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PREFACE 
 

This is not an average thesis, oh no. Some time about a year ago, my supervisor Lambèr 

Royakkers talked me into writing a publishable article instead of a normal thesis. “Ah, that is a 

great idea”, I thought cheerfully when he proposed it, “that means that at least the peer 

reviewers will read it!” 

 

Seriously, being the nerd that I am, the challenge to write something of publishable (that is, 

high) quality was of course what really got me enthusiastic. 

 

Over time, “one article” gradually became “two written as one but easily separable”, and then 

finally “two separate articles”. One focusing on social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, how 

it is doing and how it should grow. The second focusing on the method that was used and which 

had to be adapted (that, ladies and gentlemen, is science) to analyse social entrepreneurship, 

namely strategic niche management.  

 

My final grade will be based upon this document, but the story does not end there. These two 

articles will need further refinement if they are to survive the editor’s desk at the respective 

journals. More specifically, the aim is as follows: 

• Article N
o 

1 will be readied for submission to the Journal of Business Ethics. This process 

will include a.o. a scan of several articles from that journal for the harmonisation of style 

and references. My first supervisor mr. dr. ir. ir. Lambèr Royakkers has previously 

published in this journal. 

• Article N
o 

2 will be readied for submission to the journal Technology Analysis & Strategic 

Management. The preparation will be similar to that described above, but will also 

include a thorough summarising of the results section, squeezing out around 3,000 

words. My second supervisor dr. ir. Rob Raven has previously published in this journal. 

 

Seeing as these two articles were originally intended to form just one article, it is unsurprising 

that there is considerable overlap. The greatest differences between the two can be found in the 

introduction and conclusion sections. Apart from that, the two theory sections also have a 

different emphasis, namely in the first article on social entrepreneurship and in the second 

article on strategic niche management.  

 

A final, very dim but very heartfelt, hope is that I have managed to – at least to some extent – 

write a text that strikes a balance between professional and academic on the one hand and 

pleasurable and welcoming to read on the other hand. I cannot think of many things more 

difficult to do. 
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ARTICLE NO 1 

FROM COWBOYS TO DIPLOMATS:   
Why the growth of social entrepreneurship requires a different attitude 

than its creation 
 

by Marten J. Witkamp, Eindhoven University of Technology, The Netherlands 

 

ABSTRACT 

Social entrepreneurship – a new business model that combines a social goal with a business 

mentality - is in a transitional phase, from a rough cowboy market to a more established 

market niche. This process results in two interconnected dilemmas for the social 

entrepreneur. Firstly, how it can capture market share despite its role as an antagonist to 

current market values.  Secondly, how it can prevent the loss of its own core values in the 

course of greater interaction with the incumbent regimes. Using a tool known from 

innovation sciences to analyse radical innovations, namely strategic niche management, and 

both survey data and interviews from actors in the Netherlands, this paper shows that social 

entrepreneurs have an attitude that is still more in line with the cowboy market than with 

the new diplomatic role they are expected to take on. Subsequently, it provides practical 

recommendations on how to achieve this new attitude. 

 

KEYWORDS 

Social Entrepreneurship, Strategic Niche Management, SNM, Innovation, Values, Regime, 

Consolidation 

 

WORDCOUNT 

11,700 
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I / INTRODUCTION 

Social entrepreneurship has become something of a buzzword in academic and business circles 

of late. Many people see great potential for this unconventional combination of business tactics 

and social purpose in a single organisation to tackle the social problems of today. With all the 

scholarly attention for social entrepreneurs and their undertakings, however, there is still 

confusion over what is it – although much has been accomplished on this front – and what its 

future prospects are. Most notably, research suggests that as an innovation grows mature and 

its protagonists start interacting with actors who have an interest in maintaining the status quo, 

core values from the innovation may become jeopardised (Smith, 2007, p.442). This paper’s goal 

is to provide a theoretical basis for the further diffusion of social entrepreneurship, using the 

Netherlands as the geographical locus of analysis. The research question, therefore, is:  

 

How can social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands grow without compromising its core values?  

 

An innovation sciences theory is used on this case. Strategic niche management (SNM) was 

developed to understand and influence the adoption of new technologies with high potential to 

contribute to sustainable development, and has been adapted to also be suitable for the analysis 

of a social innovation such as social entrepreneurship. The sources for this analysis are, besides 

literature, a 57 case survey and a series of interviews.  

 

Social entrepreneurship as a radical innovation 

As innovation research has shown, there are two types of innovation: incremental and radical 

(Abernathy, 1978, pp. 68-81). The latter type is not based on previous designs and also 

incorporates change in for example cognitive frameworks and infrastructure, such as when 

electric light bulbs made artificial lighting much cleaner and more easily accessible than 

improvement in oil lamp designs would ever allow, but also required the deployment of a wide 

network of electricity distribution. Nevertheless, such radical innovations are at the time of 

market introduction always immature relative to incumbent technologies (Schot & Geels, 2008, 

p.1), including amongst others a lack of an established network of actors and dominant rules of 

design. Social entrepreneurship, as a new way of doing business and achieving social goals 

simultaneously, is such a potentially radical innovation. It combines two objectives hitherto 

considered mutually exclusive, i.e. making money and pursuing social goals.  

Theory suggests that as the actors that drive the radical innovation strive for a greater diffusion 

of their product or idea, there is a period of mutual adjustment between the innovation’s values 

and those of the dominant regime, called translation (Smith, 2007, p.443). Depending on the 

level of (in)compatibility between the innovation and the regime(s) it challenges – in this case, 

social entrepreneurship versus both the business and the civil society regimes – core values of 

the innovation may become jeopardised in the search for a greater market, for example when 

successful ecofood brands were bought by large food producers who incorporated them into the 

global food chain, in opposition to the ecofood value of using local produce (Smith, 2007). This 

raises the questions: which values are central to social entrepreneurship, which ones are in 

opposition to the regime’s norms, and what translation opportunities – values that niche and 

regime share – can we identify? 
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Usability of strategic niche management 

The study of social entrepreneurship has been approached from various angles, such as case 

study descriptions (e.g. Bornstein, 2004), practitioner guides (e.g. Boschee, 2001) and especially 

business administration (e.g. Mair et al., 2006; Nicholls, 2006). These studies often focus on the 

meaning of social entrepreneurship and how it can be told apart from other types of 

entrepreneurship or social purpose organisations, i.e. they are descriptive. Since the goal of this 

paper is normative rather than descriptive – how can we help social entrepreneurship diffuse? – 

there is need for a different research framework. Innovation sciences offer such a framework, 

namely the above given SNM. SNM positions desirable, immature, radical innovations against 

established regimes that support the incumbent technology. The original question in SNM is 

‘how is it possible that so many new technologies with great promise for a more sustainable 

future don’t manage to secure a slice of the market?’ It thus has a normative goal from the 

outset: to help new technologies with promise for a more sustainable future gain market share.  

