenbe e taeenbaens 61
0.2 PIOCESS. cuvtteitieeeitee ettt ettt ettt et e st e ettt e ettt e ettt e e bt e e e bt e e e bt e e e nbee e abeeeabeeenteesnteeenraeas 65

0.3 PLaCE... .ttt et b e e et e e be e taeeta e naeenbeenneas 71
0.4 PTOAUCT.....vtiiiiieiieeie ettt ettt et et e et e et e e steeeabe e saeenseenseeenseenseesnseenns 74

7R O1) 1T 11T 11 1 PN 79
7.1 Practical CONtIIDULIONS. ........eeiiieiieiiieiieeie ettt ettt ettt ebeesaaeesbeenenas 79
7.2 FULUIE T@SCATCH.....ccuiiiiiiiiieeiieiie ettt ettt ettt e et e s aeesbeeesbeeseesnseenseanns 80

8. References 81
APPEIAIXo.nuriiirsrriessniosssrissssnessssnsssssnsssssnssssssosssssossssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssosssssssssssssssssssssssss 86
Appendix 1: General Interview GUIAE.........cc.oevuieriiiiiieniieiieeie et 86
Appendix 2: Thematic Analysis - Codes & CONCEPLS.......ccvervieruierrieniieriieiienreeieeeereenn 88



1. Introduction

The introduction will outline the background and significance of social entrepreneurship, the
role of idea generation in fostering innovation, and the potential limitations this study aims to
address. Additionally, a background within the field, the purpose of the study and the key

research questions to provide a clear framework for the research.

1.1 Background

Social innovations is often characterized by its emphasis on systemic change and cross-sector
collaboration, distinguishing it from traditional forms of innovation focused on technological
advancement or commercial success (Portales, 2019). It holds considerable potential for
driving transformative and systemic change within society, and it is increasingly emphasized
in addressing the most complex societal challenges of our time. Some governments and
policymakers acknowledge these grand challenges, integrating them into strategic agendas,
but the solutions are not always defined. Therefore, important actors to tackle these
challenges are the social entrepreneurs, as Abu-safian (2012) indicates, they exhibit higher
levels of empathy and a stronger sense of moral responsibility, distinguishing them from
traditional entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurship is characterized by developing and
implementing solutions to address societal challenges and contribute to change. In Sweden's
national coordination of the agenda’s implementation, it is highlighted that the national
strategy for social entrepreneurship and social innovation emphasizes the need to foster and
address challenges at national, regional, and local levels. Moreover, the existing literature
identifies entrepreneurial ecosystems as a particularly effective, if not the most optimal
framework for addressing these needs and encouraging profit-driven entrepreneurial activity
(Stam, 2018). In order to engage more sectors, citizens, and stakeholders, there is still a need
to clarify the concepts of social innovation and social entrepreneurship, both in theory and
practice, since different actors have varying understandings of these terms. As a field, social
innovation is still in its infancy, although entrepreneurs have expanded due to addressing
existing gaps and responding to the growing demand for innovative solutions (Stam & van de

Ven, 2021).

A central framework of innovation is the Pentathlon Framework, developed by Goffin and

Mitchell (2017). The framework provides a comprehensive approach to understanding and



improving innovation processes within organizations. Based on extensive research in
innovation management, the framework emphasizes a balanced approach to all stages of
innovation, including idea generation, selection, implementation, strategic alignment, and
organizational culture. Unlike other innovation models, the Pentathlon Framework integrates
multiple dimensions of innovation management into a coherent structure, providing
organizations with a holistic approach to enhancing their innovation performance (Goffin &
Mitchell, 2017). However, linking innovation with a social aspect remains a challenge, but
over the past decade, social innovation and social entrepreneurship have gained increasing
relevance, transitioning from a niche concept to something widely discussed and recognized
(Ashoka, 2007). The need to identify and advance innovative approaches at the idea
generation stage is recognized as an important initial step, as the early-stage ideas play a
crucial role in fostering transformative solutions (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). The solutions
provide the foundation for novel approaches that can evolve into effective, scalable strategies
for sustainable development within the social perspective (Sachs, 2015). The demand for
creative ideas is progressively valued, as it emerges from various sources and is fostered
through creativity-enhancing techniques. By reflecting on social problems that may exist,
ideas emerge from society where authorities as well as social innovators need to absorb them,
showing the importance of a creative and open mindset for creating solutions for established
issues (Abu-Saifan, 2012). The author has extended this, and developed the “Social
Entrepreneurship Spectrum” to understand how different organizations work with social
issues. The Spectrum by Abu-Saifan (2012) classifies organizations based on their financial
strategies and social missions. The spectrum provides a framework for understanding the
diverse approaches social entrepreneurs adopt in balancing social impact with financial
sustainability. The spectrum is divided into four categories: Non-Profit (Dependency),

Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient), For-Profit (Mission-Oriented), and For-Profit (Value).

As mentioned above, the challenge lies in generating ideas that effectively transform into
viable solutions. By harnessing creativity and strategic thinking with efficient processes, this
stage helps to generate impactful ideas that can drive meaningful change, ultimately aiming
to resolve societal challenges and the promotion of long-term social sustainability (Dees,
1998). Despite the creativity, the stage is truly influenced by the characteristics of social
entrepreneurs and their boundaries, which combines market-driven financial approaches
while maintaining a steadfast focus on creating meaningful change. This dual focus often

results in tensions and trade-offs, particularly in cases of mission drift, where financial



imperatives overshadow social objectives. Additionally, assessing social impact remains a
challenge, as conventional business metrics fail to fully capture societal transformation.
Unlike commercial entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs navigate uncertain environments
where market-driven solutions may not align with complex social needs, necessitating
innovative yet difficult-to-scale approaches (Cornforth, C. 2014). There may be a shared

objective, yet different approaches to achieving it.

1.2 Purpose

In an era where societal challenges are growing in complexity, social innovation has become
a powerful force for driving meaningful change. Therefore, the study seeks to explore how
Swedish early-stage social enterprises, led by social entrepreneurs, navigate the critical idea
generation stage to develop impactful solutions. Today, there is a lack of consensus and a gap
in the academic literature, as various actors hold differing interpretations of the characteristics
and processes of social entrepreneurship. By examining their missions, approaches, and key
success factors, the study aims to uncover how these entrepreneurs transform ideas that
contribute to Sweden’s broader social innovation ecosystem. Sweden, recognized for its
strong innovation culture and commitment to sustainability, presents a unique environment
for fostering social entrepreneurship (WIPO, 2024). By focusing on start-ups operating in this
space, the study highlights best practices and successful strategies that enable idea-stage
innovations to scale and create lasting impact. Through these insights, the study aspires to
empower entrepreneurs, policymakers, and stakeholders to strengthen the role of social
innovation as a driving force for sustainable development, ultimately shaping a more

inclusive and resilient society.

Furthermore, within idea generation, the study takes into consideration the characteristics of
social entrepreneurs and their boundaries. Their approaches typically align with either
non-profit with earned income strategies or for-profit with mission-driven strategies
(Abu-Saifan, 2012). Additionally, their ideas are either to generate revenue through
commercial activities while prioritizing social impact, or integrate profit generation with
social objectives, maintaining financial independence while addressing societal challenges.
Given the broad and evolving nature of social innovation, these perspectives are essential for
providing a comprehensive and balanced analysis of the idea generation stage. From this

purpose, the following research question has been developed:



RQ: How do different types of social enterprises ideate in the early-stages to develop social

innovation?

1.3 Delimitations

This study focuses specifically on Swedish start-ups and social entrepreneurs operating
within the social innovation space, with a particular emphasis on the early stages of the
innovation process, namely the idea generation phase. While the research acknowledges the
broader context of social innovation and its importance in addressing global and local societal
challenges, it deliberately excludes social enterprises at later stages of maturity and
development. Furthermore, the study centers on businesses that prioritize social impact
alongside financial viability, but purely profit-driven startups or organizations in the social
entrepreneurship field are also taken into consideration. The scope of the study is limited to
social enterprises based in Sweden, reflecting the country's unique national strategy for social
entrepreneurship and innovation. This focus means that insights and conclusions may not be
directly applicable to other geographic regions or contexts with different social and economic
structures. Additionally, while the study acknowledges the significant role of cross-sector
collaborations in social innovation, it does not explore these collaborations in depth, as the
primary interest is in individual social entrepreneurs navigating the ideation process.
Moreover, another delimitation of the study lies in the operational definition of "social
innovation" and "social entrepreneurship." These concepts are still evolving and vary in
interpretation across different stakeholders. As such, the study's findings are based on the
understanding of these terms within the Swedish context, which may differ from other global
perspectives. The research also focuses on startups and entrepreneurs who engage in social
innovation through creative and sustainable business models, rather than examining purely
non-profit-driven initiatives. Overall, while the study seeks to provide valuable insights into
the early-stage strategies of social entrepreneurs in Sweden, it does not claim to address all
facets of social innovation or entrepreneurship, and the findings are specific to the context

and scope defined.



2. Literature review

The literature review is structured by an analysis of existing research and scholarly
publications relevant to the field of study. In this review, the focus is on social innovation,
social entrepreneurship and idea generation, which are three interrelated areas that
contribute to the development of solutions to societal challenges. Its purpose is to identify,
evaluate, and synthesize the current body of knowledge, highlighting key theories, findings,

methodologies, and gaps in the research.

2.1 Social innovation

Social innovation has been widely discussed in academic literature as a transformative
approach to addressing complex societal challenges. It is often characterized by its emphasis
on systemic change and cross-sector collaboration, distinguishing it from traditional forms of
innovation focused on technological advancement or commercial success (Portales, 2019).
However, scholars differ in their interpretations of how social innovation should be
conceptualized and integrated. Phills et al. (2008) define social innovation as the
development and implementation of new ideas that address pressing social problems,
emphasizing the role of novel processes and models rather than merely new products or
services. In contrast, Portales (2019) expands on this definition by integrating sustainability
considerations, arguing that social innovation must not only solve immediate social issues but
also contribute to long-term societal resilience. While both perspectives highlight the
transformative nature of social innovation, Portales (2019) places a stronger emphasis on the
sustainability aspect, whereas Phills et al. (2008) focus more on innovation in organizational
processes. Moreover, another key debate concerns the role of cross-sector collaboration.
Fayard et al. (2019) argue that social innovation is inherently dependent on partnerships
between government, business, civil society, and academia, as these collaborations provide
the necessary resources and expertise for scaling solutions. However, Becker and Smith
(2018) challenge this assumption, contending that while partnerships can be beneficial, they
also introduce complexities such as misaligned incentives and power imbalances that may
hinder innovation. This suggests that while collaboration is often framed as a success factor,
it may not always be a straightforward advantage and could require careful governance to be

effective.



Additionally, the literature differentiates on whether social innovation represents an
incremental or radical shift in problem-solving. Soule et al. (2015) argue that social
innovation necessitates a complete rethinking of existing systems, advocating for dynamic
and systemic transformation rather than minor adjustments to current structures. In contrast,
some scholars propose that social innovation can also emerge through small-scale,
context-specific improvements that, over time, contribute to broader societal change (Becker
& Smith, 2018). This distinction highlights a fundamental tension in the field, whether social
innovation should be viewed as a disruptive force or as an accumulation of gradual
improvements. Moreover, governments globally face a multitude of social challenges that
prevent sustainable economic growth, increase societal inequality and instability, and
negatively impact the well-being of their populations (Murray et al., 2010). Social innovation
has emerged as a promising approach to address these challenges, offering novel solutions,
methodologies, and conceptual frameworks for tackling complex social issues (Westley &
Antadze, 2010). Despite being an emerging field with an evolving theoretical foundation and
an incomplete evidence base, the potential of social innovation cannot be disregarded due to
its substantial promise for public administration (Pol & Ville, 2009). Nevertheless, social
innovation encompasses new ideas aimed at achieving social objectives and emphasizes the
capacity to harness innovation within public service to generate more dynamic and
responsive solutions to societal problems (Bessant & Tidd, 2007). Although still in its early
stages, social innovation is largely driven by practice and remains under-theorized
(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014). It is better understood as a movement rather than a specific
methodology, distinguishing itself from more structured approaches such as design thinking
(Brown, 2009). A key feature of social innovation is its integration of various disciplines,
actors, and sectors, drawing from design thinking, systems thinking, and entrepreneurial
action to develop comprehensive solutions (Murray et al., 2010; Leadbeater, 2007). As such,
it represents a holistic and multidisciplinary approach to addressing pressing social issues,
with significant potential for transforming public service and governance (Mulgan et al.,

2007)

Lastly, innovation is essential in social entrepreneurship, as entrepreneurs leverage creative
practices to address societal challenges (Phillips et al,. 2015). Unlike those who passively
accept unfavorable conditions, social entrepreneurs see them as opportunities for
transformation. Their success depends on both resilience and the ability to introduce solutions

to the market (Martin & Osberg, 2007). These innovations range from tangible products to

10



business model advancements, with some forming interconnected system-level solutions
(Choi & Majumdar, 2020). This highlights the broader impact of social entrepreneurship in
driving structural change and social innovation, but the complexity of measuring social
impact is noted by the literature, where Rawhouser et al. (2019) noting the existence of nearly
100 different measurement models and a lack of standardization. Similarly, Bocangel et al.
(2022) points out the lack of standardized methodologies and guidance for social
entrepreneurs, leading to challenges in evaluating organizational performance and social
impact effectively. The difficulties in selecting appropriate metrics contributes to lack of

stakeholder awareness and insufficient financial and public support (Varela et al., 2022).

2.2 Social entrepreneurs

Social entrepreneurs play a crucial role as the founders and managers of social enterprises
and are identified as individuals, or groups, who recognize opportunities to address societal
challenges and subsequently take action (Choi & Majumdar, 2020). Similarly, Alabi (2024)
describes Social entrepreneurship as the practice of creating, developing, and scaling ventures
that are specifically aimed at addressing critical social, environmental, or cultural challenges,
while ensuring financial sustainability. The personality traits of individuals pursuing both
general and social entrepreneurial careers have been widely studied, highlighting their
significance in shaping entrepreneurial success (Stephan & Drencheva, 2017). Additionally,
Stephan and Drencheva (2017) conducted a comprehensive review of empirical studies
exploring the motivations, characteristics, identities, and competencies associated with social
entrepreneurs. Their findings suggest that social entrepreneurs share many attributes with
their profit-driven counterparts, challenging the notion that they represent a fundamentally
distinct category of entrepreneurs. However, some evidence indicates that social
entrepreneurs exhibit higher levels of empathy and a stronger sense of moral responsibility,
distinguishing them from traditional entrepreneurs (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Nevertheless, this
conclusion remains speculative, as it requires further empirical validation (Stephan &

Drencheva, 2017).

The concept of social entrepreneurship is subject to varying interpretations among scholars
and practitioners (Dees, 1998). One school of thought conceptualizes social entrepreneurship
as nonprofit-driven initiatives that seek innovative funding mechanisms or managerial
approaches to enhance social value creation (Boschee, 1998). Another perspective defines

social entrepreneurship as the integration of socially responsible business practices within
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commercial enterprises, often through cross-sector partnerships (Sagawa & Segal, 2000). A
third approach views social entrepreneurship as a transformative force aimed at addressing
societal challenges and driving systemic social change (Alvord et al., 2004). Meanwhile,
social enterprises refer to the organizational structures or institutional manifestations that
emerge from social entrepreneurial efforts. By describing these conceptual differences,
scholars can more precisely analyze the mechanisms and impact of social entrepreneurship
across various contexts (Mair & Marti, 2006). Moreover, Choi and Majumdar (2020) also
emphasize that while social entrepreneurs are often portrayed as uniquely driven by social
missions, they engage in innovative processes to design and implement new solutions that
tackle local and global issues. Their approach to problem-solving shares many similarities
with commercial entrepreneurs. However, they argue that the dual focus on social impact and
financial sustainability creates additional complexity for social entrepreneurs. Similarly,
Stephan and Drencheva (2017) found that social entrepreneurs strive to foster innovation by
cultivating socially responsible cultures within their organizations, whereas profit-oriented
entrepreneurs are more likely to emphasize competitiveness as a driver of innovation. This
contrast underscores the different underlying values that drive social and for-profit
entrepreneurship, emphasizing the broader societal impact of the former. An idea that
encompasses both aspects is developed by Goffin and Mitchell (2017), where they emphasize
the need to understand creative-enhancing techniques for entrepreneurs. As stated above,
there are three different types of business creativity: exploratory creativity, normative
creativity, and serendipitous creativity which all can be connected to the role of social

entrepreneurship.

In the context of social entrepreneurship, exploratory creativity is essential during the early
stages of idea generation, as it involves identifying new ways to address unmet social needs.
Social entrepreneurs rely on this type of creativity to identify novel solutions and adapt them
to the context in which they are operating. By employing divergent thinking, which is a
hallmark of exploratory creativity, social enterprises can uncover opportunities for social
change that have not yet been realized. On the other hand, normative creativity mainly
addresses issues where clear, practical solutions are needed. For example, when developing a
sustainable product or service for a specific community, social entrepreneurs must engage in
normative creativity to ensure that the solution is both effective and feasible. It is particularly
useful during the implementation phase of social innovation, where precision and alignment

with existing business practices are crucial. Lastly, serendipitous creativity in the realm of
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social entrepreneurship can lead to breakthrough solutions that emerge from seemingly
unrelated fields or ideas. In the context of social innovation, being open to such creative
accidents can provide valuable insights and open new pathways for social enterprises to

explore (Goftin and Mitchell, 2017).

Furthermore, the field of social entrepreneurship has gained increasing recognition in both
academic and practical contexts; however, scholars argue that it remains theoretically
underdeveloped compared to the broader field of entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2006).
While the concept of social entrepreneurship has been widely embraced, its academic rigor
and conceptual foundations are still in their infancy (Zahra et al., 2008). Much of the existing
literature relies on anecdotal evidence and success stories to legitimize the field, rather than
on comprehensive theoretical frameworks (Mair & Marti, 2006; Zahra et al., 2008).
Moreover, a central debate in the literature concerns the extent to which social
entrepreneurship should be distinguished from traditional entrepreneurship. While some
scholars argue that social entrepreneurship operates under unique principles that prioritize
social impact over profit maximization (Bornstein, 1998; Drayton, 2002), others contend that
it should be analyzed through the same theoretical lenses as conventional entrepreneurship,
emphasizing opportunity recognition and innovation (Austin et al., 2003). The lack of

consensus on definitional boundaries has contributed to conceptual ambiguity in the field

(Short et al., 2009).

Nevertheless, the increasing academic focus on social entrepreneurship has led to a growing
body of literature and its institutionalization within academia (Alvord et al., 2004). Despite
numerous attempts to define and conceptualize social entrepreneurship, no academic
consensus has been reached due to its multidimensional nature. Furthermore, Choi and
Majumdar (2020) identify five key sub-concepts that encapsulate social entrepreneurship:
social value creation, the entrepreneur, the organization, market orientation, and social
innovation. While generating social value is a necessary but insufficient condition, the
presence of social entrepreneurs operating within a market-oriented social enterprise and
engaging in social innovation constitutes sufficient conditions. These elements manifest in
diverse ways; for instance, some social enterprises prioritize innovative solutions to specific
societal challenges, whereas others focus on scaling existing social innovations for greater
impact (Seelos & Mair, 2020). On the other hand, Short et al. (2009) highlight three distinct

conceptual domains that provide valuable insights into the subject of this study:
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entrepreneurship, social issues in management, and non-profit management. These
interconnected fields and their conceptual overlaps underscore the position of social
entrepreneurship, as illustrated in Figure [. The figure demonstrates how social
entrepreneurship manifests at the intersection of these related disciplines, thereby

highlighting its conceptual ambiguity (Hoogendoorn, 2011).