Social entrepreneurship is not a technological innovation in the classical sense of the word 

technology. A technology usually culminates in an artefact that does something. A technology 

should result in a tangible object, many would argue. Even though the school of innovation 

sciences uses a more sociological approach to technology – looking at for example involved 

actors, laws, consumer expectations, etc. – their studies are still centred around socio-technical 

artefacts. Social entrepreneurship is not so tangible, nor can it be classified as an artefact. It is a 

new way of doing business, or a new way of pursuing social goals and in that sense, is certainly 

an innovation ‘with promise for a more sustainable future’. In another paper currently under 

review, this theoretical issue is further explored. Suffice it to say here that, with a few 

adaptations to the tool, SNM was found to be applicable also to social innovations. 
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II / THEORY 
There are two fields that form the backbone of this paper, namely social entrepreneurship (SE) 

and strategic niche management (SNM) research.  

 

Social entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship has attracted quite some interest in the past several years, although 

there is still some confusion over what it really is. An important text in this respect is the article 

by Peredo & McLean (2006). They analyse literature on both the entrepreneurial and the social 

aspect of the concept. Concerning the entrepreneurial half, Dees (1998) is credited with 

summing up three important characteristics of social entrepreneurial activity, namely 1) “the 

recognition and (exploitation) of new opportunities to serve (the social) mission”; 2) “engaging in 

a process of (…) innovation”; and 3) “acting (…) without being limited by resources currently in 

hand”, i.e. thinking big (Dees, 1998, p.4). In addition, as amongst others Tan et al. (2003) have 

noted, stands the social entrepreneur’s 4) “capacity to endure risk.” 

The crux, however, is the application of these entrepreneurial characteristics to a type of mission 

that is not solely focused on financial profit. Instead, as Peredo & McLean formulate, a social 

entrepreneur will use this entrepreneurial stance to 5) “aim either exclusively or in some 

prominent way to create social value of some kind” (2006, p.64).  

There have been many debates over how prominent the social goal should be in relation to the 

financial one for an organisation to qualify as social-entrepreneurial. Peredo & McLean argue 

that it is impossible to draw a distinct line between enterprises whose social goal is subordinate 

to its financial one and those for whom it is not. Moreover, they find the distinction pointless, 

since “the underlying point is surely that the pursuit of socially valuable outcomes is something 

worth identifying and fostering” (Peredo & McLean, 2006, p.63). In their view, social 

entrepreneurs can operate in a continuum from non-profits on one extreme to ‘normal’ firms 

that also have some sort of social goal, for whatever motivation, at the other extreme. In other 

words, corporations could thus be said to act in a social-entrepreneurial way if only they 

explicitly pursue some social goal besides their financial one (and comply with the other four 

above mentioned characteristics).  

This definition is supported by existing case study descriptions that observe that social 

entrepreneurship seems to occur across all sectors and in all different shapes and sizes, including 

on both sides of the previously divisive line between for-profit and not-for-profit (e.g. Bornstein, 

2004; Borzaga & Defourny, 2001).  

This five point definition, though, is rather inclusive. With some imagination it could point to (the 

next step in evolution for) all business and civil society organisations. This inclusiveness does not 

give a strong lead about whom to turn to in order to assess the state of social entrepreneurship 

in The Netherlands. The methodology section will detail how this is established instead.   

 

Social entrepreneurship around the world 

It is unclear exactly what has caused the recent steep increase in interest and activity on the 

social entrepreneurship front. Nicholls (2006, p.2) attributes it to developments such as, on the 

push side, the increase in per capita wealth, the increased longevity, growing numbers of 

democratic governments, the ever larger power of multinationals, and higher education levels. 

On the pull side, he lists environmental and health crises, the widening income gap between rich 

and poor, retreating governments that are inefficient at dealing with social ills, and increased 
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competition for scarcer resources. Bornstein names, on the push side, elements such as the 

decline in number of authoritarian regimes worldwide, the surplus wealth that was created in 

the twentieth century, and the increasing freedom of hitherto constrained groups (Bornstein, 

2004, pp.6-7). On the pull side, he points to the greater visibility of social ills – such as hunger, 

unemployment, lack of human rights, etc. – due to technological developments, the growing 

dissatisfaction with the way governments are dealing with these problems, and the increasing 

and apparently uncontrolled power of business (Bornstein, 2004, p.7). Perrini and Vurro, finally, 

point to “the crisis of the traditional welfare state” and the “increase in competitive pressure 

within the non-profit sector” (Perrini & Vurro, 2006, p.60), although they recognise that social 

entrepreneurship is not an exclusively non-profit phenomenon, but that also “the for-profit 

sector (is encouraged to adopt) socially responsible behaviour” (2006, p.58).  

Considering that these drivers behind social entrepreneurial activity will be exhibited to varying 

degrees in different regions of the world, it is not surprising that social entrepreneurship appears 

to take on alternative guises around the globe. Kerlin has made a comparison of US and 

European based social enterprise and concluded that there are indeed notable differences 

(Kerlin, 2006). In fact, even the phrase social enterprise can be used to describe two things: an 

organisation that was set up by a social entrepreneur, or an organisation with a social mission. 

The latter is less entrepreneurial in nature than the former, and is more frequently used in 

literature since it predates the concept of social entrepreneurship. One could say that the type 

that is set up by social entrepreneurs is a subset of the other one. This article will generally not 

use the phrase social enterprise, except for in this paragraph, since it is in literature mostly 

associated with large organisations such as hospitals, universities and housing corporations, and 

could thus create confusion with social entrepreneurship.  

For social enterprise in the United States, there is no possibility for profit distribution for 

organisations that wish to institutionalise their social purpose, “while the European allows at 

least some mainly due to the inclusion of cooperatives in the definition” (Kerlin, 2006, p.249). 

Similary, social enterprises in Europe are seen to be part of the social economy, whereas in the 

United States this concept does not exist and all organisations are seen to operate in the market 

economy (Kerlin, 2006, p.249). Two important research projects into the state of social 

entrepreneurship on both sides of the Atlantic should be named. In the USA, Columbia Business 

School set up the Research Initiative on Social Entrepreneurship (RISE) in 2002, which published 

a “snapshot of the landscape of US for-profit social ventures” in 2006 (Clark & Ucak, 2006, p.4). 

In Europe, EU research network EMES (L’Emergence des enterprises sociales en Europe) was 

instituted in 1996 to study the emergence of social enterprise, upon which it published a book in 

2001 (Borzaga & Defourny, 2001).  

In other parts of the world there are certainly social entrepreneurs, but research on them is 

scarce and such general conclusions as made by Kerlin or detailed descriptions as given by RISE 

or EMES have not yet become available for these countries.  

Unfortunately, there is no reliable data on how many social entrepreneurs are active in the 

world, since they are not a separately tracked entity. An exception to this is the United Kingdom, 

where a number of legal entity types that are more conducive to social entrepreneurship have 

recently been created. The Community Interest Company is the most well-known and relevant of 

these (CIC, 2007), having attracted nearly 850 new companies between July 2005 and March 

2007 (CIC, 2007, p.3) and counting 1935 companies as of July 2008. The Community Interest 
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Company is subject to a) a community interest test
1
 conducted by an external party, b) an asset 

lock (preventing a sell-out of communal value in the case of e.g. bankruptcy), and c) a dividend 

cap.  

 

Social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands 

The Netherlands usually holds middle ground between Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian traditions 

(e.g. Hofstede, 1980). It is therefore not evident in which of the two above named directions 

social entrepreneurship is expected to be taking form in this country. There have so far been just 

a few inquiries into the state of social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands
2
. Renooy published a 

chapter in Borzaga & Defourny (2001, pp.236 – 251) and Kievit is in the process of writing his 

doctorate thesis at Nyenrode Business University.  