Entrepreneurship

5

Nonprofitimanagement ' Social issuep in management

Figure 1. Social entrepreneurship and its related fields (Short et al., 2009)

2.2.1 Challenges in social entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship plays a crucial role in advancing sustainable development and
promoting environmental preservation. However, it is not immune to significant obstacles
and constraints that hinder its progress. Key challenges include limited resource availability,
restricted access to financing, investors often perceive traditional for-profit investments as
more financially rewarding, leading to a reluctance to allocate capital to social ventures
(Zhang et al., 2020) institutional barriers, and complex regulatory frameworks (Busch &
Bain, 2022). Social entrepreneurs often struggle to balance social and environmental
objectives with financial sustainability while simultaneously scaling their initiatives and
assessing their long-term impact. A critical impediment to social entrepreneurship is the
scarcity of financial resources, although social entrepreneurship is widely recognized for its
potential contribution to sustainable development, a persistent funding gap remains.
Moreover, regulatory and institutional barriers present additional challenges, as rigid policies
and legal constraints may prevent social enterprises from operating effectively (Haigh &
Hoffman, 2020). Addressing these issues requires targeted strategies to enhance access to
funding and promote cross-sectoral collaborations among commercial enterprises,

governmental institutions, and philanthropic organizations.

Technological innovation offers a promising avenue for overcoming some of these
challenges. By leveraging digital tools and innovative business models, social entrepreneurs
can enhance operational efficiency and develop novel approaches to addressing sustainability

concerns (Mignoni et al., 2024). Additionally, the establishment of supportive policies and
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regulatory frameworks is essential to fostering a conducive environment for social
entrepreneurship. Policymakers should prioritize the creation of mechanisms that facilitate
access to resources, reduce bureaucratic constraints, and encourage impact-driven
investments. Despite its transformative potential, social entrepreneurship faces ongoing
challenges related to financial sustainability, scalability, and impact assessment (Mignoni et
al., 2024). Furthermore, social entrepreneurs must navigate complex regulatory landscapes
while managing competing priorities and stakeholder interests (Mair & Marti, 2006).
Therefore, it is imperative for both policymakers and practitioners to support the expansion of
social entrepreneurship ecosystems, mitigate regulatory obstacles, and establish

comprehensive frameworks for measuring and evaluating social and environmental impact.

2.2.2 Characteristics of Social Entrepreneurship

Social entrepreneurship is a domain in which entrepreneurial activities are strategically
designed to generate social value as their primary objective (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike
conventional entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs prioritize addressing societal challenges
over maximizing personal financial gain (Zahra et al., 2008). As Dees (1998) describes, a
social entrepreneur embodies the fusion of a strong social mission with the strategic mindset,
innovation, and resilience characteristic of business leaders, such as the pioneering figures of
Silicon Valley. This combination enables social entrepreneurs to apply market-driven
approaches while maintaining a steadfast focus on creating meaningful and sustainable social
change (Barendsen & Gardner, 2004). Their capacity to balance social objectives with
entrepreneurial acumen distinguishes them as key drivers of innovation in addressing
complex societal issues (Mair & Marti’, 2006). In figure 2, the phenomenon is presented by
Abu-Saifan (2012), as the “entrepreneurial spectrum”, which illustrates the characteristics
and boundaries of social entrepreneurship. He argues that the concept of social
entrepreneurship should not be extended to philanthropists, activists, corporations with
foundations, or organizations that engage in corporate social responsibility. Although these
actors play important and valuable roles, they do not fall within the definition of social
entrepreneurs. Instead, Abu-Saifan (2012) states that social entrepreneurs operate within the
boundaries of two business strategies: non-profit with earned income strategies and for-profit

with mission-driven strategies.
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Non-Profit For-Profit

Social Entrepreneurs Entrepreneurs

Non-Profit with For-Profit with
Earned Income Mission-Driven
Strategies Strategies

Dependency Self-Sufficiency Sustailrability

Figure 2. The entrepreneurship spectrum illustrating the boundaries of social entrepreneurship

(Abu-Saifan, 2012)

Non-profit and Non-profit with earned income strategies

Non-Profit (dependency) organizations are organizations that primarily rely on external
funding sources, such as donations, grants, and government subsidies, to support their
operations (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike for-profit businesses, the primary objective of these
organizations is not financial self-sufficiency but to address social issues. Given their
dependence on third-party funding, their operational and strategic focus is primarily on
maximizing social impact rather than generating revenue (Bornstein, 1998). These
organizations often operate in areas facing acute social challenges, such as poverty,
inequality, and inadequate access to essential services, and their solutions are typically
service-based rather than tangible goods (Utterback, 1971). Moreover, another approach
which non-profit can take is when social enterprises adopt earned-income strategies that
operate at the intersection of social and commercial entrepreneurship, functioning as hybrid
entities that integrate financial sustainability with social value creation (Abu-Saifan, 2012).
According to Alvarez and Barney (2007), unlike traditional non profit organizations that rely
primarily on philanthropic funding, these enterprises generate revenue through commercial
activities, yet their primary objective remains the fulfillment of a social mission. In this
model, all profits and financial surpluses are reinvested into the organization to enhance and
expand its social impact, rather than being distributed to private stakeholders (Abu-Saifan,
2012). At the core of this approach is the social entrepreneur, a mission-driven individual
who exhibits a unique combination of leadership qualities, strategic vision, and a deep

commitment to social change. Barendsen and Gardner (2004) argue that such entrepreneurs

16



act as mission leaders, ensuring that all organizational decisions align with the overarching
goal of addressing societal needs. Additionally, they are change agents, actively challenging
and transforming existing systems to create more equitable solutions (Zahra et al., 2008).
Their work i1s emotionally charged, as they are deeply invested in the cause they serve, often

demonstrating high levels of resilience and motivation (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Furthermore, social entrepreneurs function as opinion leaders, influencing stakeholders and
mobilizing resources to support their mission (Bornstein, 1998). They are social value
creators, prioritizing impact over profit maximization, and remain socially alert, identifying
emerging social challenges and opportunities for intervention (Abu-Saifan, 2012). From an
operational standpoint, Thompson et al. (2000) argues that they take on the roles of managers
and visionaries, balancing financial sustainability with strategic growth while continuously
adapting to a dynamic environment. Nevertheless, Drayton (2002) suggests that they
maintain high accountability, ensuring transparency and ethical responsibility in both
financial and social performance. This theoretical perspective positions hybrid social
enterprises as innovative mechanisms for sustainable social change (Austin et al., 2003). By
leveraging commercial strategies within a mission-driven framework, they achieve economic
self-sufficiency while maximizing social impact, challenging conventional distinctions

between nonprofit and for-profit organizational models (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

For-profit and For-profit with mission-driven strategies

A for-profit (value) organization is a business entity that operates with the primary objective
of generating financial gain for its owners or shareholders. These organizations focus on
creating goods or services that are sold in the marketplace, with the goal of maximizing
revenue and profit. Unlike non-profit or mission-driven organizations, where social impact is
a key driver of the organization’s activities, for-profit organizations prioritize financial
returns, market expansion, and shareholder value. Any social or environmental impact that
arises 1s typically a secondary or indirect outcome, unless it directly contributes to the
organization’s profitability or market competitiveness (Abu-Saifan, 2012; Goffin & Mitchell,
2017). On the other hand, A for-profit organization with mission-driven strategies refers to a
social-purpose business that simultaneously engages in both social and commercial
entrepreneurial activities to achieve long-term sustainability (Venkataraman, 1997). In this
model, social entrepreneurs lead organizations that operate with a dual focus on generating

financial profit while addressing societal challenges (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike traditional

17



non-profit models, Bacq et al. (2011) states that these businesses are financially independent
and rely on market-driven strategies to generate revenue. The profits earned through
commercial activities are used not only to support the business’s social mission but also to
provide financial returns to the founders and investors (Ryff, 2019). This structure allows the
organization to maintain a strong financial foundation, which can be reinvested into the
business to scale its social impact, improve operational efficiency, or expand its reach (Alabi,
2024). Importantly, Santos (2012) highlights the balance between social objectives and profit
motives enables the organization to remain competitive in the marketplace while also
contributing to positive societal change. The ability for founders and investors to benefit
personally from the success of the venture ensures that the business is both financially viable
and sustainable, creating a mutually beneficial relationship between social impact and

economic success (Stephan & Drencheva, 2017).

For-profit social enterprises represent a hybrid organizational model that integrates
mission-driven strategies with profit-oriented business operations. These enterprises
simultaneously engage in social and commercial entrepreneurial activities to achieve
long-term sustainability, positioning themselves at the intersection of economic viability and
social impact (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike traditional non-profits that rely on external funding
or purely commercial enterprises focused solely on profit maximization, for-profit social
enterprises are financially self-sustaining while actively contributing to societal well-being
(Brumme & Trelstad, 2023). At the core of this model lies the concept of social
entrepreneurship, wherein the entrepreneur strategically aligns social impact with business
growth (Abu-Saifan, 2012). The financial independence of such organizations allows them to
scale their operations without dependence on philanthropic donations or government support.
Furthermore, the founders and investors retain the potential for personal monetary gain,
incentivizing continued investment and innovation within the enterprise (Audretsch et al.,

2022).

Moreover, key characteristics define the individuals leading these enterprises. Social
entrepreneurs are high achievers with a strong drive for success, balancing risk-taking with
strategic decision-making (Abu-Saifan, 2012). They function as organisers, ensuring that
both social and commercial objectives are structurally integrated into the organization. Their
ability to create value extends beyond financial profitability to include social and

environmental contributions, reinforcing the enterprise’s holistic approach to business.
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Additionally, they act as arbitrageurs, identifying and capitalizing on market inefficiencies to
generate both economic and social returns. This dual focus requires a strategic mindset that
prioritizes long-term impact over short-term financial gains, making them promote
sustainable innovation. In this paradigm, value creation is multidimensional, addressing not
only financial growth but also broader societal challenges (Audretsch et al., 2022). By
leveraging market mechanisms to drive social change, for-profit social enterprises challenge
traditional business paradigms and redefine success beyond shareholder returns. This
approach underscores the growing recognition that profitability and social responsibility are
not mutually exclusive but can instead be synergistic forces driving sustainable development

(Abu-Saifan, 2012).

2.3 Pentathlon framework

The following sections are structured around the Pentathlon Framework, which was
developed by Goffin and Mitchell (2017) based on their extensive research in innovation
management. This framework provides a comprehensive approach to understanding and
improving 1innovation processes within organizations. While numerous alternative
frameworks exist, including those introduced by Narvekar and Jain (2006), Du Preez and
Louw (2008) with their "Innovation Management Model", and the "4I-Framework" by
Frankenberger et al. (2013), these models exhibit substantial conceptual overlap. Many of
these frameworks emphasize similar core elements of innovation management, such as idea
generation, selection, and implementation, as well as the role of strategy, culture, and
organizational structure in fostering innovation. However, despite these shared components,
the Pentathlon Framework was chosen for this study due to its structured yet flexible
approach, making it particularly applicable to the challenges faced by organizations. By
integrating multiple dimensions of innovation management into a coherent model, the
framework facilitates a holistic understanding of how companies can enhance their
innovation performance through a balanced and strategic approach, shown in Figure 3

(Goftin and Mitchell, 2017).

Organizations that fail to establish a structured framework for managing innovation
frequently concentrate disproportionately on idea generation, often at the expense of other
crucial phases that contribute to overall innovation success. However, effective innovation
management requires a balanced approach, where all stages, from ideation to implementation,

are given equal attention to ensure sustainable progress and competitive advantage. The
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Pentathlon Framework derives its name from the Olympic Pentathlon, where each discipline
holds equal significance in determining the final outcome. In the same way, Goffin and
Mitchell (2017) argue that companies must achieve proficiency across all five areas of the
framework to strengthen their innovation capabilities. By integrating a comprehensive
approach that considers not only idea generation but also selection, implementation, strategic
alignment, and organizational culture, businesses can create a more robust and effective

innovation process.

Yi¥Y People
OC Pprocess

Ideas

9 Place

@ Product

Figure 3. lllustration of The Pentathlon Framework from Goffin & Mitchell (2017)

2.4 Idea generation stage

The idea generation stage by Goffin and Mitchell (2017) represents the foundation of
innovation and shapes the subsequent stages of the innovation process. The stage can be
divided into four dimensions: People, Process, Place and Product which all give context to
how innovation can and should be developed. Moveover, this stage is where new concepts,
methods, and approaches emerge, often serving as the catalyst for organizational
transformation and competitive advantage. Additionally, an alternative and complementary
approach stated by Brown (2009) to traditional idea generation methods is design thinking.
Design thinking is a non-linear, iterative methodology emphasizing user needs, rapid
prototyping, and cross-functional collaboration. The five-phase process, Empathize, Define,
Ideate, Prototype, and Test, offers a structured yet flexible approach to fostering creativity,
making it a valuable tool for organizations aiming to integrate innovation with sustainability

goals. By incorporating design thinking into the idea stage, organizations can enhance their
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ability to generate relevant, user-centered solutions that align with long-term strategic

objectives (Liedtka, 2014).

However, the idea generation stage offers valuable insights into organizational dynamics,
particularly in understanding how teams collaborate, leverage cultural strengths, and apply
innovative thinking to align with strategic goals (Paulus & Yang, 2000). Furthermore, a study
by Tang and Naumann (2022) reveals a U-shaped relationship between cooperative team
culture and the market potential of a team's ideas, indicating that both highly cooperative and
minimally cooperative cultures can foster high-potential ideas, depending on the balance
between collaborative benefits and associated costs. Nevertheless, Goffin and Mitchell (2017)
highlights that it is essential to distinguish between business creativity and mere invention,
where business creativity extends beyond invention and original thinking to encompass
commercialization. The definition of creativity could therefore be categorized into three
types: exploratory, normative, and serendipitous creativity. Exploratory creativity involves
experimenting with new ideas, challenging existing assumptions, and seeking innovative
solutions without predefined constraints, often leading to radical innovation. Additionally,
normative creativity follows established frameworks and structured problem-solving methods
to enhance existing processes, products, or services, focusing on incremental improvements.
Last but not least, serendipitous creativity arises unexpectedly, often as a byproduct of
unrelated activities or chance encounters, leading to valuable but unintended innovations
(Goffin and Mitchell, 2017). Besides, to bring structure to this often abstract phase, Goftin
and Mitchell (2017) argue that using the four aspects of idea generation could serve as a
useful tool to collectively provide a framework for understanding how organizations generate
impactful ideas that align with innovation and sustainability goals. O’Reilly and Binns (2019)
emphasize that analyzing this phase contributes to a deeper understanding of how
organizations can build a resilient and forward-thinking innovation pipeline that supports
their broader objectives. Additionally, focusing on idea generation is particularly relevant in
the context of promoting innovation, where the creativity and relevance of initial ideas
directly influence the long-term impact on society through economic and social stability
(Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Sweden, as a global leader in innovation and sustainability, offers
a unique environment to study how the early ideation phase integrates creativity with

practical solutions to address complex challenges (WIPO, 2024).
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2.4.1 People

People play a critical role, as their diversity, creativity, and teamwork drive success,
supported by leadership that fosters an open and inclusive culture. According to Goffin and
Mitchell (2017), effective idea generation relies on five key elements: fostering creativity,
managing knowledge, gathering customer insights, and protecting concepts. Amabile (1996)
identifies three primary determinants of creative performance: task motivation,
domain-relevant skills, and creativity-relevant skills. Paulus and Yang (2000) defines
creativity as the development of novel and useful ideas. Innovative ideas can emerge from
various sources, including internal contributors such as employees or external stakeholders
like customers and suppliers. These ideas may arise spontaneously or through structured
processes such as brainstorming sessions and workshops (Du Preez & Louw, 2008). In
defining the scope of an idea, management teams must balance openness to diverse
perspectives with the necessity of allocating time and resources efficiently, ensuring that only
viable ideas are pursued (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). One of the fundamental methods for
generating ideas is through communication, where collaboration within groups and teams
serves as a crucial source of inventive concepts and innovations. Many tasks require input
from individuals with diverse skills and knowledge bases. Moreover, individuals who engage

in group work often evaluate their experiences positively (Paulus & Yang, 2000).

An alternative perspective on idea generation emphasizes the organizational structure and its
capacity for learning, as actively exploring and acquiring new knowledge can lead to novel
solutions and ideas. To foster an environment conducive to innovation, Amabile (1996)
argues that one of the most critical factors is not only learning itself but also learning how to
learn, meaning that organizations must continuously seek new knowledge and adopt a culture
of ongoing learning. Senge (1990) highlights five key disciplines essential for developing a
learning organization at both individual and collective levels. The first discipline, personal
mastery, involves the ability to perceive specific issues within the broader systemic context
and develop effective solutions accordingly. The second discipline pertains to mental models,
which focus on personal learning and growth by encouraging individuals to acquire new
skills and knowledge. The third discipline emphasizes the creation of a shared vision,
aligning organizational members toward a common future goal. The fourth discipline
involves a commitment to team learning, fostering collective problem-solving and
collaboration. The fifth and foundational discipline, systems thinking, integrates and unifies

the other four by enabling a holistic approach to problem-solving. However, Amabile (1996)
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raises concerns about the applicability of these disciplines, arguing that they are overly
abstract and fail to address several key questions. Instead, Garvin (1993) advocates for a
more pragmatic and clearly defined approach, proposing that learning organizations require
concrete, actionable guidelines for managerial practices rather than theoretical frameworks
alone. Moreover, regarding team composition, opinions vary. Paulus and Yang (2000)
highlights studies suggesting that diversity in team characteristics, such as varying
competencies and tenure length, can foster creativity and innovation. However, Jackson and
Ruderman (1995) caution that excessive demographic diversity, particularly in dimensions
such as authority, education, gender, race, and organizational function, may hinder innovation
due to communication barriers, which can lead to instability. They argue that a group's
success is more strongly linked to long-term factors such as performance, membership
stability, and interpersonal relationships. Nonetheless, since team composition influences
both task performance and group dynamics, it should be carefully evaluated (Paulus & Yang,

2000).

2.4.2 Process

The Process of innovation involves structured methods for generating, evaluating, and
refining ideas, ensuring alignment with both organizational objectives and sustainability
goals. A well-defined innovation process fosters collaboration and encourages diverse
perspectives, ultimately enhancing the quality and impact of innovative outcomes. Moreover,
innovative ideas can emerge from various sources and are often stimulated through structured
techniques designed to enhance creativity and problem-solving (Sousa, 2011). According to
Goffin and Mitchell (2017), different types of innovation contribute to growth in distinct
ways, making it essential to prioritize them accordingly. However, successful idea generation
requires a balanced integration of technical knowledge, customer insights, and market
demands. However, Goffin and Mitchell (2017) argue that traditional market research alone is
insufficient for fostering breakthrough or radical innovations. Instead, organizations must
expand their scope by incorporating external sources and leveraging diverse perspectives to
enrich the ideation process. According to Murawska (2019), it is impossible to effectively
design and implement social innovations without involving key stakeholder groups.
Collaboration with stakeholders enables a deeper understanding of the nature of the
challenges, the needs of the target beneficiaries, and access to essential resources (Murawska,
2019). Similarly, Torfing (2012) emphasizes that collaboration between public and private

actors enhances the definition of problems, generates a greater number of higher-quality
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ideas, and fosters ownership of new and bold solutions. Such partnerships are central to

driving innovation within the public sector.

Furthermore, the natural attrition of ideas during the screening and evaluation phases
underscores the necessity of generating a large and continuous inflow of ideas. Without a
steady pipeline of fresh concepts, the potential for transformative innovation is significantly
diminished. Thus, maintaining an ongoing and structured approach to idea generation is
essential for sustaining long-term innovation success (Amabile, 1996). According to Sousa
(2011), marketing experts assert that the most effective and flexible approach to generating
innovative ideas involves analyzing the most extensive set of unmet consumer needs or
technological advancements. Supporting this view, Goffin and Mitchell (2017) emphasize
that key factors in idea generation include identifying a need, problem, or opportunity, as well
as determining an appropriate method or approach to address it. Furthermore, information
plays a crucial role in the ideation process. This encompasses knowledge of existing
challenges or areas of concern within the organization, an understanding of competitors,
familiarity with clients and market dynamics, awareness of emerging technologies, and
alignment with the company’s strategic objectives (Du Preez & Louw, 2008). A fundamental
distinction between an idea and a mere thought is that an idea holds intrinsic value, whereas a
thought is simply a fleeting notion. The value of an idea is derived from its potential to solve
a problem, highlighting the importance of remaining open to discussions on both challenges

and opportunities (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).

2.4.3 Place

The Place highlights the importance of a supportive and stimulating environment, both
physical and cultural, in enabling creativity and collaboration. According to O’Reilly and
Binns (2019), idea generation can generally be categorized into four primary approaches.
First, open innovation involves sourcing ideas from external parties beyond the organization.
Second, corporate venture capital focuses on acquiring innovative concepts from the startup
ecosystem. Third, design thinking centers on gathering insights from customers or users to
inspire new ideas. Finally, employee involvement entails soliciting ideas from within the
organization. However, these approaches have primarily been used to enhance incremental
innovation and have shown limited effectiveness in helping firms navigate the challenges

associated with disruptive change. Thus, their applicability should be carefully considered.
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Bessant & Tidd (2018) argues that fostering open collaboration with external partners
expands a company’s innovative activities beyond its internal capabilities. This approach
allows firms to focus more on their external environment, including customers, research
institutions, universities, and competitors. Paulus and Yang (2000) emphasizes that for
creativity to thrive in a group setting, it is essential to establish norms that encourage
innovation, cultivate a psychologically safe environment for sharing ideas, and maintain a
strong commitment to task excellence. On the other hand, Sousa (2011) suggests that
structured innovation teams or processes may not always be the most effective approach.
Instead, discussing and developing new ideas in informal settings often yields better results.
This perspective is supported by Paulus and Yang (2000), who notes that organizations with
rigid centralization or excessive formalization, as well as individuals or groups that
consciously or unconsciously resist innovation, ultimately hinder creative progress. To
counteract this, strong leadership is required to provide motivation and a supportive

environment.

Moreover, Amabile (1996) asserts that enhancing creativity within a company increases the
likelihood of generating a broader range of options, innovative strategies, and original
solutions when addressing problems. However, creativity can be complex and elusive. To
effectively generate ideas, organizations must develop a deeper understanding of the creative
process, from conceptualization to implementation. The author identifies various exercises
and techniques that can facilitate idea generation, including brainstorming, metaphorical
analogy, trigger sessions, wildest ideas sessions, morphological analysis, scenario writing,
and suggestion schemes. Paulus and Yang (2000) also highlights brainstorming as one of the
most widely used techniques for idea generation in organizations. However, he notes that the
literature remains divided on whether brainstorming is more effective when conducted
individually or in groups. He concludes that groups should adhere to specific guidelines that
encourage the free sharing of all possible ideas without immediate evaluation. Delaying
judgment fosters an open environment where individuals feel motivated to express any
thoughts that come to mind and build upon the contributions of their colleagues. Additionally,
Utterback (1971) emphasizes that consulting individuals outside the workplace has been
shown to enhance idea generation. This suggests that individuals with a broader range of
communication opportunities are more likely to integrate diverse knowledge of needs and

resources, ultimately leading to the development of novel ideas.
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2.4.4 Product

Product focuses on defining the idea itself, ensuring it addresses specific challenges or
opportunities, particularly within sustainability (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Scholars hold
differing views on the characteristics or criteria that make an idea compelling. However, a
widely accepted perspective is that an idea must provide value or address a specific problem.
Clearly articulating a particular need or issue, especially one identified by a customer or
potential customer, can serve as a driver for exploring alternative solutions (Utterback, 1971).
When generating ideas, it is crucial to capture and document them systematically to maintain
a record of innovation efforts. Many ideas that may initially be deemed unrealistic due to
current constraints, such as technological limitations, market conditions, or regulatory
barriers, could become viable in the future as circumstances evolve (Goffin & Mitchell,
2017). By preserving a structured history of ideas, organizations can revisit and reassess past
concepts in light of new opportunities or advancements. Furthermore, effective idea
management requires contextualizing ideas within the broader product development lifecycle
(Ramirez, 2013). This includes identifying the specific phase in which an idea fits, whether it
relates to early-stage conceptualization, prototyping, or commercialization. Proper
documentation should also outline the involvement of relevant team members, ensuring that
cross-functional expertise is leveraged to refine and implement ideas effectively (Du Preez &

Louw, 2008).

In the context of sustainability-focused innovation, defining the idea itself is particularly
important. It must address specific challenges or opportunities related to environmental,
social, or economic sustainability. By embedding sustainability considerations early in the
ideation process, organizations can develop products and solutions that align with long-term
sustainability goals, regulatory requirements, and market demands (Obal et al., 2020).
External factors, such as stakeholder expectations, industry trends, and global sustainability
initiatives, should also be integrated into the evaluation process to ensure that the idea
remains relevant and impactful. Ultimately, by systematically capturing, documenting, and
contextualizing ideas within the product development process, organizations can foster a
more dynamic and forward-thinking approach to innovation, particularly in addressing

sustainability challenges.
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3. Theoretical Framework

A theory is conducted to provide a structured framework that helps to organise, explain, and
predict the relationships between key concepts and to explore various organizational types. It
serves as a foundation for guiding research, offering insights into underlying patterns, and

enabling a deeper understanding of complex situations.

3.1 Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum

The theoretical framework for this study is developed through the integration of two distinct
academic theories, shown in Table 1. Firstly, exploring the Social entrepreneurship spectrum
proposed by Abu-Saifan (2012), which outline the boundaries of social entrepreneurship
across four categories: Non-Profit (Dependency), Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient), For-Profit
(Mission-Oriented), and For-Profit (Value). This spectrum serves as a foundation for
understanding the various approaches organizations adopt to balance social impact with
financial sustainability. The second component of the framework involves the Pentathlon

Framework's idea generation stage by Goffin and Mitchell (2017), which focuses on four key

elements: People, Process, Place and Product.

Non-Profit (Dependency)

Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient)

For-Profit (Mission-Oriented)

For-Profit (Value)

People Mission-driven with Mission-driven individuals Entrepreneurs with social High achiever, Risk bearer,
volunteers, social activists, and business-oriented responsibility and a profit Organizer, Strategic thinker,
professionals addressing professionals (Garvin, 1993):  incentive (Brumme & Trelstad, Value creator. Less mission
urgent societal needs. (Abu- Social Entrepreneurs (Abu- 2023): Social Entrepreneurs and more vision (Goffin &
Saifan, 2012) Saifan, 2012). (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Mitchell, 2017; Abu-Saifan,

2012).
Process Problem-focused and reactive Sustainable business models  Market-driven which Primarily consumer-driven

to new social problems. High
flexibility to address complex
issues (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Operating in communities
and underprivileged areas
which face acute social

with financial planning and
long-term strategy (Alvarez
and Barney (2007). Including
established earned income

strategies (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Social enterprises, business
incubators, government-
supported innovation hubs

incorporates social and
environmental responsibility.
Agile whilst structured with

a long term perspective (Abu-
Saifan, 2012).

Sustainable business
networks, impact investment
circles which promote high

and efficiency-oriented.
(Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Long
and short term perspective,
with the goal of maximizing
revenue and minimizing costs
(Hull, 2006).

Data analytics, consumer
insights, and market research
guide innovation efforts within

challenges (Alvarez & Barney, (Roffe, 1999). transparency and the innovation hubs.
2007). accountability (Utterback, Consumers and demand
1971). focus on their place

Service-based solutions
rather than tangible goods.
Striving to maximize social
good with limited resources
(Utterback, 1971).

Table 1. Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum

Scalable and sustainable
social solutions, which
revolve around donation or
subsidized products (Obal,
2020).

Competitively positioned
while upholding ethical and
sustainable practices. (Goffin
& Mitchell, 2017)

operations (Tolis, 2005).

Value-driven products with
focus on market demand and
competitive advantage (Goffin
& Mitchell, 2017).
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By applying the spectrum to this stage, the study analyzes how organizations within each
category approach idea generation, exploring the unique challenges and opportunities they
face in the context of social entrepreneurship. This combined framework enables a nuanced
exploration of the dynamics between social impact, organizational type, and the early stage of

innovation processes.

3.1.1 Non-Profit (Dependency)

Organizations classified as Non-Profit (Dependency) operate primarily through external
funding sources such as donations, grants, and government subsidies (Abu-Saifan, 2012).
Their primary objective is to address social issues rather than achieve financial
self-sufficiency. Given their reliance on external financial support, their strategic and
operational focus remains firmly rooted in maximizing social impact rather than revenue

generation (Bornstein, 1998).

The people involved in these organizations are often highly mission-driven, comprising
volunteers, social activists, and professionals committed to addressing urgent societal needs
(Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike for-profit enterprises, where employees may be primarily
incentivized by financial remuneration and career advancement, entrepreneurs in
dependency-driven nonprofits are often motivated by altruism, personal values, and a
commitment to societal well-being (Choi & Majumdar, 2020). Furthermore, the place where
idea generation occurs in such organizations is typically embedded within communities
facing acute social challenges (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). These non-profits frequently
operate in underprivileged areas or regions with systemic social inequalities, where direct
intervention is necessary (Alvarez & Barney, 2007). In addition, the products they develop
tend to be service-based solutions rather than tangible goods. Unlike commercial enterprises
that prioritize consumer demand and market viability, these organizations design solutions
that cater directly to pressing social needs, often with limited scalability due to funding

constraints (Utterback, 1971).

Moreover, the process of idea generation in these organizations is primarily problem-focused,
flexible and reactive. Rather than identifying market gaps or competitive advantages, these
nonprofits generate ideas based on immediate and critical societal needs (Abu-Saifan, 2012).
Innovation frequently occurs through collaborative efforts, involving partnerships with
NGOs, government agencies, philanthropists, and academic institutions (Bornstein, 1998;

Meyer, 1995). This approach fosters a multi-stakeholder ecosystem where diverse
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perspectives contribute to solution development, though it may also introduce bureaucratic
challenges and funding dependencies that hinder rapid innovation (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017).
According to that, a fundamental distinction between non-profit (Dependency) organizations
and other types of enterprises within the entrepreneurship spectrum is their reactive approach
to innovation. Unlike for-profit businesses that proactively seek market opportunities,
dependency-driven nonprofits typically respond to urgent crises or persistent social injustices
(Abu-Saifan, 2012). Their idea generation process is shaped by external funding availability
and the evolving landscape of social issues rather than entrepreneurial risk-taking or
competitive advantage (Du Preez & Louw, 2008). This inherent reliance on external
stakeholders can create both opportunities for impactful collaboration and significant
limitations in terms of long-term sustainability and adaptability. In conclusion, while
Non-Profit (Dependency) organizations play a crucial role in addressing urgent social needs,
their innovation processes differ markedly from market-driven enterprises. Their idea
generation is community-centered, needs-driven, and collaboration-intensive, with success
often contingent on external funding and stakeholder engagement rather than financial

self-sufficiency or market competition (Alvarez & Barney, 2007).

3.1.2 Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient)

Another classification within the entrepreneurial spectrum is the Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient)
operate at the intersection of social impact and financial sustainability (Abu-Saifan, 2012).
Unlike Non-Profit (Dependency) organizations that only rely on external funding such as
grants and donations, self-sufficient nonprofits seek to generate their own revenue to sustain
operations while maintaining strictly committed to social good. This model enables greater
autonomy and long-term viability, reducing dependence on fluctuating external funding

sources and allowing for more strategic, impact-driven innovation (Thompson et al., 2000).

The people involved in self-sufficient non-profits represent a diverse blend of mission-driven
individuals and business-oriented professionals. While the core motivation remains the
advancement of social causes, the inclusion of business expertise fosters financially
sustainable innovation (Garvin, 1993). Unlike dependency-driven nonprofits, which are often
volunteer-based, self-sufficient nonprofits attract talent that balances entrepreneurial thinking
with social responsibility (Stephan & Drencheva, 2017). Besides that, the place where idea
generation occurs in these organizations reflects their hybrid nature. Rather than being

confined to community-based settings or emergency relief environments, self-sufficient
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nonprofits often operate within social enterprises, business incubators, or
government-supported innovation hubs (Amabile, 1996). These settings provide access to
investment, mentorship, and strategic partnerships, facilitating a more structured approach to
innovation. Such organizations often engage in cross-sector collaborations, partnering with
businesses, policymakers, and academic institutions to develop financially sustainable

solutions that maximize social impact (Utterback, 1971; Goftin & Mitchell, 2017).

Furthermore, the products developed by self-sufficient non-profits differ significantly from
those of dependency-driven models. Rather than solely providing charitable services, they
focus on scalable and sustainable social solutions that generate revenue while addressing
societal challenges (Obal, 2020). These products are designed to be financially viable and
self-sustaining, ensuring that the organization can continue to grow and expand its impact
without constant reliance on external funding (Ramirez, 2013). Last but not least, the process
of idea generation in self-sufficient non-profits is also more structured and business-oriented
than in traditional non-profits. While social need remains the primary driver, innovation is
shaped by sustainable business models that integrate financial planning, market research, and
long-term strategy (Sousa, 2011). This structured approach fosters scalability and efficiency,
allowing these organizations to expand their reach while maintaining their core social mission
(Ryft, 2019). Additionally, unlike dependency-driven nonprofits that often react to immediate
crises, self-sufficient organizations have the flexibility to take a more proactive approach,
investing in research and development to anticipate and address emerging social challenges

(Sousa, 2011).

A key distinction between Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient) organizations and Non-Profit
(Dependency) organizations lies in their approach to financial sustainability and innovation.
While both prioritize social impact over profit, self-sufficient organizations leverage
entrepreneurial strategies to create revenue-generating models that enhance long-term
resilience (Thompson et al., 2000). This enables them to innovate continuously and scale
their solutions, rather than being constrained by donor expectations or short-term funding
cycles. To summarize, non-profit (Self-Sufficient) organizations represent a more financially
independent and strategically innovative approach to social entrepreneurship (Du Preez &
Louw, 2008). Their idea generation process blends social responsibility with market-driven
thinking, allowing them to develop sustainable solutions that balance economic viability with
meaningful impact. By operating in hybrid spaces and leveraging structured innovation

processes, these organizations bridge the gap between traditional philanthropy and
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commercial entrepreneurship, ensuring a long-lasting and scalable contribution to social good

(Ramirez, 2013).

3.1.3 For-Profit (Mission-Oriented)

Entrepreneurs categorized as For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) operate with a dual purpose:
achieving financial profitability while maintaining a strong social or environmental mission
(Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike traditional for-profit enterprises that focus solely on maximizing
shareholder value, mission-oriented businesses integrate social responsibility into their core
business strategies. This model enables them to attract socially conscious consumers,

investors, and employees while fostering long-term sustainability (Venkataraman, 1997).

For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) people driving these organizations, entrepreneurs, are
committed to both financial success and societal impact. Unlike non-profit organizations,
which are primarily mission-driven, these businesses incorporate a profit incentive as a key
motivator, ensuring that social responsibility is not pursued at the expense of financial
viability (Brumme & Trelstad, 2023). This dual focus enables them to attract impact investors
and ethically conscious talent, fostering an ecosystem where commercial success and social
good are mutually reinforcing (Preez & Louw, 2008). Moreover, the place where idea
generation occurs in for-profit mission-oriented businesses is often embedded within
sustainable business networks, impact investment circles, and B Corporations (B Corps)',
organizations that meet rigorous standards of social and environmental performance,
accountability, and transparency (Utterback, 1971). These networks provide resources,
mentorship, and funding opportunities that support businesses in developing scalable,
market-driven solutions while maintaining ethical integrity (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Unlike
non-profits that may rely on philanthropic support, mission-oriented businesses leverage
market forces and investment mechanisms to fund and scale their innovations (Abu-Saifan,

2012).

Additionally, the products and services developed by these businesses represent a combined
effort of ethical production and market viability (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Unlike
non-profits, which may focus on donation-based or subsidized services, for-profit
mission-oriented businesses create offerings that are competitively positioned in the

marketplace while upholding ethical and sustainable values. These companies prove that

! In business, a B Corporation (also B Corp) is a for-profit corporation certified for its social impact by B Lab, a
global non-profit organization (B Lab. 2023)
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profit generation and ethical business practices are not mutually exclusive but can, in fact,
reinforce one another (Audretsch et al., 2022). In addition, the process of idea generation in
for-profit mission-oriented entrepreneurs is distinctly market-driven, yet it incorporates social
and environmental responsibility into the business model (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike purely
profit-driven firms that prioritize short-term revenue gains, mission-oriented businesses
embed ethical considerations into their innovation processes. This ensures that their products
and services not only fulfill consumer demand but also align with broader societal values
(Seelos & Mair, 2020). Furthermore, innovation within these organizations is often
influenced by evolving regulatory landscapes, consumer expectations, and global
sustainability goals, making adaptability a critical factor in maintaining long-term success

(Venkataraman, 1997).

A fundamental distinction between For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) businesses and non-profit
organizations is their approach to idea generation and innovation. While both prioritize social
impact, for-profit mission-oriented businesses leverage competitive market strategies to scale
and sustain their solutions rather than relying on external funding or donations. This enables
them to be more agile, self-sufficient, and capable of long-term expansion compared to
non-profit models (Abu-Saifan, 2012). At the same time, they differ from purely profit-driven
enterprises by embedding ethical considerations at the core of their business strategy, rather
than treating social responsibility as an afterthought or corporate social responsibility (CSR)
initiative (Lindgreen & Swaen, 2010). As a final point, For-Profit (Mission-Oriented)
businesses embody a hybrid approach to entrepreneurship, where financial objectives and
social impact are integrated rather than competing priorities. Their idea generation process is
commercially driven yet ethically guided, ensuring that innovation aligns with both market
demand and broader sustainability goals (Hull, 2006). By operating within sustainable
business ecosystems and embedding social responsibility into their value propositions, these
organizations demonstrate that profitability and ethical impact can coexist and even reinforce

each other in the modern business landscape.

3.1.4 For-Profit (Value)

The For-Profit (Value) entrepreneurs represent the traditional business model, where the
primary objective is financial gain. Unlike For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) businesses, where
social or environmental responsibility is embedded into the core strategy, value-driven

enterprises focus primarily on maximizing shareholder wealth, with any social impact being a
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secondary or indirect outcome (Abu-Saifan, 2012). While these businesses may engage in
CSR initiatives, such efforts are often strategic rather than intrinsic, serving to enhance brand

reputation or comply with regulatory standards rather than being a core driver of innovation.