Renooy discusses the shape of social enterprise in the Netherlands and concludes that it was 

very much influenced by the so-called ‘pillarisation’ process. In this process that lasted through 

most of the twentieth century, each pillar (group of people with certain shared characteristics, 

e.g. catholics or liberals) gave rise to its own institutions. Examples of the kind of institutions that 

were formed are the media, labour unions and pension funds. There have therefore been many 

independent organisations with a social purpose for a long time. As a result, the employment in 

the social economy is very high, the highest in the world at 12 percent (Renooy, 2001, p.236). 

Nevertheless, the sector’s dependency on government funding delimits the opportunities for 

more entrepreneurial social-purpose organisations.  

Kievit investigates what the crucial variables are for the practice of social venturing in the 

Netherlands. Social venturing can be described as the investment activities that complement 

social entrepreneurship. While the thesis is not yet available at the time of this writing, an 

interview with Kievit complemented by an article he published with Van Dijk and Spruyt in 

Holland Management Review (Kievit et al., 2008) paint the following picture: social venturing 

operates across the borders of the traditional tri-partition of society into government, firms, and 

civil society. It shares its problem perception with philanthropic organisations, but addresses 

these problems in a more entrepreneurial way, e.g. dependency is endemic for normal 

philanthropy, but something to be avoided at all costs for social ventures. Moreover, higher 

financial returns in time lead to a greater social impact (i.e. the multiplier effect), and is thus also 

considered a goal. Lending under favourable conditions, but not giving, is the adage. Kievit 

stresses the importance of the individual social entrepreneurs and ventures, their vision and 

their networks, for achieving efficient solutions. He therefore suggests that much of the success 

of social ventures is attributable to personal motivation and values.  

 

Strategic Niche Management 

Strategic Niche Management (SNM) is a tool that was developed to “address the issue of how to 

understand and influence the early adoption of new technologies with high potential to 

contribute to sustainable development” (Schot & Geels, 2008, p.1). It assumes that radical 

technological breakthroughs are necessary to attain this, and that these breakthroughs happen 

in a so-called socio-technical context – meaning that stimulating innovation is not just a question 

                                                           
1
 This community interest test subjects the company’s mission and actions to an external evaluation with 

the goal to determine whether the benefactors of the company are indeed a (recognised) community. 
2
 There have been more studies of individual organisations and the way that they work, create value, etc., 

e.g. by Maase & Dorst (2007). 
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of encouraging technological progress, but of a whole interplay between technological and 

societal factors. This paper applies SNM to a social innovation and will thus use a variation of the 

tool adapted for the use with s

currently under review, the question of whether a social innovation can be analysed by SNM is 

extensively discussed, concluding that this is indeed possible.

 

Socio-technical regime 

A central concept in the field of SNM is that of the socio

phrase in 2004 (Geels, 2004, p.

domains, namely in the technological, scientific, political, socio

domain, centred 

around a particular 

technological system or 

artefact. A regime, in 

general, consists of the 

shared rules that 

surround a dominant 

design or dominant 

way of achieving things 

in the respective sector. 

The interplay between 

all of these five regimes 

is what finally 

determines the way that society deals with a given technological system and in which way it 

develops and influences society in turn. 

with a social innovation and is renamed to a value

the technological regime is replaced by the business model regime. The technological regime’s 

role in the socio-technical regime is that of defining design, or how to mak

Similarly, for social entrepreneurship, the question is how to design the organisation

the business model. Secondly, the role of the socio

defined is taken on by quotes

do the same, although they will have to be chosen carefully. 

deemed to exemplify the respective 

purest form. Previously, a socio

quote by a person) is used.  

A stable value-based regime has many advantages: e.g. it gives all actors an extra degree of 

security regarding future progress (Raven, 2005, p.26),

Sometimes, however, a regime meets its limits. It is either no longer able to live up to 

expectations, or is overtaken by a competing technology that does better. Potentially disrupting 

innovations develop in a niche. 

 

Niche 

Radical innovations always hold more promise than actual performance. If they would be 

immediately exposed to full market competition, they would not be likely to survive. A 

‘technological niche’, as introduced by Schot et al. 

of encouraging technological progress, but of a whole interplay between technological and 

This paper applies SNM to a social innovation and will thus use a variation of the 

tool adapted for the use with social innovations instead of technological ones.

currently under review, the question of whether a social innovation can be analysed by SNM is 

extensively discussed, concluding that this is indeed possible. 

ral concept in the field of SNM is that of the socio-technical regime. Geels 

phrase in 2004 (Geels, 2004, p.13), describing it as a number of interacting regimes 

technological, scientific, political, socio-cultural, and user

determines the way that society deals with a given technological system and in which way it 

develops and influences society in turn. The socio-technical regime is slightly adapted for use 

innovation and is renamed to a value-based regime, as depicted in figure 

the technological regime is replaced by the business model regime. The technological regime’s 

technical regime is that of defining design, or how to mak

Similarly, for social entrepreneurship, the question is how to design the organisation

. Secondly, the role of the socio-technical artefact around which the 

quotes. The role of the artefact is to characterise the regime. Quotes can 

do the same, although they will have to be chosen carefully. These quotes should be by people 

deemed to exemplify the respective regime, and they should characterise the regime in its 

sly, a socio-technical entity (the artefact) was used. Now, a social entity (a 

 

regime has many advantages: e.g. it gives all actors an extra degree of 

security regarding future progress (Raven, 2005, p.26), allowing for investments to be less risky. 

Sometimes, however, a regime meets its limits. It is either no longer able to live up to 

expectations, or is overtaken by a competing technology that does better. Potentially disrupting 

iche.  

Radical innovations always hold more promise than actual performance. If they would be 

immediately exposed to full market competition, they would not be likely to survive. A 

‘technological niche’, as introduced by Schot et al. (1996), centres around such a 

Figure 1: Value-based regime

of encouraging technological progress, but of a whole interplay between technological and 

This paper applies SNM to a social innovation and will thus use a variation of the 

ocial innovations instead of technological ones. In another paper 

currently under review, the question of whether a social innovation can be analysed by SNM is 

technical regime. Geels introduced the 

a number of interacting regimes in different 

cultural, and user- and market-

determines the way that society deals with a given technological system and in which way it 

technical regime is slightly adapted for use 

based regime, as depicted in figure 1. Firstly, 

the technological regime is replaced by the business model regime. The technological regime’s 

technical regime is that of defining design, or how to make the artefact. 

Similarly, for social entrepreneurship, the question is how to design the organisation and thus 

ical artefact around which the regime is 

the regime. Quotes can 

These quotes should be by people 

regime, and they should characterise the regime in its 

technical entity (the artefact) was used. Now, a social entity (a 

regime has many advantages: e.g. it gives all actors an extra degree of 

allowing for investments to be less risky. 

Sometimes, however, a regime meets its limits. It is either no longer able to live up to 

expectations, or is overtaken by a competing technology that does better. Potentially disrupting 

Radical innovations always hold more promise than actual performance. If they would be 

immediately exposed to full market competition, they would not be likely to survive. A 

around such a potentially 

based regime 
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radical innovation and is the focal point of strategic niche management. It prescribes a certain 

level of temporary protection from full market pressure, allowing the strengthening of the 

innovation by experimentation and learning. The goal of these experiments is the creation of 

new rules and heuristics that can guide the further development of the innovation and thus 

reduce the involved risk and increase its performance (i.e. helping the niche create the traits 

that make regimes so beneficial). The strength of the niche is described by an interplay of three 

niche characteristics (Elzen et al., 1996). Firstly, articulating shared expectations by the 

participating actors give direction and legitimacy to the niche. Secondly, a growing social 

network including all relevant types of actors within the niche both creates opportunities for 

stakeholder interaction and a micro market that provides the resources necessary for 

experimentation and temporary protection. Thirdly and most importantly, a learning mechanism 

(between experiments, between actors, etc.) is a vital ingredient for the establishment of new 

rules and design heuristics. The better developed these three dimensions are, the greater the 

chance that the niche can develop into a market niche or become a viable alternative to an 

existing regime.  

 

Niche-regime interaction 

Raven (2005, p.33) explored the interaction between the niche and the regime, and concluded 

that the success chance of a niche also depends (i.e. besides on its own strength) to a large 

extent on opportunities that the regime offers, by way of its (lack of) stability. A less stable 

regime leads to more opportunities for niche development (Raven, 2005, p.261). Raven (2005, 

p.264) argues that so-called landscape developments, such as for example climate change, an 

ageing population, or the de-pillarisation process in the Netherlands that started in the 1960s, 

determine regime (in)stability. Nevertheless, this focus is not satisfying for the current case 

because such observations can be made ex-post, but not ex-ante.  

To achieve a greater level of detail concerning the level of compatibility between niche and 

regime, this research focuses on conflicting and shared values. Values are the driving forces 

behind the development of a niche and the prime source of rules, routines and design heuristics. 

Smith (2007) already hinted that, in the process of translation from niche to a market niche or 

regime, values may be sacrificed. In one of the case studies in his publication, the ecofood niche 

lost some of its original values in the translation from locally driven small scale producers (with 

small market share) to the globally marketed and transported ecofood branch (with much larger 

market share). This leads to a translation paradox: while a larger market share for the niche is 

desirable, at what point does a further sacrifice of values transform it from a radical to an 

incremental innovation?  
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III / METHODOLOGY 
This Strategic Niche Management (SNM) tool is made operational in this section. The analysis 

consists of two parts: first, there is the issue of how well developed the niche is, i.e. a study of 

the internal niche dynamics of social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. Second, the 

interaction between niche and regime(s) is characterised. Additionally, the sources for this 

analysis are discussed in the last paragraph of this section. 

 

Internal Niche Dynamics 

Even though the section on social entrepreneurship has established that there is no theoretically 

meaningful line between companies that let social prevail above financial purpose – or vice versa 

– an analytical distinction must nevertheless be made to discern between those organisations 

that this study focuses on and those it does not. Since the major goal of this paper is to assess 

the growth potential of social entrepreneurs, it makes sense to focus on those entrepreneurs 

that are the most explicit exponents of this group, i.e. in their pursuit of both financial and social 

return, since they are likely to clash with existing regimes the soonest and most frequently.  

The Dutch Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship (SSO, after its Dutch initials) is a private non-

profit network building organisation that aims to diffuse the practice of social entrepreneurship 

in the Netherlands. It has a network of about 200 social entrepreneurs, which it estimates to 

comprise a representative one fifth of all social-entrepreneurial activities in the country
3
. The 

activities of the companies in their network are the subject of the niche that is described here.  

 

Niche dimensions 

The three briefly named dimensions – social network, expectations, and learning processes – can 

be expanded into measurables as follows (Elzen et al., 1996, pp.76-78). First, the social network 

has both width and depth. The width alludes to the type and number of actors present in the 

network, bearing in mind the five types of regimes interacting in the value-based regime (recall 

figure 1): business model, science, policy, socio-cultural, and user and market. The depth is a 

measure for how involved actors are. If a network is built up of, say, a number of juniors from 

several organisations, that network is less powerful than if it were consisting of the CEO’s of 

those same organisations.  

Second, expectations consist of three variables: robustness, detail and quality. Robustness gives 

an impression of how widely shared, in this case, the definition and role of social 

entrepreneurship is. The level of detail about which there is consensus regarding the definition 

and role of social entrepreneurship adds to understanding the strength of these expectations. 

The quality of the expectations depends on whether they are based on facts and reality rather 

than on wishful thinking, i.e. how tangible they are.  

Finally, learning mechanisms can be of either first or second order. In this scenario, first order 

mechanisms would refer to ways to acquire and disseminate knowledge about, for example, 

success factors for social entrepreneurs or the dangers and benefits of specific social-business 

models. They “facilitate alignments between variation and selection and create ‘configurations 

that work’” (Schot & Geels, 2008, p.5). Second order learning, on the other hand, is what takes 

                                                           
3
 Estimates vary strongly from one actor to the other, depending on their definition of what social 

entrepreneurship is, and range from a couple dozen to a thousand. The definition of SSO is in line with the 

theoretical description set out for this research, and is thus rather inclusive. Nevertheless, it still only 

includes organisations explicitly combining financial and social goals. 
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place when the philosophy of the niche, in this case that making money and solving social 

problems can go hand in hand, starts to permeate the dominant regime(s). 

 

Niche-Regime Interaction 

The definition of the regime against which social entrepreneurship is pitched as a niche is a 

delicate step. In fact, two regimes are suggested versus just one, since the hybrid nature of social 

entrepreneurship leads it to be involved in conflict and cooperation with two regimes on either 

side of the spectrum. On the one hand there is conventional business that has a per definition 

goal to maximise its profits notwithstanding, as long as it obeys the law. Social issues may be 

tackled by partisans of this regime, but only so much as it increases shareholder value, as Reich 

finely portrays (Reich, 2007, p.204). On the other hand, as Bornstein defines (2004, p.4), lies the 

civil society regime that is concerned with social objectives, and for whom profit making is not a 

goal, but rather an impediment to their legitimacy. The table in figure 2 shows several important 

characteristics of these two regimes.  

These regimes pose certain dilemmas to the development of social entrepreneurship (on which 

will be elaborated in the results) and their existence has been confirmed by interviews in the 

field. The last line in the table in figure 2 names an opportunity for innovation in both regimes. 

This is to indicate that these regimes are not static and that pressures on them can also result in 

dynamism from within the regime itself. Those innovations, however, are likely not to change 

the rules of the game. 

 

 BUSINESS REGIME CIVIL SOCIETY REGIME 

Quote “The social responsibility of business is to 

increase its profits.”  

– Friedman, 1970 

“I resolved to stop accumulating and 

begin the infinitely more serious and 

difficult task of wise distribution” 

 – Carnegie, 1920 

Rules 

(or guiding principles or 

heuristics,  as varying 

authors may call them) 

• The financial bottom-line is the 

indicator of success.  

• Pursuing social goals compromises 

business credibility. 

• You sell products and services. 

 

 

• Member base is an important 

indicator of success, but no 

consensus exists on measures of 

success. 

• Pursuing financial goals compromises 

legitimacy. 

• You sell values. 

• Large financial dependency on 

government. 

Assumptions There are no or only minor market and 

government failures. 

There are large market and government 

failures. 