The people within these fields are involved in idea generation within value-driven businesses
primarily include investors, executives, business strategists, and product managers, all of
whom are focused on profitability, market expansion, and competitive positioning (Goffin &
Mitchell, 2017; Abu-Saifan, 2012). Unlike non-profit or mission-driven enterprises, where
social impact plays a key role in decision-making, these individuals prioritize financial
returns, shareholder value, and revenue growth, ensuring that new ideas align with market
demand and cost-efficiency (Bacq et al., 2011). Furthermore, the place where idea generation
occurs in For-Profit (Value) organizations is typically embedded in corporate environments,
research and development (R&D) departments, innovation hubs, and business accelerators
that prioritize financial metrics and commercial viability. Unlike social enterprises that
operate within sustainability networks or impact-driven incubators, value-driven businesses
leverage data analytics, consumer insights, and market research to guide their innovation
efforts. This structured, profit-driven approach ensures that resources are allocated toward
projects with the highest potential for scalability and return on investment (ROI) rather than
social impact (Tolis, 2005). Moreover, the products and services developed by value-driven
businesses are designed primarily for market demand and competitive advantage, with little
emphasis on social or environmental considerations unless these factors contribute to
profitability (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). While some businesses may integrate sustainability
or ethical sourcing practices, these decisions are often made in response to consumer
preferences, regulatory pressures, or brand differentiation strategies rather than a genuine
commitment to social good (Audretsch et al., 2022). Moving over, the process of idea
generation in For-Profit (Value) businesses is primarily consumer-driven and
efficiency-oriented (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Unlike mission-driven businesses, where
innovation incorporates ethical considerations, value-driven businesses prioritize
technological advancements, cost reduction strategies, and market expansion (Hull, 2006).
This approach often results in rapid product iterations, aggressive market positioning, and
efficiency-driven business models, where social responsibility is considered only when it

aligns with commercial objectives (Brumme & Trelstad, 2023).

A fundamental distinction between For-Profit (Value) organizations and For-Profit

(Mission-Oriented) businesses lies in their approach to innovation and corporate strategy
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(Hull, 2006). While mission-driven enterprises seek to balance financial returns with ethical
considerations, value-driven businesses prioritize financial performance above all else,
incorporating social impact only when it enhances profitability (Brumme & Trelstad, 2023).
This difference is particularly evident in industries where market competition and shareholder
expectations drive decision-making, leaving little room for non-financial considerations
unless they offer a clear business advantage (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). To sum up, they
exemplify traditional capitalist business models, where idea generation is market-driven,
profit-maximizing, and efficiency-focused. Unlike non-profits or mission-oriented
businesses, these organizations prioritize consumer demand, technological progress, and
cost-effectiveness, with social impact being an incidental or secondary concern (Audretsch et
al., 2022). While innovation within these firms can lead to groundbreaking technological
advancements and economic growth, the absence of an intrinsic ethical framework means
that sustainability and social responsibility often take a backseat to financial imperatives

unless explicitly tied to profitability (Ryft, 2019).
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4. Methodology

The methodology outlines the systematic approach used to collect and analyze data in order
to answer the research question. It provides a structured framework for exploring depths of
social entrepreneurship, guiding the selection of research design, data collection techniques,
and analytical tools to ensure credibility, confirmability, transferability and dependability of
the findings.

4.1 Primary data collection

In order to explore how social entrepreneurs navigate the idea generation stage to create
social innovation, a qualitative approach was employed, utilizing semi-structured interviews
(Bell et al., 2022). The method was chosen to allow for in-depth exploration of different
approaches, and key success factors social entrepreneurs employ during the early stages of
innovation. Moreover, the interviews were conducted using a combination of digital
platforms, such as Teams, and in-person meetings, depending on the availability and schedule
of the interviewees. This hybrid approach allowed us to accommodate participants from
various locations across Sweden, ensuring flexibility while also saving time. Prior to the
interviews, participants were contacted via email or telephone, and upon their consent, the

interviews were recorded for transcription purposes.

The semi-structured format of the interviews provided flexibility while ensuring that the
research remained focused on the core areas relevant to the study's objectives (Bell et al.,
2022). The interviews were conducted in Swedish, with an average duration of an hour. The
questions were organised into thematic categories that aligned with the study’s aim to
understand the processes and challenges during the idea generation phase. These themes
included: (I) People, (II) Process, (I1I) Place and (IV) Product, and served as a structure for
the continued discussion. These themes are closely aligned with the primary theoretical
framework established by Goffin and Mitchell (2017). Within each theme, we incorporated a
structure that allowed us to highlight any distinctions between organizations based on their
stance toward non-profit or for-profit models which are developed by Abu-Saifan (2012).
The approach enabled a nuanced comparison, reflecting the varying perspectives and
practices depending on the organizational orientation while still having a stance within the

academic literature that built the foundations of the thesis.
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A funnel technique was employed for structuring the interview questions, beginning with
broad, open-ended questions and gradually narrowing down to more specific inquiries to
allow for a natural flow of conversation and to encourage detailed insights. The strategy was
carefully designed to engage the interviewees, enabling them to share their experiences and
knowledge regarding social innovation in Sweden. The questions were tailored to represent
the context of the theoretical framework, ensuring a high comparability between the
interviews, outlined in Appendix 1. The depth in the responses could then be analyzed

qualitatively to extract meaningful patterns and insights (Bell et al., 2022).

Participants

The study participants were selected from Swedish startups with a clearly defined social
mission, specifically targeting social entrepreneurs who serve as founders or co-founders of
these enterprises. A sample size of five interviewees was conducted, where we got enough
data and diversity to ensure manageable yet insightful data collection. The selection was
found through social networks and was guided by inclusion criteria aligned with the thesis
objectives, emphasizing relevance to the research question. The organizations had to be
operational in Sweden, demonstrate a clear commitment to addressing societal challenges,
and integrate social value creation into their core business strategy. Although the scale of
their impact may vary, each organization was required to have a mission embedded within a
social context. This purposive sampling approach ensured access to rich, experience-based
insights from individuals directly involved in shaping innovative practices within socially
driven enterprises. Furthermore, to ensure diversity in the perspectives and experiences
captured, the study strived for an equal representation of male and female founders or
co-founders. The gender balance enhances the depth and breadth of the insights obtained,
reflecting a variety of experiences within the social entrepreneurship sector. Furthermore, in
compliance with ethical research standards, all interviewees were asked to specify their
preferred level of anonymity, where all participants agreed to be published. This ensures that
participant confidentiality is upheld throughout the study, in line with best practices in
qualitative research (Bell et al., 2022). The strategy ensures that the insights gathered are both
valuable and closely aligned with the research objectives. The five social entrepreneurs
interviewed are presented in Table 2, each adopting unique strategies to address societal

challenges while integrating social values into their business models.
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Nome | Gompany | Role | Location | Duration |

Andreas Sundgren Piffl Creative Director / Co- In-Person 1h15m
founder

David Mathiasson Fritidsbanken National Operations Online 45m
Manager / Co-founder

Emma Persson Fabrikérerna Operations manager Online 1Th10m
Hanna Lauste Herbox CEO / Co-founder In-Person 1h15m
Mari Odenbjork Social Trade CEO In-Person 1Th30m

Table 2. Presentation of interview subjects

Fritidsbanken, a Swedish initiative, increases access to recreational equipment by offering a
free lending system for items such as skis, bikes, and tents. This model targets individuals
who face financial barriers to outdoor activities, promoting social inclusion and
environmental sustainability through the reuse of equipment. Similarly, Piffl seeks to enhance
accessibility to physical activities but takes a more localized approach with its innovative
"activity boxes," which contain equipment for various sports and are placed in public spaces
to foster community engagement. Piffl distinguishes itself by integrating digital tools to track
usage, enabling continuous improvement of its services and products based on user feedback.
This focus on adaptability and community involvement strengthens the social impact of their
offerings. In contrast, Herbox addresses menstrual health by offering sustainable, organic
menstrual products through a circular business model. Rather than directly selling products,
Herbox leases them to businesses and organizations, which then provide them to employees.
This model reduces waste and enhances product efficiency, with Herbox using 100% organic
cotton and recycled materials. The company’s emphasis on customization enables them to
meet specific customer needs while creating both social and environmental value.
Furthermore, Fabrikorerna, a textile industry social enterprise, specializes in producing
customized branded products, such as embroidered apparel, using repurposed fabrics and
surplus materials. Their approach provides work opportunities for marginalized groups,
including immigrants and individuals with disabilities by integrating Swedish language
learning and reintegrating individuals into the workforce. Fabrikorerna's focus on
high-quality, eco-friendly products demonstrates its commitment to both sustainability and
social inclusion. Lastly, Social Trade prioritizes the integration of marginalized individuals
into the workforce by developing products and services designed to address specific social
challenges. While they also meet market demands, Social Trade places significant emphasis

on the social outcomes of their operations, such as personal satisfaction and social
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integration. Their holistic approach to product development considers both quantitative and

qualitative measures to balance financial goals with broader social objectives.

In summary, while all five enterprises share a commitment to sustainability, social inclusion,
and community engagement, their approaches vary significantly. Fritidsbanken and Piffl both
promote physical activity, yet their models differ in terms of product delivery and digital
integration. Herbox stands apart with its focus on menstrual health and circular business
model, while Fabrikorerna’s work in textiles combines sustainability with the inclusion of
marginalized groups. Social Trade distinguishes itself by its emphasis on social outcomes,
integrating both social and economic objectives into its operations. Each enterprise, in its
own way, demonstrates how business models can align with broader social and
environmental goals, offering valuable insights into the intersection of social

entrepreneurship and sustainable development.

4.2 Research design

In alignment with the qualitative research strategy previously discussed and in consideration
of the research question’s exploratory nature, a comparative case study design was deemed
appropriate. The case study approach is widely recognized within business research for its
capacity to investigate complex phenomena in depth, thereby yielding rich and contextually
grounded insights (Bell et al., 2022). Specifically, the comparative case study design, an
increasingly prominent methodological choice, permits the concurrent analysis of several
cases, enhancing the potential to identify cross-case patterns and to derive findings with
broader applicability (Goffin et al., 2019). This approach also accommodates a range of
organizational perspectives, thereby strengthening the development of theoretically
significant and empirically grounded conclusions. Furthermore, the case study will follow a
abductive research approach, which aligns with the characteristics and nature of the case
study. According to Bell et al. (2022), an abductive research approach is utilized when the
aim is to either develop or refine existing theories by identifying the most plausible
explanations for empirical observations, especially when current theoretical frameworks fail
to sufficiently account for patterns observed in a novel context. In light of the limited
contextual data, particularly regarding the processes within social entrepreneurship, the
abductive approach enabled the comparative case study to remain unbiased and receptive to

emerging insights as the context evolved.

38



Given the aim of this study, to explore how various social entrepreneurs and organizational
types engage in idea generation, the comparative case study design is particularly well-suited.
This approach enables systematic comparison across organizations, allowing for the
identification of both commonalities and context-specific practices (Goffin et al., 2019).
Moreover, the integration of data triangulation within each case strengthens both the
credibility and depth of the analysis. While it has been argued that analyzing comparative
cases concurrently may risk overlooking certain contextual nuances (Bell et al., 2022), the
methodological benefits, such as enhanced external validity and a broader analytical reach,
outweigh these limitations. Each case is examined through a structured lens to reveal both
convergent and divergent patterns, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive and

nuanced understanding of the research question.

4.3 Data analysis

The interviews resulted in the collection of substantial amounts of data from the interviews.
As Bell et al. (2022) highlight, the unstructured nature of qualitative data is typical,
necessitating a structured approach to organise and reduce the information for more efficient
analysis. The two primary methods for analyzing qualitative data are thematic analysis and
grounded theory (Bell et al., 2022). For the purpose of this study, thematic analysis has been
selected, a method that involves identifying recurring themes and patterns across the
interviews (Bell et al., 2022). Therefore, after completing all the interviews, the structure
included revisiting them through recordings and creating transcripts of the interviews. After
the transcripts for all interviews were completed, they were sent to the interviewees for
review to ensure the accuracy of the content and confirm that the information was correctly
understood. This step was crucial in enhancing the reliability of our analysis by minimizing
the risk of miscommunication during the interview process. Moreover, after receiving
confirmation from the interview subjects, the transcribed data was moved on into the
thematic approach. The thematic analysis process followed three key steps: establishing
first-order codes, grouping these codes into concepts, and categorizing the concepts into

themes shown in Appendix 2, as recommended by Bell et al. (2022).

Two common criticisms of coding in qualitative research are that it can lead to data
fragmentation and decontextualization (Bell et al., 2022). To address these concerns, the
coding process was performed independently. The coded data was then collectively reviewed

to ensure consistent interpretation and understanding of the content across all transcripts.
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4.4 Method discussion

The decision to apply a qualitative research approach and semi-structured interviews were
because the principal method would allow for a rich and nuanced understanding of the
strategies, approaches, and critical factors that shape innovation at its earliest stage.
According to Cassell (2013), qualitative research is characterized by its reliance on
non-quantitative forms of data and non-statistical methods of analysis. It emphasizes the
subjective meanings and interpretations individuals and groups assign to social phenomena.
In line with this, Bell et al. (2022) note that qualitative research prioritizes verbal and visual
data over numerical indicators, which enables researchers to gain deeper insights into
people’s lived experiences. The interviews are thus seen as active contributors to the research
process, providing context-rich information that goes beyond surface-level observations
(Cassell, 2013). Moreover, the method facilitates a holistic understanding of social innovation
by integrating findings from both academic literature and empirical interviews. Through the
identification of emerging patterns and themes in participants’ narratives, this approach offers
meaningful insights into how social innovation is initiated, shaped, and refined in real-world

contexts (Bell et al., 2022).

Furthermore, semi-structured interviews contribute to flexible and unstructured interviews
with the consistency of structured formats, making them particularly well-suited for exploring
the research question. The method supports the investigation of complex, qualitative
dimensions such as organizational practices and innovation culture, which are not easily
captured through quantitative measures (Bell et al., 2022). By offering a flexible yet guided
structure, it ensures that key themes are addressed while leaving space for interviewees to
elaborate on topics that naturally arise during the conversation. This adaptability is essential
as it enables the interviewer to follow up on emergent insights and delve deeper into areas of
significance to the participants. Importantly, this format encourages respondents to speak
freely, express their experiences in their own words, and raise aspects of entrepreneurship
that might otherwise go unnoticed. Such openness not only enriches the data but also fosters
more honest and reflective discussions. Nevertheless, as Bell et al (2022) highlights, this
method may introduce a degree of subjectivity, as participants’ responses are inevitably
shaped by their personal positions within the organization, potentially leading to partial or

biased representations of institutional practices.
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Furthermore, the research allows a greater opportunity to explore the soft values within
organizations, such as culture, leadership styles, and employee attitudes toward innovation.
These soft values are essential to understanding how innovation is fostered at the operational
level, as they influence creativity, collaboration, and openness to new ideas (Abu-Saifan, S.
2012). Since each company may have a unique approach to fostering innovation, the
flexibility can capture the diverse ways in which organizations encourage innovation at the
operational level. Notably, soft values are not always captured through rigid, predefined
questions (LaDonna et al., 2018). Therefore, the research design provides the space for
respondents to share their experiences and perspectives in a more natural, conversational
manner, enabling the researcher to probe deeper into topics that may emerge during the
interview. This approach is particularly important when studying complex social phenomena
like organizational culture, where the richness of understanding often lies in the nuances of
behavior, emotions, and informal processes that cannot be fully addressed with structured

formats.

Rather than emphasizing the collection of quantitative data, the primary objective of the
interviews was to uncover underlying themes and insights related to social entrepreneurship.
Accordingly, a thematic analysis was employed. This method follows a five-step process:
familiarization with the data through transcripts and notes, systematic coding, identification
of recurring themes, reviewing the thematic framework, and finally, defining and naming the
themes. Thematic analysis is particularly well-suited for examining longer and more in-depth
interviews, where a deeper level of interpretation is required. However, the process also
entails certain limitations, notably the risk of losing contextual nuance when segmenting
interview narratives into discrete codes and themes. This necessitates careful consideration to
ensure that key elements of the interviews are retained. To further mitigate the risk of
subjective interpretation, the coding and theme development should be conducted
independently by both researchers. Independent analysis allows for the reduction of

individual bias and enhances the reliability of the findings (Bell et al., 2022).

4.5 Limitations

One of the primary challenges in the research strategy is ensuring the representativeness and
scope of the study. There is a risk of sampling bias, where the selected participants might not
adequately represent the diversity within and across industries. This could skew the insights

toward specific types of companies or industries, potentially limiting the applicability of the
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findings. To mitigate this, it is essential to employ purposive sampling, carefully selecting a
diverse and relevant cross-section of companies that span various industries, sizes, and
cultures. This targeted approach produces coherent, relevant findings that are directly
applicable to organizations across different industries, providing actionable insights for

improving innovation strategies and aligning with social goals.

The design of the study, particularly the use of semi-structured interviews, introduces
challenges such as data overload and inconsistent data. The qualitative data collected from
interviews can be voluminous and complex, making analysis and comparison difficult.
Employing effective data management strategies, such as using qualitative data analysis can
help organise, code, and manage data efficiently. Furthermore, there is a need to clearly use
digital tools to help record, and transcript the interviews to purposely be able to review and
analyze afterwards. Another important part is to develop a robust coding template that is
guided by the interview structure but flexible enough to incorporate emergent themes will
ensure consistency in data analysis and accommodate new insights, also known as a thematic

analysis.

Interview dynamics also present significant challenges whereas interviewer bias is a concern,
as the researcher’s assumptions and expectations might influence how questions are asked
and how responses are interpreted. To combat this, maintaining an ongoing reflective journal
is one mitigation strategy to critically assess and minimize the researcher's biases in both
questioning and analysis. Moreover, a well-structured interview guide contributes to
minimizing bias by ensuring that the discussion remains focused and follows a consistent line
of inquiry. Participant hesitancy is another challenge, where participants may be reluctant to
share true opinions or negative aspects of their organizational culture, especially on sensitive
topics like sustainability or company practices. Building a trustworthy relationship with
participants before and during interviews can encourage openness and authenticity in their
responses, providing richer and more accurate data. Another way would be to offer

anonymity for the interviewee since the fact and internal process are essential for the thesis.

Lastly, gaining access to companies and securing interviews with busy executives can be
difficult. Early outreach and effective networking, leveraging academic and professional
contacts, are crucial in securing participation. This also accounts for an early positioning on

the scope of the thesis, as this is essential to who and when interviews can be scheduled.
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While having executives as respondents increase the credibility of the study, focusing on
employees at the operational level may be easier due to their accessibility and openness, there
is a potential bias in this approach. Operational employees often provide valuable insights
into day-to-day challenges and workplace culture but may lack a comprehensive
understanding of the organization's broader strategic objectives and innovative initiatives.
Conversely, executives and senior managers typically possess deeper knowledge of strategies
and innovation frameworks, but accessing their perspectives is often more challenging due to
time constraints and potential concerns about confidentiality or corporate reputation. This
relationship between executives and employees provides two sets of unique information to
the research question, and develops a possible bias to the research question. Ethical
considerations are also vital, particularly in ensuring confidentiality and the ethical handling
of sensitive information. Ethical approval needs to be discussed where required and ensuring
all participants are fully informed of their rights are critical steps in ensuring a
trustworthiness between authors and our respondents. Data must be handled according to
strict confidentiality protocols to protect the integrity of the research and the privacy of the

participants.

4.6 Research quality
As this study employs a qualitative research method, the alternative criteria of credibility,

transferability, dependability, and confirmability were applied to ensure trustworthiness (Bell

etal., 2022).