Important actors • Shareholders  

• People as consumers 

• Banks and investors 

• Government insofar as it sets the 

rules by which firms must play 

• Non-profit organisations (NPO’s) 

• People as citizens 

• Government as partner and financer 

Common legal entities Ltd., PLC, General Partnership,  

Partnership,  Sole Proprietorship, 

Cooperative 

Foundation, Association, Sole 

Proprietorship, Partnership, Cooperative 

Opportunities for 

innovation 

Corporate Social Responsibility, Cradle 2 

Cradle 

Entrepreneurial NPO’s 

Figure 2: The two regimes defined 
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Dimensions of niche-regime interaction 

Values have been used to describe many different things, in many different contexts, but they 

always refer to underlying motivations or beliefs that do not change overnight, and that fuel 

more practical rules or behaviour. In focusing on the values that separate the social 

entrepreneurship niche from the two incumbent regimes, this research searches for 

fundamental differences between these three domains. These differences will not be absolved 

within a short time frame and must be acknowledged if the interaction between the niche and 

regimes is to be understood and improved.  

When pitching niche against regime, one can identify values that are either conflicting or shared. 

Conflicting values will be betrayed by the barriers that the niche actors encounter. Shared 

values, on the other hand, can be extracted from stories of cooperation and mutual interest 

between actors from both domains.  

 

Sources 

This paper has, apart from literature, two main sources. First is a reconnaissance of the field of 

social entrepreneurship in terms of participating in related events and interviews with actors 

from that field. Second is a dataset that was created with a survey by the Society for Social 

Entrepreneurship (SSO, after its Dutch initials) in conjunction with two social entrepreneurs, The 

Hub and Realize! and which has not been analysed in previous academic publications.  

The people interviewed are actors in the field of social entrepreneurship and more often than 

not have a networking component to their activities. They are ‘overviewers’ rather than 

grassroots-level players. With the exception of actors from the regulatory field – where there 

was no involvement worth mentioning – participants from the five actor groups surrounding the 

value-based regime have been interviewed, i.e. from the business model (The Hub, Enviu, d.o.b. 

foundation, Kaospilots), science (Eindhoven University of Technology, Nyenrode Business 

University), policy (none), socio-cultural (SSO, The Hub, VSB Fonds), and user and market (The 

Hub, Enviu, d.o.b. foundation, VSB Fonds) regimes. Many of the interviewed actors play multiple 

roles in the niche, which is perhaps not surprising considering the early state of development it is 

in. The interviews can be characterised as semi-structured, with a number of questions based on 

the above described theory forming the starting point of the discussions
4
. 

In addition, a survey was carried out to better understand the needs of social entrepreneurs in 

the Netherlands, and thus adds to the interviews information from the perspectives of business 

model and user and market regimes. To obtain the survey sample, all visitors of the SSO website 

and members of their network were informed of its existence and asked to respond if applicable. 

De facto, this means that the respondents see themselves as social entrepreneurs or operating 

in this field. There were 73 respondents overall, of which 16 were deemed unusable because 

they did not answer enough questions, resulting in a sample of 57.  

 

 

                                                           
4
 The interviews for all actors except those from the science regime (which were conducted in an early 

phase of the research and were used more for orientation) have been written out in summary and can be 

requested with a note to the author. 
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IV / RESULTS 
The case study analysis presents us with the following view of the field of social 

entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. Each paragraph concerning the niche dynamics begins 

with presenting the relevant survey results, continues by describing the interviews’ 

interpretation of these data and concludes with a synthesis on these facts in terms suitable for 

theoretical reflection. The paragraphs about the niche-regime interaction follow a similar 

pattern, but are less able to draw on survey data for a lack of appropriate questions in the 

survey. 

 

Internal Niche Dynamics 

Social network 

The survey amongst social entrepreneurs shows that the average age of their organisation is 4.7 

years, and the median age 2 years. The organisation consists of on average 1.6 founders 

(median=1), 2.8 partners (median=1), and 5.4 employees (median=1). Of this sample group of 

social entrepreneurs, 53 percent is female, contrasting with figures for all types of 

entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, with a constant 30 percent female throughout the years 

1999 to 2004 (CBS, 2008). Almost all, 89 percent, of the respondents reside and work in the 

‘Randstad’ – roughly a horseshoe through the densely populated Utrecht-Amsterdam-The 

Hague-Rotterdam area.  

When asked to name important partners, the organisations most frequently named were the 

Chamber of Commerce (6 times), Syntens (4 times), Kunstenaars & Co, SSO, The Hub and UWV 

(all 3 times). The first two of these explicitly focus on entrepreneurship, Kunstenaars & Co aims 

to help artists become financially independent, UWV is a government agency tasked with 

stimulating employment, and finally SSO and The Hub are two actors that were previously 

mentioned and are dedicated to supporting social entrepreneurs.  

 

The interviews add a storyline to these facts. It is acknowledged by all that social 

entrepreneurship has started to take off in the last five years, i.e. since 2003. Important 

network-builders SSO and The Hub were initiated roughly simultaneously at the time, although 

there were already a number of previous Hubs in other countries (and still are). While there had 

been individual social entrepreneurs before then, they were not connected and not 

acknowledged as such. Even now, many social entrepreneurs do not call themselves by this 

name. 

Two actors that did not come forward from the survey but were frequently mentioned in the 

interviews are private investors and university researchers. Firstly, a number of private investors 

play a role in the encouragement of social entrepreneurship. These wealthy ex-entrepreneurs 

understand the power of business models, and now want to apply these to solving social 

problems. They are an important source of the venture capital on which social entrepreneurs 

depend. Secondly, the role of universities is small but growing. The Free University of 

Amsterdam (CIMO), the private Nyenrode Business University (NSVE), and to a lesser extent 

Erasmus University of Rotterdam (RSM) are starting to pick up interest in the niche. This interest 

has so far not been translated into publications or official partnerships.  

 

From the point of view of the width of the network, this has evidently been growing 

considerably over the last few years, albeit from a very low base. The contact between and 
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amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

The Hub facilitating the interaction. This network is reaching out to

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

institutions mentioned above are becoming mor

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

are, if at all, involved as clients. 

Social entrepreneurial organisations are deeply

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

incumbent firms, government agencies and cultural sector organisa

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well

public figures in the Netherlands. It appears as if s

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it social 

entrepreneurship is unknown. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

semi-public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. Social entrepreneurs 

report frequently ‘hitting a wall’ with these (type of) organisations. 

 

Expectations 

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

on offer, sources of financial support, and legal entities under which the organisat

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

initiating the organisation 

categories being those most resembling 

business, those most resembling civil society, 

and those appearing to be most like 

textbook social entrepreneurs, there is a 

statistically significant difference between 

the answers they give to many of the 

questions, even within this sample of just 57 

cases 
5
. Nevertheless, there are also a 

number of shared characteristics

example relating to the motivation and 

bottom-line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently double bottom

both socially and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

the social perspectives of their work. The difference between motivation and bottom

seen as analogous to the difference between goal and means. 

the organisation’s start-up and its mission. The bottom

                                                          
5
 For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

appearing to be social entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

value to their financial bottom-

amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

The Hub facilitating the interaction. This network is reaching out to investors in an effort to 

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

institutions mentioned above are becoming more interested and approach the SSO/The Hub

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

are, if at all, involved as clients.  