4.6.1 Credibility

To ensure the accuracy of our findings, we recorded, transcribed, and validated interviews
with participants to confirm our interpretations. Furthermore, considering potential
limitations in fully capturing the study’s scope and methodology, follow-ups are used to
further explore participants' arguments, objectives, and views on the research questions.
Additionally, we acknowledge the risk of overlooking relevant keywords during the literature
search, which may have led to the exclusion of significant publications. To mitigate the risk,
we employed a systematic approach involving keyword mapping, thesaurus consultation, and

pilot searches.

43



4.6.2 Confirmability

Confirmability addresses the extent to which researchers have minimized the influence of
their own values, ensuring that the findings are derived from participants’ words and
narratives rather than potential researcher biases (Bell et al., 2022). Achieving complete
objectivity is inherently challenging, as subconscious beliefs and opinions may inevitably
shape one’s perspective. To maximize confirmability, this study has strived to adopt an
unbiased approach, relying exclusively on theoretical frameworks and empirical findings,

particularly in the analysis and conclusion stages.

4.6.3 Transferability

To ensure the transferability of the presented results, in accordance with Bell et al. (2022), we
have strived to provide as accurate and comprehensive a description of the findings as
possible. As our analysis focused on the most relevant aspects, it is important to note that not
all perspectives of the interviewees were included in certain results. This selective approach
was adopted to prioritize the most relevant and valuable information for the study.
Consequently, specific sections of the initial results were excluded from this thesis. These
exclusions were highly limited in scope, and while we believe they did not significantly

impact our conclusions, we cannot entirely rule out the possibility of some influence.

4.6.4 Dependability

Dependability serves as the qualitative equivalent of reliability and assesses whether the
findings are likely to remain consistent over time. In other words, if other researchers were to
examine the data at a different point in time, they would be expected to arrive at similar
findings and interpretations (Bell et al., 2022). This study complies with the same principle
by ensuring that all analyzes, discussions, and results are systematically documented and

thoroughly explained, thereby minimizing the risk of misunderstandings.
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5. Result

The results of the interviews are presented according to the themes identified during the
thematic analysis of the interviews. Each interview subject's responses are categorized and
analyzed within these key themes, allowing for a structured and comprehensive presentation
of the findings. The thematic approach enables a detailed exploration of the insights shared
by each participant, providing a clear understanding of how the different themes relate to
their experiences and perspectives. The results are organised into four main themes which
encapsulate the idea generation stage of each organization: People, Process, Place, and

Product, which align with the theoretical framework guiding this study.

5.1 People

The following subsection is structured around key thematic areas that correspond to the

second-order concepts identified in our analysis of the People dimension.

5.1.1 Leadership

Leadership across the five social entrepreneurs is consistently driven by core values and a
deep commitment to the people, yet the organizational structures and leadership styles vary
significantly, reflecting each enterprise’s developmental stage and operational context. At
Fritidsbanken, leadership is conceptualised as a collaborative, decentralized process, which
integrates contributions from both civil society and the public sector. This organizational
model strikes a balance between grassroots-level engagement and national-level coordination,
wherein strategic leadership at the central level supports and enhances local initiatives. The
emphasis on collaboration enables the organization to foster a sense of ownership and
empowerment at the local level, while maintaining alignment with broader, national
objectives. Similarly, Social Trade adopts a leadership approach that is strongly
relationship-oriented, with a focus on shared personal experiences. Leaders within this
enterprise frequently come from similar backgrounds of exclusion as their employees, which
cultivates a profound sense of empathy and understanding. This shared experience forms the
foundation of their decision-making processes, allowing for leadership that is not only
supportive but also deeply attuned to the needs and challenges faced by the team. The

interviewee at Social Trade states: “Such leadership fosters trust and open communication,
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thereby strengthening the bond between leaders and employees and enhancing organizational

cohesion”.

In contrast, Herbox and Piffl display a notable shift away from traditional top-down
leadership towards more coaching-oriented models. At Herbox, leadership is non-hierarchical
and underpinned by principles of self-leadership and mutual respect. The organizational
culture promotes autonomy and personal responsibility, where employees are encouraged to
take ownership of their roles and contribute to the decision-making process. Piffl, on the
other hand, places a strong emphasis on adapting leadership approaches to suit the needs of
younger team members, prioritizing emotional intelligence, open communication, and
coaching as fundamental tools for leadership. This approach not only nurtures individual
growth but also facilitates the development of a collaborative and flexible work environment
that is responsive to the dynamic nature of the team. However, Fabrikérerna employs a more
structured leadership model, characterised by patience, clarity, and presence: “In this setting,
leadership is essential for providing stability and guidance, particularly in contexts where
employees face significant language and cultural barriers”. The leadership style at
Fabrikorerna serves to scaffold the workforce, ensuring that individuals feel supported as
they navigate both professional and personal challenges. The focus on clear communication
and supportive leadership ensures that employees have the resources they need to succeed,
while also fostering a culture of mutual respect and inclusivity. However, while all five
organizations reject rigid hierarchical structures, a common thread is the prioritization of
relational, empathetic, and trust-based leadership. In each case, leadership is fundamentally

people-centred, with a clear focus on fostering a supportive and empowering environment.

5.1.2 Characteristics

Across the five social enterprises, individuals exhibit characteristics that reflect a strong
alignment with the values and missions of their organizations. While organizational structures
and team compositions differ, there is a shared emphasis on empathy, resilience, inclusivity,
and intrinsic motivation. These traits not only support the enterprises' social objectives but
also create cohesive and value-driven organizational cultures. However, at Fritidsbanken,
individuals come from a wide range of backgrounds, including former athletes, public sector
professionals, and engaged local citizens: “This diversity fosters adaptability and local
anchoring, as staff and volunteers often share cultural and contextual knowledge with the

communities they serve”. A strong sense of collective purpose and a willingness to contribute
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beyond formal roles are also evident, reflecting the grassroots character of the organization.
Similarly, Social Trade brings together people with lived experiences of social exclusion or
marginalisation. These shared backgrounds foster solidarity, empathy, and a deep
understanding of the challenges faced by those the enterprise seeks to support. The
individuals involved often demonstrate a high level of emotional intelligence and relational
sensitivity, which enhances interpersonal trust and collective resilience. Their commitment to
creating inclusive environments is not only value-based but also experiential, rooted in their
own personal journeys. The respondent at Social Trade indicates: “Employees at Social Trade
have personal experience with social exclusion, which gives them a unique perspective on the

challenges faced by the individuals they serve”.

In the more entrepreneurial contexts of Herbox and Piffl, individuals tend to exhibit traits
such as agility, self-direction, and a proactive mindset. At Herbox, the team is composed of
individuals who are highly action-oriented and pragmatic, with a strong preference for
execution and experimentation over prolonged evaluation. These individuals thrive in
fast-paced environments and are characterised by their adaptability and drive for continuous
improvement. Additionally, Piffl’s similar entrepreneurial qualities are complemented by
emotional sensitivity and a strong emphasis on peer feedback. Team members are encouraged
to engage in open dialogue and collective learning, creating a dynamic and psychologically
safe environment where personal and professional development are deeply intertwined: “7The
team at Piffl is diverse, drawing on a range of cultural and professional backgrounds, which
enhances the organization s ability to innovate and adapt”’. Fabrikorerna, by contrast, attracts
individuals who often face social or structural barriers to employment, such as language
difficulties or limited work experience. Many team members come from backgrounds marked
by migration or long-term unemployment: “Despite these challenges, or perhaps because of
them, individuals at Fabrikorerna demonstrate high levels of perseverance, openness to

’

learning, and a strong commitment to social contribution”. Common characteristics are
connected to support these individuals in developing confidence and competence, while their
lived experiences contribute to a uniquely empathetic and inclusive workplace culture.
Whether characterised by community embeddedness, entrepreneurial drive, or inclusive
empowerment, the people within these organizations are not merely fulfilling roles; they are

co-creating the social value that defines the enterprise.

47



5.1.3 Motivation

Motivation within these social enterprises is primarily driven by a deep commitment to
creating positive social impact, rather than pursuing financial gain. However, the
manifestation and expression of this motivation vary, shaped by the specific context and
target demographic of each enterprise. At Fritidsbanken, motivation is rooted in the belief
that access to physical activity should be universal, irrespective of socioeconomic status. This
belief serves as a unifying force among volunteers and employees, creating a collective sense
of purpose. Similarly, Piffl is driven by a motivation that arises from the tangible impact their
services have on underprivileged communities. Feedback from users, particularly children
and families in vulnerable areas, serves as a critical source of emotional engagement,

reinforcing the sense of purpose and meaning behind the enterprise’s operations.

Furthermore, Herbox's motivation is tied to the organization's mission of breaking taboos
surrounding women's hygiene and providing essential hygiene products: “The dedication can
be described as being driven by an intuitive, almost visceral gut feeling, which underscores
the emotional connection to the social cause”. Likewise, both Fabrikorerna and Social Trade
cultivate motivation through personal identification with the mission, which fosters a strong
sense of responsibility and belonging. In these enterprises, work is not merely a means of
earning a livelthood but a deeply personal journey that transforms employment into a
pathway for healing and social reintegration. The interviewee at Fabrikdrerna emphasizes:
“The focus on long-term development and empowerment, particularly in relation to gender
equality and social inclusion, makes it a deeply people-centered organization which
motivates”. While some organizations draw their motivation from direct, tangible community

feedback, others from a deeply personal identification with the mission.

5.1.4 Team dynamics

The team dynamics within the examined social enterprises are fundamentally shaped by
shared values, strong interpersonal cohesion, and inclusive practices. Across all cases, the
team is not merely regarded as a functional workforce but rather as a core asset, central to
both the operational effectiveness and social mission of the enterprise. Moreover,
Fritidsbanken operates through a widely decentralized model that spans multiple local units
across Sweden, relying heavily on both volunteers and staff members. This structure
necessitates a high degree of trust, local adaptability, and alignment with shared cultural

values. Effective internal communication and a unifying commitment to the organization’s
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mission serve to bridge geographical and operational distances, maintaining cohesion despite
the distributed nature of the organization. Similarly, Piffl places significant emphasis on
emotional sensitivity and open dialogue within the team. By actively fostering a
psychologically safe environment in which feedback is welcomed and learning is encouraged,
Piffl nurtures a culture of continuous development and mutual respect. In addition, Herbox
employs a more entrepreneurial and fast-paced approach to team development: “Herbox s
success has been driven by a team of entrepreneurial, action-oriented individuals who
prioritize execution over perfection”. The organization deliberately builds its team based on
complementarity, seeking individuals who not only bring diverse skill sets but also align with
a strong action-oriented mindset. The team culture is rooted in agility, with a premium placed
on execution, experimentation, and personal growth. Regular coaching sessions and reflective
practices reinforce this ethos, creating an environment where professional and personal

development are closely intertwined.

However, Fabrikorerna’s team building is structured around stability, support, and clear
expectations. The organization emphasises the importance of well-defined roles, standardised
processes, and gender-equal working environments in order to create psychological safety,
particularly for employees who may be navigating cultural or linguistic barriers. This
structured approach provides a reliable framework within which team members can grow and
contribute effectively. Furthermore, Social Trade adopts a similar people-first philosophy,
though with a more community-oriented method. The organization intentionally prioritizes
the building of strong interpersonal relationships before introducing formal work structures.
Teams are cultivated as supportive communities, where mutual care, trust, and relational
continuity serve as the foundation for long-term collaboration and employee retention.
However, the ways in which these teams are structured and developed vary considerably,
reflecting differences in organizational scale, strategic priorities, and the specific populations

they engage with.

5.2 Process

In the following subsection, the Process is broken down into key areas which are representing

the second order concepts of our thematic analysis.
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5.2.1 Creative Process

Social Trade described the idea generation process as a highly collaborative and inclusive
one, involving nearly the entire organization. This process is driven by open discussions,
where team members contribute ideas. Social Trade emphasized the importance of ensuring
that every team member understands their contribution and its societal value. This
transparency helps engage employees and motivate them throughout the development
process. Social Trade also collaborates with external partners to explore new opportunities in
product development and social responsibility. Social Trade explained that their process
involves regular meetings, communication, and long-term follow-ups with potential and
existing partners to ensure alignment and engagement in the shared goals. Similarly,
Fritidsbanken also deployed a more external focus in their creative process and described this
as crucial in aligning their operations with the local customers and municipalities:
“Sometimes working with municipalities can be hard, as decisions might take a bit longer.
However, when a decision has been made it is often established by a huge driving force which

1

gives a lot of value to our mission.’

Similarly, Piffl also emphasized the dynamic and collaborative nature of their idea
development process. The process begins with an open forum, where feedback is collected
from different team members. The respondent at Piffl, as the creative director, works on the
initial design, while the technical team begins building the framework. Once the basic
structure is established, they synchronize their efforts and make adjustments based on early
feedback and testing. Piffl’s approach also includes the rapid launch of products, even if they
are not fully developed, to test them in real-time and refine the product based on user
experiences. Both Social Trade and Piffl emphasize the importance of inclusivity in the
development process. The same philosophy is integrated at Herbox, where the process of idea
development is open but structured: “The company has established roles within the team, but
it's important that everyone is involved in the product development process”. One of the team
members holds the primary responsibility for ensuring that new initiatives are brought to
fruition, but the entire team plays an integral part in generating ideas and providing input.
This method is echoed by Fabrikorerna, as they explained that while the company has clear
roles within the team, the interviewee, as the business manager and designer, is primarily
responsible for overseeing the business creativity. However, she emphasized that while she
holds responsibility for ensuring that things get done, it is essential for the entire team to

contribute to the product development process.
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5.2.2 Project Prioritization

When it comes to prioritizing ideas, Social Trade’s decisions are guided by a balance of
demand and capacity. Furthermore, they noted that the organization is flexible, often adapting
quickly to changes in demand and mobilizing resources accordingly. They prioritize based on
what they can deliver and the needs of their partners, making adjustments when necessary to
meet specific requests: “Our process is highly flexible and adaptive, requiring us to maintain
a continuous balance. We must remain responsive and agile, swiftly adjusting to meet the
needs of our clients”. This flexible approach ensures they are able to continue operations
effectively even when resources are limited. Similarly, Piffl’s prioritization as a collaborative
decision-making process based on team dialogue. Ideas are ranked according to their
potential impact on users, and projects that align with the company's mission of improving
usability and accessibility are given the highest priority. Piffl explained that prioritization
helps allocate limited resources to projects that provide the most value, ensuring that their

efforts contribute to both their social and business goals.

Likewise, Fritidsbanken discussed how prioritization is largely driven by the need to increase
access to physical activity while balancing the capacity to deliver services across different
regions. Their approach to prioritization involves focusing on areas where the need is
greatest, particularly in municipalities with limited access to recreational resources.
Furthermore, they explained that the organization’s resources are limited, so decisions about
which municipalities to focus on are made based on the level of support available, the
specific needs of the community, and the potential for long-term impact. Aligning with
limited resources, Herbox prioritization is a carefully considered process. When resources are
limited, the team evaluates whether a project aligns with the company’s social goals and if it
1s a current priority: “For instance, when the team was offered a beneficial project, we
emphasized that the idea, while interesting, did not align with Herbox's core mission”. The
decision was made after evaluating the project's compatibility with their social goals,
showing how the company stays disciplined and ensures that every decision supports their

long-term vision.

While all organizations focus on aligning their projects with user needs, the methods for
prioritization differ slightly. Social Trade emphasizes adaptability in real-time
decision-making, ensuring that they are responsive to partner needs and external

circumstances. Piffl, on the other hand, integrates a more structured prioritization system,
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ensuring that ideas with the greatest impact are pursued first. In Fabrikdrerna, prioritization is
driven by a balance between the company’s social mission and the practicalities of meeting
customer demands. The interviewee at Fabrikorerna explained that while they do not have
strict ethical requirements for their customers, there is a strong emphasis on ensuring that the
work aligns with their social mission. Unlike the others, Fabrikorerna takes a more pragmatic
approach in balancing their social mission with the realities of the market. They shared that
the ability to reach and engage with clients who may not be fully aware of the social impact

of the work is a significant part of their business development.

5.2.3 External Partnerships and Business Development

The role of external partnerships is well-established across the organizations involved in this
study, with each recognizing the substantial influence these collaborations have on their
process development and overall operations. A shared sentiment among the interviewees is
the importance of building long-term, sustainable relationships with external partners,
including municipalities, social enterprises, and other key stakeholders. These partnerships,
while often presenting challenges, also provide essential opportunities for growth and social
impact. However, Social Trade work with long-term partnerships are foundational to their
operational model. The organization places great emphasis on fostering these relationships
gradually, with a focus on transparency and mutual benefit. As noted by the interviewee, the
organization’s partnership with municipalities, particularly in Gothenburg, is an exemplary
case of how these external connections strengthen both the business and its social mission.
However, these relationships are not without challenges. A particular hurdle lies in aligning
the capabilities of social enterprises with the varied demands of their clients. As the interview
with Social Trade pointed out: “It is an ongoing balancing act between meeting the
customer's expectations and being aware of the capacity and potential of our membership
companies.” This approach of fostering long-term commitment while remaining adaptable
has allowed Social Trade to establish itself as a trusted partner within the social enterprise
ecosystem. In contrast, Fritidsbanken have chosen an approach to strive to enhance their
collaborations with all of Sweden's municipalities. The partnership was established in a
common alignment in their mission to accommodate free products to the population of each
municipality in Sweden, resulting in fruitful collaborations for both parties: “Upon
recognizing that our operations provide a solution to the municipality s internal challenges,
they are prepared to invest in it”. Fritdsbanken addresses 11 out of the 17 Sustainable

Development Goals and clearly spans the three dimensions of sustainability: economic,
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ecological, and social, which all stakeholders are expected to engage with. Their external
partnership is described as they established a non-profit organization in which the
municipality becomes a member of. Today over 60% of the Swedish population have access
to a Fritidsbank in their municipality, which highlights the strong collaboration and
dependency.

Piffl shares similar insights regarding external partnerships, particularly with municipalities
and real estate companies. The interviewee emphasized that these collaborations, while
valuable, come with their own set of pressures, as the company must continually meet the
needs and expectations of its external partners. To navigate these pressures, Piffl emphasizes
open communication, with a dedicated "customer success" team at the core of their
engagement with external partners. This team collects valuable feedback and ensures that
external partners are well-informed throughout the product development process.
Additionally, Piftl has introduced a customer portal, which provides partners with real-time
access to usage data, thereby reducing the burden of constant communication and offering
greater transparency. This proactive strategy allows Piffl to strengthen its relationships with
external stakeholders while maintaining flexibility and responsiveness in its product
development process. Moreover, Herbox also relies on external partnerships, such as
municipal procurement and private sector organizations, although their approach to
collaboration is slightly different. While customers are the primary drivers of revenue for
Herbox, the company has been proactive in seeking out expertise from external networks.
The interviewee mentioned their involvement in incubators and entrepreneurial networks as
valuable resources for knowledge and support, particularly in areas where the company
lacked internal expertise. For Herbox, these external collaborations have been vital during the
startup phase, providing access to both financial support and business coaching. Despite
being a small organization, Herbox continues to build relationships with partners to promote
their capacity for social impact and they actively engage with external resources for both

strategic insight and financial assistance.

Similarly, Fabrikorerna has relied on external support, particularly during its early stages. The
company received initial support from the region for social economics, along with financial
backing and personnel from the resource organization ForumSkill, which played a significant
role in helping the organization establish its operations. Fabrikorerna also receives ongoing

operational grants from the social welfare department to support their work with marginalized
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groups. While this external support has been critical, the interviewee emphasized that the
company would not have been able to operate sustainably without this continued assistance,
highlighting the importance of these partnerships for both operational growth and mission
fulfillment. Despite some challenges, Fabrikorerna's ability to leverage these partnerships has
allowed them to remain committed to their goal of providing meaningful employment and

training opportunities for individuals with limited access to the labor market.