Social entrepreneurial organisations are deeply involved in the social network

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

incumbent firms, government agencies and cultural sector organisations, most of whom are 

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well

public figures in the Netherlands. It appears as if some highly placed people at various positions 

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it social 

wn. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. Social entrepreneurs 

uently ‘hitting a wall’ with these (type of) organisations.  

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

on offer, sources of financial support, and legal entities under which the organisat

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

initiating the organisation – the three 

ories being those most resembling 

business, those most resembling civil society, 

and those appearing to be most like 

textbook social entrepreneurs, there is a 

statistically significant difference between 

the answers they give to many of the 

within this sample of just 57 

Nevertheless, there are also a 

characteristics, for 

relating to the motivation and 

line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently double bottom

ly and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

the social perspectives of their work. The difference between motivation and bottom

seen as analogous to the difference between goal and means. The motivati

up and its mission. The bottom-lines, if correctly transformed into a 

                   

For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

ial entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

-line than the sample did as a whole. 

Figure 3: Shared characteristics

amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

investors in an effort to 

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

e interested and approach the SSO/The Hub-

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

involved in the social network. Social 

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

tions, most of whom are 

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well-known 

ome highly placed people at various positions 

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it social 

wn. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. Social entrepreneurs 

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

on offer, sources of financial support, and legal entities under which the organisations operate. 

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories – according to three 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently double bottom-lined, 

ly and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

the social perspectives of their work. The difference between motivation and bottom-line can be 

The motivation is what leads to 

lines, if correctly transformed into a 

For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

ial entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

characteristics of the respondents 
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business model, lead to the organisation’s continued existence. Figure 3 on the previous page 

summarises these findings. The two starred rows indicate that the above described findings are 

statistically significant. 

Two other surveyed descriptors of the niche’s expectations are its sources of financial capital 

and its legal forms of operation. Social entrepreneurs, as portrayed by the sample, use mixed 

sources of income simultaneously. On average, they use 1.5 different sources and plan to use 

another 1.5 additional sources in the near future. The most frequently used sources are given in 

figure 4 
6
. Notable is, amongst 

others, that very few make 

use of sources indispensable 

for conventional 

entrepreneurs, namely formal 

investors and bank loans and 

credits. This suggests that 

investors and banks see social 

entrepreneurs as an unproven 

business category and thus as 

a risk. A second observation is 

the very high importance of 

on the one hand the use of 

private financial reserves – a 

very strong indication of the 

immaturity of the niche and the existence of protection from market pressures – while on the 

other hand funds, gifts and subsidies – primary sources for civil society – are also highly valued, 

and will become even more so, as indicated by the percentage planning to use this source in the 

near future. This is not just a result of averaging the responses, but also holds for individual 

cases.  

A final description based on the survey, the legal entities as which social entrepreneurs in the 

Netherlands operate, shows the following picture
7
. About 46 percent are Sole Proprietorship, 28 

percent are a Foundation, and 21 percent are a Private Limited Company (Ltd.). The other 14 

percent consist of either a Partnership or a General Partnership. Note that this adds up to more 

than 100 percent since some organisations have multiple legal entities. Notably absent are the 

Public Limited Company, and the Cooperative. This last absentee is a central subject in the 

writings of Borzaga & Defourny (2001), but its absence can be explained by the difference 

between social enterprise, on which Borzaga & Defourny focus, and social entrepreneurship (see 

the theory section for a small discussion on this topic). The diversity of legal entities 

demonstrates the differences in expectations that the various actors of the niche have. For 

example, the often used Foundation is known for its non-profit character and is not seen as 

innovative, while an Ltd. advocating social values will be regarded with much suspicion. Perhaps 

                                                           
6
 The columns can be added together because they are exclusive categories. Together with two other 

categories, namely ‘have used, but not anymore’ and ‘not using and not planning to’, the total always 

sums up to 100 percent. 
7
  The comparable Dutch legal entities are named Eenmanszaak (Sole Proprietorship), Maatschap 

(Partnership), Vennootschap onder Firma (General Partnership), Besloten Vennootschap (Ltd.), Naamloze 

Vennootschap (Public Limited Company), Stichting (Foundation), and Coöperatie (Cooperative). 

Figure 4: Sources of financial capital 
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though, on the contrary, the expectations of social entrepreneurs are in reality largely similar, 

but there is no adequate legal entity to express it with. Either way, the expectations of social 

entrepreneurs as expressed by the legal entities they operate under are diffuse. 

 

According to the interviews, double bottom-line entrepreneurship is indeed a central value of 

the niche, although some would rather see a triple than a double bottom-line and another adds 

that in practice it is more about the high intensity of the motivation and the orientation towards 

creating value than the focus on a bottom-line at all, meaning that social entrepreneurs are not 

consciously aware of making bottom-line choices but merely pursue their social goal in a new 

way. The importance of the “desire to do things differently” returns frequently in the interviews, 

as well as in the given social missions of the 57 survey respondents, and appears to reflect the 

systemic nature of the change social entrepreneurs try to accomplish. Instead of pursuing 

solutions to part of the problem, social entrepreneurs try to envisage the entire problem and 

come up with holistic solutions. A recurring problem that they have to deal with, in this respect, 

is the need for appropriate value measurements, namely concerning social performance. Social 

entrepreneurs are actively engaged in finding, developing or adjusting such appropriate 

measures.  

The niche actors formed these expectations partly on the basis of international experience and 

literature such as Bornstein (2004), and partly on the basis of people’s own experiences in the 

business and civil society regimes. While formed in this way, they are adjusted on the basis of 

the activities that social entrepreneurs in the network surrounding the interviewed actors 

actually display.  

 

Synthesising, shared expectations include a double bottom-line approach (both profit and 

people), a very high people-motivation, and the tendency to search for systemic solutions. Social 

entrepreneurs use mixed resources, especially their own and those coming from government, 

gifts and funds, and operate mostly under three legal forms, namely sole proprietorship, private 

limited company and foundation. Finally, they seek ways to display the social value that they are 

creating, both for their own performance indication and for the attraction of new clients. The 

robustness of these expectations is high, but the expectations themselves cover a wide area, and 

the detail is thus low.  

The last of the three variables describing expectations, the quality, is low. As the interviewed 

actors have acknowledged, social entrepreneurship must still prove itself. While the 

expectations of individuals in the niche may be built on experience with international 

developments and perhaps Dutch social entrepreneurs as well, the niche as a whole has no such 

basis of experiments to build on yet – in the Netherlands, that is. A number of cases is 

repeatedly cited as example, but these cases are few and have not yet been academically 

analysed. This does not mean that the expectations are wrong or too optimistic or pessimistic, 

but merely that the factual basis on which they are built is rather narrow. 

 

Learning processes 

One of the questions in the survey asks which supportive measures social entrepreneurs would 

like there to be. Their answers emphasize a shortage in collective learning mechanisms. At least 

three of the four top needs, of a total number of 16 measured support possibilities, can be 

attributed to the desire for collective learning and knowledge on how to practice social 



 

entrepreneurship. Of the four lowest rated needs, none involves 

be said to include some pers

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

field, would like more specialised workshops and seminars, and need to share experiences

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

possibilities for collective 

learning in this niche. These

results are displayed in 

figure 5.  

 

The interviews show that 

much of the effort of 

intermediary organisations 

such as The Hub, Enviu and 

SSO is indeed devoted to 

getting social entrepreneurs 

in contact with each other 

and others, such as investors 

and experts. The experience 

of ‘veteran’ social 

entrepreneurs is diffused by 

workshops and projec

evaluations, open 

innovations takes place in 

communal office space, and 

free newsletters bundle the 

latest activities and research 

results.  