5.2.4 Short and Long Term Strategy

The challenge of balancing short-term and long-term goals was a common discussion in most
interviews. At Social Trade, the balance between immediate results and sustainable social
impact is essential. While the organization focuses on achieving quick results, such as
distributing fruit baskets to local communities, Social Trade highlighted their long-term
vision of expanding their network and impacting more communities: “One of our central
challenges lies in finding new work integrating social companies to collaborate with”.
However, this effort is necessary to maintain both immediate and lasting impact. Similarly,
the respondent at Piffl indicates that balancing short-term and long-term objectives is central
to their work. In the short term, the company focuses on distributing their products to
customers, such as municipalities, which delivers immediate social benefits to local
communities. However, their long-term goal is to integrate their products into urban planning
processes, ensuring that recreational spaces are equipped with their products. Piffl highlights
the challenge with aligning their short-term strategies with the long timelines of urban
development projects. Despite these challenges, Piffl remains flexible, adjusting their
strategies as necessary to meet immediate needs while keeping their long-term goals in sight.
Similarly, the interviewee at Herbox clarifies its long-term goal within the organization, as
establishing a presence in the European market, where it identifies expansion opportunities
driven by growing demand. In contrast, Fabrikdrerna states they are willing to grow in the
long run but due to various uncertainties, it is difficult to predict future developments: “In the
long term, we need to expand our team;, however, a key issue has been the
lower-than-expected number of work training participants included in our agreements, an
important source of income, as we receive compensation for mentoring them”. As such, they
are dependent not only on customer demand but, more critically, on the availability of
individuals for work training. This creates a need for careful prioritization, given the
fluctuating nature of both supply and demand. Furthermore, Fritidsbanken is engaged in a

collaborative initiative where they set five-year and two-year goals, with the latter serving as
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milestones toward the long-term vision. Activities are designed to support the achievement of
these objectives, and are dependent on the external partnership. In the short term, the focus is
on strengthening efforts directed at specific target groups, equipping more Fritidsbanken
locations with accessible facilities, and addressing staffing needs by increasing the number of
colleagues. The long-term ambition is to expand nationally by reaching all municipalities in

Sweden and fostering collaboration with regional authorities and the sports movement.

When discussing how to handle failures within these goals or ideas that do not meet
expectations, the respondent at Herbox emphasizes the importance of learning by doing,
stating that setbacks, such as missteps in hiring or strategy, serve as valuable lessons. Their
philosophy is that mistakes are part of the entrepreneurial journey, and they offer crucial
insights into what needs improvement. While both Social Trade and Piffl did not explicitly
discuss the same level of failure in their interviews, they shared similar sentiments on the
importance of learning from challenges. Social Trade highlighted the critical role of clear
communication and preparation when dealing with challenges related to integrating new
social enterprises into their network. Piffl similarly emphasized the need for adaptability in
the face of partner feedback, underscoring the importance of adjusting strategies as necessary

to improve outcomes.

5.3 Place

The following subsection is organised according to key thematic areas that align with the

second-order concepts derived from our analysis of the Place dimension.

5.3.1 Environmental effects

A shared belief among all five entrepreneurs is that physical and social environments play a
crucial role in enabling creativity and innovation. Both Fritidsbanken and Piffl explicitly
highlight the importance of engaging settings that inspire idea generation. For instance, the
respondent at Fritidsbanken underscores the transformative potential of spaces with aesthetic
and sensory appeal, such as high ceilings and natural light, arguing that these elements
enhance both staff morale and public engagement. Similarly, Piff]l thrives in environments
where they can interact directly with users and partners, often stepping beyond the confines
of their office to gather feedback and test ideas in real-world contexts. This experiential
learning process mirrors Fritidsbanken’s belief in the environment’s power to influence

mindset and creativity, although Fritidsbanken places greater emphasis on advocating for
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high-quality public-facing spaces to counteract municipalities’ tendencies to assign low-cost,
less attractive locations. Moreover, Herbox aligns more closely with Piffl in its embrace of
flexible workspaces and external stimuli. Like Piffl, Herbox values shifting physical settings
as a means to stimulate fresh perspectives. They frequently work from different locations
around the city and engage in reflective activities such as annual retreats, echoing
Fritidsbanken’s emphasis on stepping outside routine environments for deeper inspiration.
However, where Piffl uses these changes as a channel for user engagement and product
development, Herbox focuses more on introspection and team alignment, particularly
concerning individual growth and organizational vision: “My earlier experience in San Diego
provided a cultural contrast that challenged Swedish norms around conformity and
encouraged a bolder, more risk-tolerant mindset, demonstrating how international

environments can catalyze creative shifts”.

While Piffl, Herbox, and Fritidsbanken emphasize physical and psychological inspiration as
primary outcomes of Place, Fabrikorerna and Social Trade present a more mission-driven
interpretation. For Fabrikorerna, location is deeply intertwined with social inclusion and labor
market integration: “The decision to remain in Angered, a socioeconomically marginalized
district in Gothenburg, reflects a deliberate commitment to community impact”. This spatial
choice supports their goal of creating job opportunities for individuals with limited labor
market access, such as immigrants and people with disabilities. Similar to Fritidsbanken, they
also invest in newly renovated spaces that elevate professionalism and employee pride,
suggesting that inspirational settings and social purpose are not mutually exclusive.
Furthermore, Social Trade offers yet another variation, blending the community-embedded
model of Fabrikorerna with the reflective, exploratory ethos of Herbox. Like Fabrikorerna,
Social Trade is closely tied to the socio-economic environment of its operations, frequently
engaging with local integration programs and educational institutions. However, their
approach is broader and more fluid: study visits, speaking engagements, and partnerships
with social innovation hubs serve not only to disseminate their mission but also to draw
inspiration from the lived experiences of marginalized individuals. This mirrors Piffl’s
user-centric learning but is situated within a more systemic, socially engaged framework. In
addition, Social Trade as well as Herbox place importance on shifting perspectives, however
for Social Trade, this is achieved through societal immersion rather than through internal

retreats.
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5.3.2 Strategic intent

While all five enterprises share an understanding that environment matters, their
interpretations of Place differ based on strategic intent. Fritidsbanken and Piffl emphasize the
environment as a creative driver, Herbox sees it as a means of reflection and personal growth,
and Fabrikérerna and Social Trade, meanwhile, prioritize social embeddedness and local
impact. Notably, only Piffl and Herbox make frequent use of hybrid or nomadic work
patterns, seeing flexibility in location as essential to ideation. By contrast, Fabrikorerna and
Social Trade are anchored to specific geographic and community-based sites, where place is
integral to mission delivery rather than simply a backdrop for operations. The respondent at
Fabrikorerna empathize: “The place strategy is more about embedding their operations
within the community they aim to uplift”. Furthermore, access to professional, supportive
environments, such as innovation hubs, is a shared resource among several of the enterprises.
Both Piffl, Herbox and Social Trade’s involvement in incubators and innovation hubs
underline the value of external ecosystems in supporting organizational growth and
collaboration. Yet the nature of engagement differs. Piffl and Herbox leverages these settings
primarily for networking and knowledge exchange, whereas Social Trade uses them to
amplify social innovation through multi-sectoral collaboration. In addition, while the Place
dimension is universally recognized across the five enterprises as critical to innovation and
impact, its function and meaning vary substantially. Some organizations prioritize inspiration,
others integration, some view the environment as a driver of individual reflection, while

others see it as a tool for societal transformation.

5.4 Product

The following section is structured around key themes based on the second-order concepts

identified in our analysis of the Product dimension.

5.4.1 Product Characteristics

Fritidsbanken and Piffl share a strong focus on promoting physical activity and social
inclusion by making recreational equipment more accessible to underserved communities.
Both companies address the financial barrier to engaging in sports by providing free access to
equipment. However, Fritidsbanken operates by offering a wide range of sports and outdoor
gear that can be borrowed, promoting circularity by reusing products to reduce waste.

Similarly, Piffl offers activity boxes placed in public spaces, allowing users to borrow sports
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equipment for free: "We relocate boxes, adjust the assortment based on seasonal variations
or specific local interests, and ensure that each box is optimized to provide maximum utility."
While both models aim to foster inclusivity through accessible products, Piffl's approach also
integrates a digital element that allows users to track activity, providing valuable data for
improvement and scalability. This digital dimension makes Piffl's product model more
dynamic, whereas Fritidsbanken's approach is more focused on direct, physical access to
equipment without the technological component: “We aim to build the 21st-century public
library for physical activity”. In contrast, Herbox offers a very different type of product,
focusing on menstrual hygiene. Herbox’s product is based on organic cotton menstrual items,
which are leased to customers in a circular model, ensuring products are reused rather than
disposed of. Herbox also distinguishes itself by offering customized product boxes to suit the
specific needs of clients, such as businesses or organizations. Together with Herbox, Piffl
focuses on customization in their business models while Fritidsbanken offers more
standardized products to the general public. The interviewee at Piffl states: “Flexibility in
product design and implementation is key to achieving both scalability and effective social

impact”.

However, like Piffl and Fritidsbanken, Herbox emphasizes accessibility, ensuring that
menstrual products are available in a sustainable, affordable and customized manner. The key
difference lies in Herbox’s focus on a health-related product, which is more niche compared
to the general recreational equipment provided by Fritidsbanken and Piffl. Additionally, the
characteristics of products at Fabrikorerna stands out due to its emphasis on customized
textile products. Fabrikorerna provides branded items like t-shirts, jackets, and hats to
businesses, focusing on personalization for promotional purposes. While Fritidsbanken and
Piffl prioritize community engagement through public access to their products, Fabrikorerna's
products cater to the commercial sector, with a clear focus on creating high-quality, durable
items that support businesses in promoting their brands. Unlike the others, Social Trade takes
a more holistic approach, offering a broad range of products and services that combine
market demand with social impact. Social Trade evaluates products not just based on revenue
potential but also on their ability to foster social inclusion. The company’s product offerings
are intended to integrate individuals into the workforce, ensuring that the products themselves

support broader social goals.
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5.4.2 Sustainability

In addition, similarities among these enterprises are grounded in their commitment to
sustainability, social inclusion, and community engagement into their offerings. Fritidsbanken
and Piffl focus on promoting physical activity by making equipment and activity Kkits
accessible for borrowing. Both reduce barriers to participation and contribute to social equity,
thereby strengthening social sustainability. The interviewee at Fritidsbanken empathise: “The
aim is to lower the threshold for participating in physical activities, particularly in areas
where access to sports equipment may be limited. This not only contributes to improved
physical health but also to social cohesion through shared activities’. However, their models
diverge in terms of the product life cycle strategies they employ, where Fritidsbanken only
offers second-hand equipment, whereas Piffl purchases new items for their boxes. Instead,
Piffl promotes resource management in terms of a product life cycle analysis (LCA): “4
football that is used hundreds of times contributes to lower costs per use and reduced waste”.
Similarly to Fritidsbanken, Herbox and Fabrikorerna incorporate sustainability through
circular business models and conscious material choices. Herbox provides reusable boxes
made from recycled materials and 100% cotton textiles, operating under a rental-based model
that allows the company to retain ownership, extend product life cycles, and minimize waste.
Fabrikorerna focuses on upcycling textile waste into branded merchandise, thereby reducing
landfill contributions. Despite that, both enterprises emphasize social inclusion in different
ways: Herbox by gender equality and Fabrikérerna by employing individuals from
marginalized labor market segments. Furthermore, Social Trade represents a hybrid between
product-based and service-based sustainability. Their core mission is to create societal value
through products and services that address specific social challenges, while also making
deliberate material and design choices. Another key distinction lies in the degree of control
over the product life cycle. Herbox and Social Trade retain ownership, allowing for ongoing
maintenance, reuse, and design refinement. In contrast, Fritidsbanken relies on user
responsibility and trust, reflecting a culturally embedded sustainability model grounded in

collective ownership and civic engagement, rather than technological oversight.

5.4.3 Evaluation of Social impact

The importance of feedback from customers is empathized by all entrepreneurs and integral
to each company, as they all seek to refine and improve their offerings based on user needs

and input, ensuring that their products and services are relevant and long-term sustainable. To
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ensure that products and services align with the social objectives, Piffl employs a
combination of quantitative and qualitative data. One of the primary tools is the statistics
gathered through their customer portal, which provides concrete figures on the usage of the
boxes: “For instance, we measure how frequently they are used and in what contexts, offering
a clear indication of their social impact”. Additionally, Social Trade incorporates both
quantitative and qualitative metrics, highlighting the importance of soft values such as mental
well-being and social integration. The participant at Social Trade states: “While these softer
outcomes are harder to quantify, Social Trade attempts to document changes in participants’
situations before and after engagement to better understand the social benefits”. Moreover,
Herbox highlights the challenge of measuring the social impact: “Through financial data, it
is possible to determine their locations, thereby indicating where social impact is being
made”. She also emphasizes that the social impact made is to spark political debate,
encourage stakeholders to take a stance and show interest, and break taboos by getting young
people to talk about it. The aim is to get people to engage in dialogue and make the issue
relevant. Furthermore, Fabrikorerna uses the KUB-model, which measures how individuals
are moved closer to the labor market and how they become more and more independent in
their work: “We do not conduct language tests, but the development of communication is
observed, which in turn enhances both the work and relationships”. All entrepreneurs
highlight the challenge of measuring the intangible values, which may be the hardest part
within social organizations. For Fritidsbanken, it is the daily feedback that demonstrates their
contribution to eliminating involuntary social isolation, as individuals are able to engage in

both social and physical activities, regardless of age.
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6. Discussion

This chapter critically examines the empirical findings in light of the existing body of
literature, uncovering alignments, contradictions, and potential gaps. Furthermore, the
primary focus will be on presenting the key findings from the results, which will then be

analyzed and integrated within the theoretical framework.

6.1 People

For all five of the examined social enterprises, the individuals behind the innovation play a
critical role, not merely as operational resources, but as central agents in the ideation process.
This exemplifies what Goffin and Mitchell (2017) define as people-driven innovation, where
ideas emerge in close alignment with the social needs the organization seeks to address. The
manifestation of this principle varies depending on each enterprise’s position on the

theoretical spectrum, shown in 7able 3.

Non-Profit Non-Profit (Self- For-Profit (Mission- For-Profit (Value)
(Dependency) Sufficient) Oriented)

People Mission-driven with Mission-driven individuals Entrepreneurs with social High achiever, Risk bearer,

volunteers, social and business-oriented responsibility and a profit Organizer, Strategic thinker,
activists, professionals professionals (Garvin, 1993): incentive (Brumme & Trelstad, Value creator. Less mission
addressing urgent Social Entrepreneurs (Abu- 2023): Social Entrepreneurs and more vision (Goffin &
societal needs. (Abu- Saifan, 2012). (Abu-Saifan, 2012). Mitchell, 2017; Abu-Saifan,
Saifan, 2012) 2012).

Colorcodes: Fabrikdrerna, Herbox, Piffl, Social Trade

Table 3, People from Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum

Leadership

The empirical findings show a shared feature in leadership, the characteristics of enabling
rather than directing, and leadership plays a central role in how innovation is initiated and
developed. Rather than imposing processes through a top-down approach, leadership
typically functions as a facilitator, fostering the idea generation from within the organization
and its community, thereby ensuring that the core concepts remain aligned with the
organization's mission. This is particularly evident in Fabrikérerna, where a coaching
leadership style is employed to support the labor market integration and highlight the
intangible values. By providing accessible tools and fostering a psychologically safe
environment for innovation, leaders act more as facilitators than decision-makers. This

approach aligns with Ryft’s (2019) emphasis on psychological well-being as a foundational
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resource for creativity and innovation, and aligns closely with the Non-profit (dependency)
part of the spectrum. Similar leadership patterns are observable in Fritidsbanken and Social
Trade, where local actors and volunteers are given substantial influence in shaping ideas and
services. Although the literature argues that one of the most critical factors is the capacity to
learn how to learn, implying that organizations must continuously pursue new knowledge and
foster a culture of ongoing learning (Amabile, 1996), they may also risk slower
responsiveness and limited scalability due to their reliance on voluntary or semi-formal
structures of authority. The analysis points to the significance of integrating both structured
guidance and openness in leadership. In contrast, Piffl and Herbox adopt more agile,
results-oriented leadership models inspired by lean startup principles and rapid testing. The
leadership focuses on creating structures that support quick decision-making and continuous
iteration, yet always within a clearly articulated framework of social values, exemplifying
that the balance is possible. Yet, this balancing act raises critical questions about authenticity
and depth of impact, one that must constantly navigate the tensions between empowerment
and control, inclusion and speed, depth and reach. According to Abu-Saifan (2012), this
model displays mission-oriented entrepreneurship, where social or environmental
responsibility is embedded into the core strategy and therefore staying inside the boundaries
of social entrepreneurship. Leadership is not merely a structural role but a strategic and moral
function, crucial to how innovation is imagined, initiated, and sustained within varying
institutional logics. What distinguishes them from a shift toward a For-profit (value)
orientation is that top management does not prioritize the maximization of shareholder
wealth; rather, social impact remains a primary objective, not a secondary or incidental

outcome (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Characteristics

The individuals behind these social enterprises display different characteristics depending on
their position along the theoretical spectrum. In ventures such as Herbox and Piffl, the
interviews display the emergence of people who skillfully navigate the intersection between
commercial acumen and social purpose. They combine a strong social commitment with an
understanding of business logic, enabling fast-paced, user-driven innovation. The empirical
findings reflect Dees’ (1998) view of social entrepreneurs as individuals who embody the
fusion of a strong social mission with the strategic mindset, innovation, and resilience
characteristic of business leaders, and correspond with the For-profit (mission-driven) end of

the spectrum. It incorporates certain characteristics associated with For-profit (Value),

62



thereby risking an oversimplification of the inherent tensions and ethical dilemmas that
emerge when commercial objectives are pursued in parallel with social missions. The
highlighted importance of that social value should encompass the entire business concept,
making them both stay inside the Social entrepreneurship spectrum, shown in Figure 1

(Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Conversely, initiatives like Fritidsbanken and Social Trade are driven by people with deep
mission focus and often personal experiences of the societal problems they aim to address.
The characteristics aligns closely with the model Social entrepreneurship and its related
fields (Short et al., 2009), shown in Figure I, where the interconnected fields include
entrepreneurship, social issues in management, and non-profit management, and the
conceptual overlaps underscore the position of social entrepreneurship (Short et al., 2009).
An interesting point of discussion is that the model excludes for-profit entrepreneurs, such as
Piffl and Herbox, which stands in contrast to our theoretical framework. Evaluating the two
different standpoints ultimately concerns avoiding a shift toward a solely For-profit (value)
orientation. However, these individuals serve as community anchors, closely embedded in the
social contexts from which needs arise. According to Goffin and Mitchell (2017), this
embeddedness facilitates what they describe as “people-driven innovation”, whereby ideas
are generated through direct engagement with the surrounding community’s challenges. This
positionality offers a distinct form of legitimacy and insight, but it also introduces potential
constraints related to professionalization, growth, and external resource mobilization
(Barendsen & Gardner, 2004). The characteristic of addressing urgent societal needs aligns
with the profile of Fabrikorerna, however, what distinguishes them from being categorized as
Non-Profit (Dependency) is their embodiment of the entrepreneurial traits commonly
associated with business missionaries. Together with Herbox and Piffl, Fabrikorerna seeks to
remain competitive through quality and demonstrate personal qualities of perseverance,

openness to learning, and perfectionism (Abu-Saifan, 2012).

Motivation

The motivation underlying innovation varies significantly across the enterprises. In the more
non-profit-oriented organizations such as Fabrikorerna, Fritidsbanken and Social Trade,
motivation is rooted in a strong sense of personal calling and a desire to respond to specific
societal challenges. These are organizations that create solutions by the community and for

the community, often operating in spaces overlooked by traditional market actors. This aligns

63



with the non-profit characteristics of social entrepreneurship, stated by Utterback (1971),
where the motivation is to operate in areas facing acute social challenges, such as poverty,
inequality, and inadequate access to essential services. Also, the personal experiences seem to
be a key value for motivation, therefore placed under the dependency-driven nonprofits, as
they are often motivated by altruism, personal values, and a commitment to societal
well-being (Choi & Majumdar, 2020). However, while personal experience and altruistic
motivations foster deep engagement, they may also limit the scalability and strategic agility
of these organizations. A critical point of view is heavy reliance on personal narratives risks
creating solutions that are locally effective but difficult to transfer or expand to other contexts
without similar grassroots dynamics. When empirical findings are considered outside their
original context, the motivation may appear strong, yet there remains a risk of interpretive

bias influenced by personal experience.

In contrast, enterprises like Herbox and Piffl are driven by a dual motivation that combines
social impact with business success. In this context, sustainability and social responsibility
are employed as strategic differentiators, serving as instruments for achieving competitive
advantage. The empirical findings suggest that, for social entrepreneurs, sustainability must
permeate the entire organization. This may extend beyond the literature's critical view on
for-profit organizations, but according to Venkataraman (1997), access to capital and strategic
business networks not only enables growth but also supports the maintenance of an ethically
grounded motivation strategy. Nevertheless, the intentional alignment of social objectives
with market success raises important questions regarding the authenticity and long-term
sustainability of such hybrid motivations, especially under market pressures that may

prioritize profitability over purpose.

Team dynamics

The empirical findings show that team dynamics within these social enterprises are built on
principles of inclusion and co-creation. Rather than viewing people merely as internal
resources, they are engaged as active co-creators of solutions. This is particularly apparent in
Fabrikorerna, where the target group, immigrants, is not only supported but also actively
involved in the ideation process. The case of Fabrikorerna highlights the significance of
clearly defined roles within the team, particularly given the diversity of backgrounds and
cultures among its individuals. This approach aligns with Jackson and Ruderman (1995)

caution that excessive demographic diversity, particularly in dimensions such as authority,
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gender, and race, may hinder innovation due to communication barriers, which can lead to
instability. In contrast to Fritidsbanken and Social Trade, which operate more within a
non-profit and dependency-oriented framework, Fabrikorerna’s, as well as Piffl and Herbox,
emphasis on team discipline aligns it more closely with the mission-driven end of the
organizational spectrum, a level of structure that may not be equally necessary or relevant in
volunteer-based contexts. As Paulus and Yang (2000) highlights, the diversity in teams, such
as varying competencies and backgrounds, fosters creativity and innovation, but the
organizational outcome may differ. The findings stated when examining the commitment to
diversity, it becomes apparent that as an organization moves further to the right on the
spectrum, the impact of diversity shifts from a focus on interest and inclusion to a

concentration on expertise and knowledge.

Furthermore, the for-profit teams of Piffl and Herbox, are frequently involved in iterative
development cycles, where user testing and feedback are rapidly integrated into the ideation
process shared within the team. This generates a dynamic in which all stakeholders, from
customers to employees, contribute to shaping the direction of innovation. At Piffl, team
dynamics center on open dialogue and continuous learning, fostering a psychologically safe
environment. Additionally, Herbox emphasizes a more entrepreneurial, fast-paced team
culture focused on execution, agility, and complementarity in skills and mindset. The
theoretical framework indicates a tendency for Herbox to align with the For-profit (Value)
sector; however, the agility and focus on personal growth is central to their team culture,
which intertwines professional and personal development with less vision and more mission
(Abu-Saifan, 2012). Nevertheless, the inclusive team dynamics and the internal focus on
social objectives require navigating complex regulatory environments while managing
competing priorities and diverse stakeholder interests, an essential capability for supporting

the expansion of social entrepreneurship ecosystems (Mair & Marti, 2006).

6.2 Process

The analysis of the results from the subchapter Process reveals clear patterns in how the five
organizations approach internal development, prioritization, and external collaboration. When
these patterns are examined in relation to the theoretical framework, it becomes evident that
the various actors combine characteristics from multiple categories, with certain emphases

depending on their mission, shown in Table 4.
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Non-Profit Non-Profit (Self- For-Profit (Mission- For-Profit (Value)

(Dependency) Sufficient) Oriented)

- -1-. ) Problem-focused andreactive Sustainable business models Market-driven which Primarily consumer-driven
to new social problems. High  with financial planning and incorporates social and and efficiency-oriented.

flexibility to address complex  long-term strategy (Alvarez environmental responsibility.  (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017). Long
issues (Abu-Saifan, 2012). and Barney (2007). Including  Agile whilst structured with and short term perspective,
established earned income a long term perspective (Abu-  with the goal of maximizing
strategies (Abu-Saifan, 2012).  Saifan, 2012). revenue and minimizing costs
(Hull, 2008).
Colorcodes: Fabrikérerna, Herbox, Piffl, Social Trade

Table 4, Process from Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum

Creative Process

The empirical findings generally present high levels of flexibility and participatory
development in the ideation to enhance creativity. This reflects problem-focused and reactive
approaches that allow rapid response to emerging social needs, characteristics aligned with
hybrid entrepreneurial logic (Austin et al., 2003). For instance, Piffl and Herbox engage in
iterative product and service testing, closely mirroring the lean startup methodology (Ries,
2011), which promotes an open and adaptive process that creates space for creativity and
innovation. Similarly, Fabrikoérerna exemplifies a prototyping approach within a
community-building context. Their method is both inclusive and iterative, encouraging
creativity throughout the organization while aligning their operations with the interests and
needs of both internal and external stakeholders, aligning with exploratory creativity by
Goffin and Mitchell (2017). This type of creativity is characterized by flexibility, iterative
testing, and rapid adaptation to emerging needs, which is evident in the way Piffl, Herbox,
and Fabrikorerna engage in continuous feedback and experimentation. Moreover, with the
exception of Fabrikorerna, these enterprises can be classified within the For-Profit
(Mission-Oriented) category. While Fabrikdrerna occupies a more intermediate position on
the spectrum, demonstrating both market awareness and a strong commitment to social
objectives, their orientation still reflects mission-driven characteristics. The entrepreneurial
creativity observed across these organizations enables them to integrate ethical considerations
into the core of their business strategies, rather than treating social responsibility as a

secondary concern (Lindgreen & Swaen, 2010).

Conversely, Fritidsbanken operates with high reactivity to societal problems but with strong

reliance on external partnerships and public funding, fitting the Non-Profit (Dependency)
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quadrant. Their ideation and project development are influenced by political agendas and
municipality interests, demonstrating an adaptive rather than proactive creative strategic
process. Similarly, Social Trade describes its creative idea generation as highly collaborative
and inclusive, continuous communication, and follow-ups with both existing and potential
partners further strengthen Social Trade’s capacity. While this allows for strong alignment
with public sector goals, it also risks reducing organizational autonomy and limiting creative
capacity to the contours set by external stakeholders. However, as Fritidsbanken stated, a
more external focus in the creative process is crucial in aligning their operations with the
local customers and municipalities. On the other hand, it is important to recognize that the
serendipitous creativity, where valuable innovations emerge unexpectedly as byproducts of
unrelated activities or chance encounters (Goffin & Mitchell, 2017), may be constrained in

such highly structured and externally influenced environments.

Project Prioritization

Project selection varies depending on organizational structure and vision. Piffl operates with a
more structured internal process, incorporates market validation and social value assessment
when prioritizing initiatives. This dual perspective aligns with the For-Profit
(Mission-Oriented) model, where balancing financial sustainability and impact is crucial.
Likewise, Herbox and Fabrikdrerna, with still-evolving business models, also show traits of
For-Profit (Mission-oriented) organizations, where consumer satisfaction and operational
efficiency become more central to decision-making. Moreover, a common method of Herbox
and Piffl is to rank ideas according to the potential impact which helps to allocate limited
resources to the most impactful projects. However, this structured prioritization may slow
their ability to adapt quickly to emerging trends and unforeseen opportunities, compared to
the Non-profit (dependency) approach (Abu-Saifan, 2012). On the other hand, a common
drawback in prioritization for dependency-oriented organizations is their reliance on external
actors who must be involved in project decision-making, which can similarly slow down

internal processes and reduce organizational responsiveness.

Furthermore, Social Trade exhibits characteristics that align with the Non-Profit
(Self-Sufficient) quadrant. While maintaining financial independence, the organization
remains firmly mission-driven, utilizing a co-creation process with its ecosystem of partners
to harmonize social priorities with operational decisions. This approach is consistent with the

findings of Thompson et al. (2000), who argue that although both types of non-profit
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organizations prioritize social impact over profit, self-sufficient entities distinguish
themselves by employing entrepreneurial strategies that foster revenue-generating models,
thereby enhancing their long-term sustainability and resilience. Similarly, Fritidsbanken’s
approach to prioritization is driven by the need to increase access to physical activity, while
balancing the capacity to deliver services across different regions. The similarity between the
two lies in their high adoption of flexibility, which makes the prioritization process more
adaptable to immediate and critical societal needs, a characteristic commonly associated with
non-profit organizations (Abu-Saifan, 2012). When examining the commitment to flexibility,
it becomes evident that as an organization moves further to the right on the spectrum,

flexibility tends to evolve into a more structured and controlled process.

External Partnerships and Business Development

All five enterprises examined in this study actively engage in partnership-building as a
central mechanism for extending capabilities and amplifying social impact, highlighting the
competitive and innovative advantages derived from inter-organizational collaboration.
However, for Social Trade, partnerships are not only a strategic tool but a fundamental
component of organizational identity and operational logic. Consistent with Non-Profit
(Self-Sufficient) models, their system of embedded stakeholder dialogues exemplifies
long-term, trust-based collaborations. Yet, it reflects the broader complexity of scaling impact
while navigating institutional demands. Similarly, Fritidsbanken has institutionalized a
partnership model grounded in mission alignment and national scale. Their collaboration with
Swedish municipalities demonstrates how public—civil sector partnerships can lead to
widespread social provision. However, this dependency on public structures also underscores
vulnerability to shifting political priorities or budgetary constraints. As Goffin and Mitchell
(2017) argue, while public partnerships can provide scale and legitimacy, they may also

impose limitations on experimentation and agility in innovation.

In contrast, Herbox and Piffl approach partnerships through a more market-facing and
innovation-driven logic situated closer to the For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) quadrant. Piffl,
for instance, balances municipal partnerships with private sector actors, using a customer
success function and a digital partner portal to ensure transparency and co-creation. This dual
strategy supports rapid iteration and responsiveness, demonstrating high adaptability, a key
trait of mission-driven hybrid models. However, this adds perspectives for over-prioritization

of measurable outcomes at the expense of long-term systemic change, raising the question of
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whether efficiency in delivery can coexist with depth of impact. Herbox takes a more
introspective route, leveraging incubators and entrepreneurial networks to fill internal
capability gaps and enhance strategic visioning. This reliance on external expertise during
their startup phase reflects a pragmatic approach to resource scarcity. Yet, it also raises
concerns about sustainability and autonomy, as dependency on external coaching and
financing may obscure the internal development of organizational competence in the long
run. Furthermore, Fabrikorerna operating closer to the Non-Profit (Dependency) side,
exemplifies how strategic partnerships can be important lifelines for social enterprises, and
reliance on funding during the early stages was vital for establishing operational capacity.
However, their candid reflection on their inability to operate without continued external
support brings attention to a critical dilemma in social innovation, and it's about how
organizations can ensure long-term viability without compromising their social mission or
becoming overly dependent on institutional funding. While partnerships offer crucial access
to resources and knowledge, they also present challenges. In line with that, Murawska (2019)
highlights that stakeholder collaboration is vital for effective social innovations, yet it
demands significant relational maintenance, which can divert internal resources from core

activities.

Short and Long-Term Strategy

A common theme across all entrepreneurs is the challenge of balancing short-term
responsiveness with long-term planning. This tension reflects a broader dilemma within
social enterprise literature: the need to remain agile and adaptive while building the capacity
for sustainable impact (Santos, 2012). All respondents expressed a commitment to this
balance, yet their capacity to achieve it varied. As Stephan and Drencheva (2017) emphasize,
the potential for investor profit in mission-driven for-profits introduces a risk that financial
motives may gradually overtake social aims in the long term, especially under market
pressure. This risk is particularly salient for growing firms like Piffl and Herbox, and
literature suggests that the role of leadership in navigating this balance that social
entrepreneurs are "arbitrageurs" (Audretsch et al., 2022), capable of identifying market
inefficiencies and aligning them with social solutions. The cases analyzed show that
individual founders play a central role in shaping strategic direction. Yet, over-reliance on
founder vision can become a structural weakness. If not institutionalized, long-term strategies
risk dissolving when leadership changes or external conditions shift. However, whether

through Piffl’s institutional negotiation or Herbox’s iterative learning, each leader navigates
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the tensions between purpose and performance. They operate in volatile environments, where
success depends not only on vision but on the capacity to align short-term tactics with
long-term structural strategy. Their ability to adapt, both personally and organizationally,
emerges as a critical resource, echoing Brumme and Trelstad’s (2023) emphasis on
entrepreneurial resilience in hybrid ventures. Both Piffl and Herbox exemplify a more mature
hybrid configuration, aligning with the For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) model. These
organizations maintain a dual focus: addressing immediate operational needs while pursuing
long-term societal integration. For instance, Piffl combines short-term responsiveness, such
as providing recreational equipment to municipalities, with longer-term objectives, including
embedding its services into urban planning frameworks. The respondent emphasized the
difficulty of reconciling immediate social impact with the slower timelines inherent to
municipal planning, highlighting a recurring tension in hybrid models. Notably, Piffl has
begun to formalize its strategic planning and adapt to structural limitations, setting it apart
from Herbox. Nonetheless, the protracted nature of institutional planning processes
introduces critical risks, raising broader questions about the resilience of hybrid models when
faced with bureaucratic inertia and the potential trade-offs between mission fidelity and

market competitiveness.

Furthermore, Social Trade, by contrast, exemplifies a well-functioning Non-Profit
(Self-Sufficient) model. With diversified income streams and a structured growth strategy, the
organization effectively balances short-term actions with a long-term vision centered on
network expansion and the integration of additional social enterprises. As the respondent
noted, “One of our central challenges lies in finding new work integrating social companies
to collaborate with,” illustrating how strategic partnerships are central to both operational
effectiveness and sustained impact. This dual orientation reveals a more advanced
understanding of hybrid strategy, wherein short-term outputs are strategically leveraged to
drive broader systemic change over time (Thompson et al., 2000). Similarly, Fabrikorerna
operates with a short-term tactical focus, heavily reliant on founder involvement and limited
administrative structure. Yet their trajectory suggests an aspiration to build toward financial
self-sufficiency, and transitioning from grant dependency to a more stable revenue-generating
model through collaborations, suggesting a move toward a Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient)
positioning. Their long-term strategic capacity remains in development, and a key insight is
that although financial self-sufficiency enhances autonomy, it does not eliminate external

dependencies or reduce operational complexity. Additionally, Fritidsbanken remains
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grounded in a Non-Profit (Dependency) position, largely shaped by public-sector funding and
short-term project cycles. While this allows responsiveness to immediate community needs, it
constrains long-term strategic capacity. Without autonomous revenue streams or formalized
planning structures, the organization is vulnerable to political shifts and funding volatility.
This dependence may not only limit long-term scalability but also forces the organization into
a cycle of heavy short-term focus, where impact is measured by deliverables rather than
transformation. The analysis can be made that the key differences lie in the level of expertise
and strategic autonomy, marking a shift from dependency toward independence and
forward-looking capacity, moving beyond merely addressing acute social problems to

engaging in long-term planning and development.

6.3 Place

The role of Place as an environmental driver is interpreted differently across the five social
enterprises, reflecting the varying degrees to which physical and social environments
influence their operations and idea generation. When mapped onto the theoretical framework,

there is a spectrum ranging from dependency-based non-profits to mission-oriented

for-profits, shown in Table 5.

Non-Profit Non-Profit (Self- For-Profit (Mission- For-Profit (Value)
(Dependency) Sufficient) Oriented)
Operating in communities Social enterprises, business Sustainable business Data analytics, consumer
and underprivileged areas incubators, government- networks, impactinvestment insights, and market research
which face acute social supported innovation hubs circles which promote high guide innovation efforts
challenges (Alvarez & Barney, (Roffe, 1999). transparency and within the innovation hubs.
2007). accountability (Utterback, Consumers and demand
1971). focus on their place
operations (Tolis, 2005).
Colorcodes: Fabrikérerna, Herbox, Piffl, Social Trade

Table 5, Place from Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum

Environmental Effects

The literature indicates the role of Place as an environmental driver, and the empirical
findings differently interpret varying degrees to which physical and social environments
influence operations and innovation processes. Fritidsbanken emphasizes the need for
aesthetically engaging environments that enhance staff morale and user engagement, placed
within the Non-Profit (Dependency) side. However, this aspiration is constrained by public

funding and municipal decisions, which both the empirical findings and Goffin & Mitchell
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(2017) suggest, may lead to suboptimal locations. This tension highlights the challenges for
dependency-driven organizations with limited spatial control, often operating in marginalized
areas where intervention is crucial (Alvarez & Barney, 2007). This appears to align with the
case of Fabrikorerna, who previously was positioned on the more mission-driven side of the
spectrum. Fabrikorerna’s conscious decision to remain in Angered, a marginalized district in
Gothenburg, was in order to directly support labor market integration and social inclusion.
Instead, they chose to invest in renovated and dignified spaces, reflecting a belief that
inspirational physical environments and social missions can reinforce one another in a
mutually beneficial way. In addition, Social Trade mirrors this ethos but with a broader,
systemic lens, leveraging local educational institutions and innovation hubs to interact with
marginalized communities. Their use of place goes beyond internal operations, becoming a
platform for social learning and integration, operating within the Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient)

realm, treating place as a strategic tool for community embeddedness.

In another point of view, both Herbox and Piffl view place as a dynamic element of their
innovation processes.Their use of flexible and nomadic workspaces reflects a belief that
changing environments enhance creativity, aligning with Utterback’s (1971) view that idea
generation in mission-driven for-profits often emerges within sustainable business networks
and B Corporations (B Corps)’. While Herbox leverages place primarily for internal
reflection and team alignment, Piffl utilizes it more interactively, engaging with users in
public and external settings, placing them both in the field of For-Profit (Mission-Oriented).
Moreover, it is essential to acknowledge the significance of place-based knowledge, local
context, and rooted community engagement, factors that are often foundational to achieving
sustainable, long-term social impact. The literature and result add perspectives for when
conceptualizing a place primarily as a source of creative stimulation, there is a risk of
overlooking the deeper socio-cultural and environmental dimensions embedded in specific
locations. Consequently, while dynamic and fluid environments may indeed promote
innovation, such practices must be carefully balanced with a critical awareness of
place-specific responsibilities and the socio-economic asymmetries they may inadvertently
reproduce. Therefore, in the analysis of environmental effects, it becomes apparent that as the

organization's progress further along the spectrum toward more market-driven orientations,

2 In business, a B Corporation (also B Corp) is a for-profit corporation certified for its social impact by B Lab, a
global non-profit organization (B Lab. 2023)
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there is a shift from a reliance on place-based knowledge and local contextual awareness to

an emphasis on environmental stimuli as sources of creative inspiration.