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking the other way, at the 

way that society learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

time for proving themselves and thereby gaining trust. Explaining the added valu

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

successfully executing projects as their primary ways of infl

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

is now a momentum of interest in social

 

Summarising the findings concerning learning mechanisms, there is evidently a shortage of ways 

to engage in collective first order learning, as shown by the survey respondents’ desire for more 

of these ways. The size and density of the

high for such a young niche. 

requested by the respondents, such as workshops and contact with experts in the field. 

Nevertheless, there is a perceived shortage. 

entrepreneurship. Of the four lowest rated needs, none involves collective learning

be said to include some personal learning. The other eight needs do not differ significantly from 

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

field, would like more specialised workshops and seminars, and need to share experiences

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

collective 

se 

results are displayed in 

The interviews show that 

much of the effort of 

ediary organisations 

such as The Hub, Enviu and 

SSO is indeed devoted to 

getting social entrepreneurs 

in contact with each other 

and others, such as investors 

and experts. The experience 

of ‘veteran’ social 

entrepreneurs is diffused by 

workshops and project 

evaluations, open 

innovations takes place in 

communal office space, and 

free newsletters bundle the 

latest activities and research 

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking the other way, at the 

y learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

time for proving themselves and thereby gaining trust. Explaining the added valu

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

successfully executing projects as their primary ways of influencing the regimes, although a 

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

is now a momentum of interest in social entrepreneurship.  

Summarising the findings concerning learning mechanisms, there is evidently a shortage of ways 

first order learning, as shown by the survey respondents’ desire for more 

he size and density of the network of social entrepreneurs are both relatively 

high for such a young niche. Also, there are multiple actors that provide learning services as 

requested by the respondents, such as workshops and contact with experts in the field. 

s a perceived shortage. Perhaps an alternative explanation for th

Figure 5: Reported barriers that social entrepreneurs encounter
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learning and two can 

. The other eight needs do not differ significantly from 

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

field, would like more specialised workshops and seminars, and need to share experiences with 

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking the other way, at the 

y learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

time for proving themselves and thereby gaining trust. Explaining the added value of social 

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

uencing the regimes, although a 

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

Summarising the findings concerning learning mechanisms, there is evidently a shortage of ways 

first order learning, as shown by the survey respondents’ desire for more 

network of social entrepreneurs are both relatively 

here are multiple actors that provide learning services as 

requested by the respondents, such as workshops and contact with experts in the field. 

Perhaps an alternative explanation for this lack of 

Reported barriers that social entrepreneurs encounter 
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learning mechanisms is that there is an inadequate retention of knowledge gained by experience 

into a global knowledge base to draw upon, i.e. every new social entrepreneur has to start at the 

beginning since those who started before were not able to add their experience to the 

collective, or global, knowledge of the niche. This view is supported by many of the interviewed 

actors. The real deficiency in first order learning mechanisms, therefore, is one of the traits that 

also makes social entrepreneurship so powerful, namely the will to create new connections 

between people and organisations and new paths to social and financial value, no matter what 

the opposition. Cho referred to this attitude as monological (Cho, 2006, p.36); here it will be 

described by the word ‘cowboy’, analogous to the cowboy’s determination to create its own 

path to value in unexplored or difficult terrain. This determination leads to a certain 

conservative attitude of the niche actors towards any definition of their activities that is 

perceived as limiting, while a partial limitation could greatly facilitate learning and thus increase 

the strength of the niche. 

Second order learning mechanisms behave differently. Social entrepreneurs are very motivated 

by their enterprise and spread their enthusiasm to those they work with. This has led to 

increasing recognition of social entrepreneurs as experts in the field of multiple value creation 

and social innovation, as some of the interviewed actors relate. So far, their enthusiasm  affects 

mostly individuals and has not been able to permeate into large bureaucracies such as the 

central government and large corporations, although there have been a few of the latter that 

are involved with social entrepreneurs. The mechanisms for this type of learning are foremost 

the projects carried out by social entrepreneurs and furthermore their networking capabilities. 

Finally, some actors have expressly dedicated themselves to educating and supporting young 

social entrepreneurs as a way to change the future landscape of entrepreneurship. 

 

Niche-Regime Interaction 

A conflicting value, as identified with the help of barriers experienced by niche actors, displays a 

fundamental conflict of rules between the niche and the respective regime. A shared value, as 

identified with the help of existing cooperation between actors from the niche and regime, 

represents a growth opportunity for social entrepreneurship that is most likely to avoid barriers 

as much as possible. 

 

Conflicting values 

The survey shows that social entrepreneurs have difficulties obtaining funds from sources 

indispensable for conventional business, namely bank loans and investors. This suggests that 

social entrepreneurs are not able to convince institutional actors that they are a good 

investment. The interviews support this view and add that this is in part due to the fact that 

investors do not know what to expect of the financial performance of social entrepreneurs, and 

in part because the social value created by these entrepreneurs cannot be capitalised upon by 

the investors and thus yield no added incentive to invest. This latter cause is a conflicting value 

between the niche of social entrepreneurship and the regime of business. Social performance is 

not one of the criteria by which most investors are judged
8
, and thus they do not feel pressure to 

                                                           
8
 Sustainable investment funds are growing more rapidly than the market as a whole, leading to an 

increasing availability of investors interested in social performance. The limited socially interested funds, 

however, so far have invested most of their money abroad or in stocks, both of which exclude social 

entrepreneurs (recount the legal entities under which social entrepreneurs operate). 
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compete in this area. The issue of social performance measurement – for which multiple partial 

solutions exist, none of which is accepted as the standard – complicates this conflict of values. 

 

 Conflicting value 1: Institutional investors are not judged by social performance. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Related, is that cultural attitudes are adjusted to organisations pursuing just one goal at a time. 

While individuals are comfortable in balancing many different goals, e.g. making do with this 

week’s budget, finding some leisure time and simultaneously completing a difficult task at work, 

organisations are expected to be one-issue actors. Evidence for this attitude comes from the 

inability of many institutional organisations like the Chamber of Commerce, government 

agencies, laws and subsidy programmes, and the aforementioned investors to put a tab on the 

dual purpose social entrepreneur. The interviews consistently stress that individual employees 

understand what social entrepreneurship is and that it can profitably combine two goals, but 

that these employees are not able to turn this understanding into appropriate supportive action 

because the rules that govern their respective organisations are incompatible with organisations 

that combine multiple goals. There does not seem to be an underlying logic to this lack of 

compatibility other than the robustness of the system. 