Strategic Intent

The empirical findings highlight that the place is not merely a backdrop for innovation but a
strategic and contested resource, shaped by power, access, and organizational intent. Both
Herbox and Piffl see place as a driver of creativity, though Fritidsbanken shared strategic
intentions from their structural positions. Even if shaped by public policy with constrained
resources, yet aspires to environments that inspire engagement. This reactive tendency
illustrates a constraint noted by O’Reilly and Binns (2019), who argue that innovation
approaches such as employee involvement may fall short when organizations face disruptive
environmental changes, another example where dependency creates vulnerability and limits
its creative potential. In contrast, Piffl proactively selects flexible and engaging locations to
support rapid iteration and product development, demonstrating a more autonomous and
user-driven strategy. This signals a more autonomous and user-centric strategy, with the place
functioning as a dynamic platform for testing and refining solutions, which supports Bessant
and Tidd’s (2018) suggestion about business networks to expand a firm’s capacity for
innovation beyond its internal boundaries. By integrating these external inputs, Piftl
exemplifies a design thinking approach, a strategic intent to sourcing insights directly from
users and embedding its services within broader urban ecosystems, positioning them within
the For-Profit (Mission-Oriented) field. Additionally, within the same field as Piffl, Herbox
applies similar strategic intent but more inwardly. Place serves primarily as a space for
reflection and identity work, facilitating personal growth, team coherence, and long-term
visioning. Their hybrid approach to workspace strategy reflects an organizational culture that
values internal development as a precursor to external impact. This inward focus supports
long-term visioning and aligns with Sousa’s (2011) argument that informal and
psychologically safe settings can be more conducive to creativity than rigid, structured
processes. Herbox's workspace strategy reflects a deliberate investment in internal
development, echoing Paulus and Yang’s (2000) emphasis on the importance of
psychological safety and norm-setting for group creativity. An emerging analysis suggests
that this focus may be linked to mission-oriented organizations, where personal development

is a contributing factor to business success unlike for the non-profit organizations.
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Furthermore, Fabrikorerna adopts a place-based strategy that integrates operations within the
communities they aim to uplift. This is not only logistical but mission-critical, with physical
space reinforcing values of inclusion and dignity. The entrepreneur integrates place into its
mission in both symbolic and logistical ways, a approach in line with Alvarez and Barney’s
(2007) to remain mission-driven while operating with social challenges in marginalized areas
While limited in resources, Fabrikorerna’s place-based strategy supports both service delivery
and community legitimacy, as a Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient) organization. However, access to
more formalized innovation environments remains limited, which could hinder long-term
capacity to scale or diversify services, a concern supported by Amabile (1996), who links
access to structured innovation ecosystems with expanded creative capacity. Similarly, Social
Trade adds a systemic layer to this strategy, using place as a conduit for multi-sectoral
collaboration and societal transformation which also places them as Non-Profit
(Self-Sufficient). Their strategic participation in business incubators and social innovation
hubs reflects what Utterback (1971) identifies as critical enablers of systemic innovation:
cross-sector dialogue, integration of diverse perspectives, and openness to knowledge
spillovers. Unlike Herbox and Piffl, which often engage incubators for networking or
resource access, Social Trade treats them as mission-aligned spaces that amplify impact. This
strategy allows Social Trade to build durable networks that sustain both innovation and

legitimacy, reinforcing its self-sufficiency.

6.4 Product

The integration of the Product dimension with the theory shows that each enterprise adapts
its product and service offerings and strategies to align with its idea generation, whether
prioritizing social good, sustainability, or market-driven innovation. The classification made

1s shown in 7able 6.

Non-Profit Non-Profit (Self- For-Profit (Mission- For-Profit (Value)
(Dependency) Sufficient) Oriented)

Service-based solutions Scalable and sustainable Competitively positioned Value-driven products with
rather than tangible goods. social solutions, which while upholding ethical and focus on market demand and
Striving to maximize social revolve around donation or sustainable practices. (Goffin competitive advantage (Goffin
good with limited resources subsidized products (Obal, & Mitchell, 2017) & Mitchell, 2017).

(Utterback, 1971). 2020).

@ O O @ O

Colorcodes: Fabrikérerna, Herbox, Piffl, Social Trade

Table 6, Product from Theory of Social organizations Ideation Spectrum
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Product characteristics

The results demonstrate different product strategies to balance social impact and economic
sustainability. Fritidsbanken, emphasis on accessibility and community engagement, rather
than scalability or profitability, highlights a commitment to social equity and a Non-Profit
(self-sufficient) organization. By prioritizing the reuse of donated items, Fritidsbanken
depends on external resources and community involvement, aligning with what Obal et al.
(2020) describe as a sustainability-driven approach to product development, where the idea
addresses a societal challenge rather than a commercial need. However, this model is
vulnerable to fluctuations in resource availability and may struggle to adapt to evolving
demands, which Goffin and Mitchell (2017) argue limits innovation capacity in the face of
disruptive change. Similarly, Fabrikérerna produces customized textile products and unlike
Fritidsbanken they operate on a more market-driven, revenue-generating basis, which makes
them less susceptible to fluctuations in external resources (Ramirez, 2013). By employing
marginalized individuals in their production processes, they integrate both economic and
social value, embodying the characteristics of self-sustaining social enterprises described by
Obal et al. (2020), which focus on financially viable solutions that concurrently address
societal needs. The product itself can also be related to the dependency part of the spectrum,

as they all strive to maximize social god with limited resources (Utterback, 1971).

In contrast, organizations such as Piffl and Herbox combine social objectives with profit
generation. Piffl deploys activity boxes in public spaces integrating digital tools to collect
user data. By systematically documenting user behavior and social impact, Piffl creates a
dynamic innovation archive, enabling continuous improvement and scalability in accordance
with Du Preez & Louw (2008). This integration of physical products and digital infrastructure
enhances both their social and commercial value, exemplifying Audretsch et al’s (2022)
assertion that profitability and ethical business practices can be mutually reinforcing. In
addition, Herbox demonstrates the importance of addressing specific problems for defined
target groups. Their product strategy can be seen as an application of design thinking, where
user insights directly shape the solution (O’Reilly & Binns, 2019). Moreover, these
differences illustrate that sustainable product innovation is not a one-size-fits-all process but
must be tailored to an organization’s resources, target group, and environmental context, a
view strongly supported by Utterback (1971), who argue that the success of innovation
depends on the relevance, structure, and adaptability of the original idea. However, the results

suggest that customization is associated with a more for-profit oriented approach, which may
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account for the competitive positioning observed in Piffl, Herbox, and, to some extent,
Fabrikorerna. This strategic alignment indicates that tailoring offerings to individual needs
can serve as both a value-creation mechanism and a market differentiator within social

enterprises.

Sustainability

While the result showcases a rich spectrum of sustainability practices, key challenges align
with the literature, including limited access to funding, difficulty in scaling without
compromising mission, and a lack of institutional support structures (Busch & Bain, 2022).
Additionally, circularity has emerged as a recurring theme in the sustainability strategies of
social entrepreneurs, where Fritidsbanken exemplifies a direct yet impactful approach to
circularity by facilitating the reuse of second-hand sports and recreational equipment. Unlike
market-driven or technologically advanced sustainability models, its reliance on external
funding and a voluntary item return system illustrate how limited resources and institutional
fragility can constrain both scalability and long-term organizational resilience (Zhang et al.,
2020). Likewise, Fabrikorerna in the same Non-Profit (self-sufficient) spectrum handles
circularity not only by address environmental concerns but also generates employment for
marginalized individuals, reflecting a dual value proposition, and their revenue-generating
strategy helps ensure greater financial sustainability than purely donation-driven models
(Alvarez & Barney, 2007). However, the reliance on niche markets and ethical consumer
demand can be limiting, as social enterprises often face tension between maintaining
authenticity in their mission and adapting to market realities, which may dilute their core

values or limit growth potential (Mair & Marti, 2006).

Furthermore, the approach by targeting both product and service sustainability makes Social
Trade straddling between Non-Profit (dependency) and Non-Profit (Self-Sufficient). This
multidimensional strategy highlights how social entrepreneurship can act as a systemic
innovator (Dees, 1998), creating interlinked value across social and environmental domains.
Yet, as Stephan & Drencheva (2017) emphasize, hybrid models often struggle with impact
measurement, balancing qualitative societal benefits with the need for quantifiable outcomes
to satisfy stakeholders, which may strengthen Social Trade’s placement as a Non-profit
organization. From a theoretical standpoint, the entrepreneurial spectrum (Abu-Saifan, 2012)
emphasizes that genuine social enterprises integrate commercial strategies with a strong

social mission, distinguishing them from conventional CSR or philanthropic efforts. The
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literature and result add perspectives that even financially self-sufficient for-profit models
such as Herbox and Piffl face the risk of mission drift, particularly when profit motivations
begin to overshadow their social objectives (Santos, 2012). However, product life cycle
analysis (LCA) used by Piffl integrates sustainability and benefits from financial autonomy
and scalability, yet it also faces the challenge of maintaining mission focus amid growth and
competition (Santos, 2012). As Mignoni et al. (2024) note, digital tools and innovation are
powerful enablers of sustainability, yet their integration requires substantial upfront
investments. In accordance with the literature, the findings illustrate this ongoing struggle,
but by retaining ownership of its products makes Herbox is able to extend product life cycles
and reduce waste, thereby demonstrating a proactive commitment to environmental

responsibility

Evaluation of social impact

The findings indicate that evaluating social impact is not merely a technical exercise but a
reflection of strategic orientation, resource access, and embedded values. As Obal et al.
(2020) note, embedding sustainability considerations early in the ideation and evaluation
process is key to ensuring that innovations align with long-term social and environmental
goals. However, the diversity ranging from informal, relational practices to data-driven
frameworks highlights the conceptual ambiguity and complexity that continues to
characterize the field of social innovation. This perspective underscores the need to clarify
theoretical definitions and measurements of social innovation, which is insufficiently
addressed in current research (Stam & van de Ven, 2021). To lead by example, Fabrikorerna
employs the KUB-model, a structured framework for social value creation that focuses on
individual transformation. This personalized evaluation method reflects a deeper engagement
with personal development over commercial output, which aligns with the Non-Profit
(Self-Sufficient) part with scalable and sustainable social solutions. In line with Goftin and
Mitchell (2017), Fabrikorerna’s approach demonstrates how clearly defining the value
proposition can serve as a foundation for sustainable impact by combining soft values in
measurements. In addition, Social Trade adopts a hybrid evaluation framework by balancing
quantitative metrics with qualitative indicators such as mental well-being and local economic
inclusion. This dual approach also illustrates the ongoing tension in the field of social
entrepreneurship: the need to demonstrate measurable success while remaining sensitive to
transformative processes that are inherently slow, adaptive, and difficult to quantify (Stam &

van de Ven, 2021).
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Furthermore, Piffl adopts a more structured approach by integrating both quantitative usage
data and qualitative user feedback through digital tracking tools. This allows ongoing product
refinement based on user engagement, supporting Goffin and Mitchell’s (2017) argument that
effective innovation requires systematic idea capture within broader development lifecycles.
Compared to non-profit methods, it reflects a maturity in impact measurement which enables
both iterative product innovation and demonstrable social outcomes to improve the business.
Similarly, Herbox impact evaluation combines financial and geographical data with deeper
qualitative narratives, and also relies heavily on qualitative feedback to capture more nuanced
aspects of social change. These intangible aspects of social impact resist standard metrics,
requiring tools that capture social equity (Sachs, 2015). What is not mentioned in the
literature, is the challenges in quantifying such impacts reveal broader issues in the field, the
dominance of economic indicators tends to marginalize social outcomes that are
transformative yet intangible. This may explain Fritidsbanken's low-tech, user-centered
approach to impact evaluation, which prioritizes daily user interactions over standardized
metrics, reflecting their focus on community engagement rather than optimization. The key
takeaway is that relational social innovations often face challenges in scaling or due to weak
evaluation structures, which explains their position as non-profit organizations (Ashoka,
2007). However, the findings offer additional perspectives on the shift toward for-profit
models, where the adoption of more financial and complex impact measurement tools,
reflects two opposing tendencies: on one hand, a limited understanding and lack of
measurement of social impact, and on the other, the risk of overemphasizing financial goals

at the expense of the organization's mission.
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7. Conclusion

The thesis aimed to investigate how different types of social enterprises ideate in the early
stages to develop social innovation, and demonstrates that the ideation processes are highly
shaped by their organizational missions, strategic orientations, and entrepreneurial
characteristics. Engagement in either non-profit models with earned income strategies or
through for-profit with mission-driven strategies, there is a clear emphasis on developing a
strong social mission that supports the transformation of ideas into impactful solutions. The
findings highlight differences and reveal a gradual but significant shift in operational focus as
organizations move along the spectrum toward more market-driven models, still with a social
mission. The distinct patterns across the People, Process, Place, and Product dimensions,
reflect how social enterprises diverge in their early-stage ideation strategies. As organizations
move toward more market-driven models, there is a shift from inclusion to expertise, from
informal flexibility to structured processes, and from local knowledge to broader
environmental responsiveness. These shifts illustrate a growing emphasis on strategic
autonomy and financial planning. Similarly, the more complex impact measurement tools
within for-profit models, highlights the tension between financial accountability and social
mission. However, the findings emphasize the importance of balancing mission with market
responsiveness. To conclude, regardless of one’s position on the spectrum, there are different
ways to contribute with social value within the society, which may serve as a valuable source

of insight and inspiration for aspiring social entrepreneurs.

7.1 Practical Contributions

From a practical perspective, by exploring various processes and learnings from different
social enterprises, the study offers valuable insights that may benefit social entrepreneurs or
inspire others through diverse approaches to creating social value. Also, the findings offer
actionable insights for policymakers, incubators, and investors aiming to support early-stage
social enterprises, where the thesis provides a deeper understanding from an organizational
perspective. Encouraging tailored support mechanisms that consider both mission alignment
and market dynamics can enhance the ability of social entrepreneurs to create lasting social
impact. Moreover, the study affirms the role of social innovation as a strategic tool for
building inclusive and resilient societies, particularly within innovation-driven ecosystems
like Sweden. Furthermore, the study contributes to an improved understanding of the

literature on social innovation and entrepreneurship. It bridges a gap by emphasizing the
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diversity in ideation practices, the contextual and strategic factors influencing them, and the
tensions that arise between mission and market orientation. This nuanced understanding can
serve as a foundation for future research and practical applications, supporting the growth of

social enterprises across different sectors and regions.

7.2 Future research

Further research to improve the understanding of the subject, several directions can further
enrich the understanding of early-stage ideation within social enterprises. Firstly, future
studies could investigate how the ideation process unfolds in countries outside of Sweden,
particularly in contexts where the social innovation ecosystem is less developed or
institutional support is weaker. This would provide valuable comparative insights into how
different systemic conditions influence entrepreneurial approaches and capacity for
innovation. Secondly, while this study has focused on how social enterprises themselves
operate and ideate, future research could adopt a stakeholder perspective to complement these
findings. Exploring how external actors, such as funders, partners, or community members
perceive and influence the ideation phase could provide a more holistic understanding of the
innovation process. Such perspectives may reveal important dynamics related to legitimacy,
trust-building, and co-creation that are critical in the early stages of social innovation.
Together, these avenues could deepen the theoretical and practical knowledge of how social

innovation emerges and evolves across varied contexts and through diverse lenses.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: General Interview Guide

1. People (Focus on social entrepreneurs and their roles)

1.1 Could you describe the founding team in your organization and how did you get involved?

1.2 What are the key characteristics of your team? Is there a common denominator among the people

in your organization today?

1.3 The image we have of your organization is that you try to contribute positively to society as a

whole. Do you agree with this? — What motivates you and your team to continue working for social

impact, even when facing challenges?

1.4 How do you balance the social and financial perspectives in your organization?

1.5 When it comes to leadership, what role do you believe leadership has played in fostering
innovation within your team—innovation that promotes both social development and economic

sustainability?

1.6 How involved would you say stakeholders such as community members, investors, or partners are

in your organization? How do you initiate conversations with them?

2. Process (Focus on steps and methods in idea development)

2.1 Can you describe the process you follow when developing new ideas within your company? Are
specific individuals assigned to develop the product, or is it an open discussion within the
organization?

2.2 How do you prioritize which ideas should be implemented, especially when resources are
limited? — What are the key factors that guide your prioritization decisions?

2.3 When it comes to external resources, such as networks or collaborations, how much or little do
you rely on their support?

2.4 How do you ensure that your ideas remain aligned with both social goals and business
sustainability?

2.5 Since you aim to have a social impact with your idea, how do you handle the challenge of
balancing short-term and long-term goals?

2.6 How do you manage failures or ideas that do not work as expected in your organization? What

have you learned from these experiences?

3. Place (Focus on the environment and context for innovation)
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3.1 Where you are located and the surrounding environment plays a significant role in inspiration.
Where would you say you are most creative, and what type of environment do you prefer to work in
to foster innovative ideas? (Is it in the office with a core team, together with partners, or somewhere
else?) Where do you look for inspiration, in specific areas of society, or personal perspectives and
experiences? Do you do anything special to inspire your business environment? (As creativity is a key
factor in innovation.)

3.2 How does the socio-economic environment in which you operate affect your innovation process?
How does the surrounding environment influence your organization’s ability to develop and
implement innovative solutions, especially based on your physical location? (Does this matter for
innovation and engagement with your target group?)

3.3 What role do business incubators, government programs, or social innovation hubs play in your

organization's growth and idea development?

4. Product (Focus on offerings and value creation)

4.1 Can you describe the core products or services your organization offers, and how are they
designed to address social problems?

4.2 How do you determine whether your products or services truly meet the social needs you aim to
address? Do you have measurable social goals?

4.3 In what ways do you integrate sustainability into the development of your products or services?
4.4 How do you balance the scalability of your product with the need for social impact? What is your
view on the product’s potential, both in terms of location and the range of offerings?

4.5 Do you have a system in place for gathering customer feedback? How do you work with product
improvement and development in this regard?

4.6 Are there competing services today, and if so, what are they? Have you had market differentiation

in mind?
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Appendix 2: Thematic Analysis - Codes & Concepts

Themes

Second Order
Concepts

First Order Codes

People Process Place Product
Leadership Characteristics Creative Project Environmental Effects Product Characteristics
Process Prioritization
Motivation Team Dynamics | External Shortand Long | Strategic Intent Sustainability
Partnership Term Strategy
Evaluation of Social Impact
Excecution over Perfection Customer feedback Creativity enhancing Client Expectation

Personal Experience

Visionary Leadership and Strategic
Collaboration

Adaptability in Leadership

Openness and Responsivness

Diverse Backgrounds

Social Commitment

Vision and Mission

Social wellbeing and development

Empowerment and Inclusion

Diversity in Teamwork & Team
Composition

Role Adaptability

Collaborative idea Generation

Openness & Diverse Discussion

Resource Allocation

Social Impact

Business Development

Mission & Vision Alignment

Expertise Sharing

Long Term Partnerships

Strategic Vision

Team development & Firm
Capabilities

Balance of Perspectives

Motivational Environment

Dynamic Work Environments

Influence of knowledge

Community Engagement

Inspiration through location

Scalable, Accessible &
Customizeble

Digital or Physical

Environmental

Social

Governance

Life Cycle Analysis

Quantitative and Qualitative Data
Intangible Values

Stakeholder engagement
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