 

Conflicting value 2:  Governing systems are designed with single-purpose organisations 

    in mind. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and both business and civil 

    society regimes) 

 

The interviewed social entrepreneurs and related organisations confessed that it was still very 

difficult to explain to people outside the niche what social entrepreneurship is, how it functions 

and why it is important. What plays a role in this case is on the one hand the value displayed 

above, namely that multi-purpose organisations are not embedded in most people’s and 

organisations’ frame of mind 
9
.  On the other hand, however, lies the earlier mentioned seeming 

inability of the social entrepreneurship niche to agree on how to call itself and how to express its 

core values. Organisations with barely noticeable differences in approaching social, financial and 

sometimes environmental value can be found to use such terms as social entrepreneurship, 

issue-driven entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship, triple-win organisation, change-

oriented business, new way of doing business, etc., to rally their cause. Of course there are real 

differences, but the likenesses are nevertheless larger. Additionally, the niche does not seem 

interested in solving this confusion, retorting that it would limit their freedom of operations. As 

noted above, this independent attitude is probably a result of fighting against established rules, 

institutions and organisations for their right to exist, and is thus a perfectly understandable 

characteristic of the niche actors. However, now that the niche is slowly arriving at a 

consolidation point, this attitude is starting to become problematic, at least if further growth of 

                                                           
9
 An example of personal origin is that, after having read a great deal of literature on the subject and done 

a number of interviews, I finally began to understand, slowly, what social entrepreneurship was really 

about, only to find out that that was precisely what I had read in the first publications of this reading 

odyssey but had not at the time been able to fully integrate with my mental framework and had thus not 

truly understood.  
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the niche in envisioned. A confusing plethora of new types of organisations, business models and 

consequently vocabulary is not conducive to creating a greater confidence in the niche and thus 

to growth. 

 

 Conflicting value 3:  The social entrepreneurship niche actors refuse to standardise their 

    vocabulary. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Traditional civil society organisations are driven by a mission that benefits society as a whole 

(versus private interests) and are funded by gifts, subsidies and donations. Their ability to attract 

these funds depends on the credibility with which they are perceived to pursue their mission. 

Their non-profit character has enabled them to gain society’s trust and therefore credibility and 

donations. Because they are not subject to shareholders, they can pursue their mission 

indefinitely, albeit with sometimes heavily fluctuating income and thus operational reach. Lately, 

however, some social entrepreneurs have started to undertake similar social mission oriented 

action while building their obtained trust on other organisational characteristics than on being 

non-profit. It is not yet precisely clear what the basis of this trust is for social entrepreneurs, but 

it will undoubtedly have to do with the organisations’ mission statements and the sincerity of 

the social entrepreneurs themselves. This entrepreneurial activity inherently undermines the 

credibility of traditional civil society organisations, since why should people donate when you 

can solve the same problem while making money at the same time? Add to that the ever more 

purveying faith that society has put in the usefulness of competition in achieving efficient 

organisations, and it becomes clear that civil society organisations have a right to feel 

endangered by social entrepreneurs. Interestingly, social entrepreneurs typically associate more 

with the business than with the civil society regime, while it is thus more a competitor of the 

latter than of the first. Certainly not all social entrepreneurs make a profit, or aim to make one, 

any many can be said to appear to be more like civil society organisations than business ones, 

but the fact that trust is based on a different presumption makes these two unlikely to interact 

much in the foreseeable future. This effect was indeed found in the survey respondents’ answer 

to who their most important partners were, only 5% of which belong to civil society.  

 

Conflicting value 4: Society’s trust in civil society organisations is based on their non-

    profit character. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and civil society regime) 

 

Shared values 

One of the advantages of social entrepreneurs being double bottom-lined is that they share one 

bottom-line with each of the two regimes they challenge, giving them a shared value with each. 

Their dedication to maintain financial sustainability and to not depend solely on gifts and 

subsidies but instead (partly) on earned income, enable them to communicate with business in 

terms of mutual understanding. This understanding however is limited, since social 

entrepreneurs do not share the value of profit maximisation with business, and are also more 

comfortable with gifts and subsidies than business is. 

With the civil society regime, social entrepreneurs share their social mission. At first glance, 

most social entrepreneurs will even appear to be civil society organisations because it is the 
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social mission that drives them. Different beliefs concerning financial sustainability however can 

lead the niche and regime actors to recoil from each other (as explained in conflicting value 

four), especially civil society from social entrepreneurs, driving social entrepreneurs to interact 

more with another regime, namely government. This other regime is not discussed in this paper 

because it is not a competitor to the niche, but it is interesting here because it shares the social 

motivation with both civil society and social entrepreneurs and also is sufficiently detached from 

monetary considerations to be able to appreciate the latter’s double bottom-line approach. In 

other words, while social entrepreneurs share the social motivation with civil society, the 

conflicting value described above will nevertheless strongly complicate collaboration between 

the niche and this regime. 

 

Shared value 1:  Social entrepreneurs are comfortable with competition for financial 

    resources. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Shared value 2:   Social entrepreneurs are recognised as legitimate social problem 

    solvers. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and civil society regime) 

 

Social entrepreneurship has a strong relation to innovation. Ashoka (one of the internationally 

leading organisations supporting social entrepreneurs, though not active in the Netherlands) for 

example calls their fellows “innovators for the public” and Alvord et al. (2004) describe the 

whole phenomenon as “creat(ing) innovative solutions to immediate social problems (…)” and is 

not alone in this description. Though this paper discusses the rise of social entrepreneurship as 

an innovation in itself – i.e. on a macro scale – social entrepreneurs are thus also innovative as 

individuals. This innovative stance results in ambiguous reactions, on the one hand sometimes 

evoking resistance to change, while on the other hand this change is highly coveted. The high 

costs incurred on companies and governments by social problems, such as for example by health 

issues, unmotivated employees or unemployment, lead many of these organisations to be of the 

latter type and to search for solutions to their social problems. Inevitably, those solutions will 

require innovation. Given the often complicated character of social problems and the number of 

interacting issues and actors that play in role in them (e.g. Mulgan et al., 2007), those best able 

to perceive and implement the necessary innovation will be those organisations with views of 

both sides (i.e. business and civil society sides) of the problems at hand. Thus, the combination 

of the social entrepreneurs’ innovativeness and their multi-valued approach to doing business 

allows them to be perceived as valuable business partners.  

 

 Shared value 3:  Multi-valued innovation is best suited for solving complex social  

    problems and is best practiced by social entrepreneurs. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and both business and civil 

    society regimes) 
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V / CONCLUSIONS 
The Strategic Niche Management (SNM)

methodology and the results sections, has disclosed much 

relation to the incumbent regimes. This section reflects on the results of th

Subsequently, a discussion of these results concludes the paper.

 

Growth perspectives of social entrepreneurship

Interest in social entrepreneurship and activities of social entrepreneurs 

Netherlands as elsewhere. While the niche is still far from mature, the initial days of monological 

and tireless individuals as described by a.o. Bornstein (

the niche is seen to put increasing effort into relationships with actors from the incumbent 

regimes in an effort to gain a larger market share. Whether this will succeed depends both on 

the strength of the niche itself, and on its re

challenges, namely the business and civil society regimes.

 

The niche 

A niche characteristic that 

geographical density of the niche, is its 

and joint projects within the 

of actual personal connections to the total number of possible connections in the network). 

However, there are exceptions to this observation 

niche and actors from outside 

is absent from these networks;

social entrepreneurs have a hard time meeting potential clients and partners. These latter two 

shortcomings are explained below in the learning mechanisms paragraph, but the first one is 

puzzling. There seems to be no other explanation for the 

failure on their behalf to react.

there is a convergence of interests and activities, merely that the actors know one another.

Even while there are considerable differences between social entrepreneurs and many even use 

a different name to distinguish themselves with, there are also 

expectations as found in the results

namely that social entrepreneurs a) are 

highly motivated by their social mission, 

b) attach an equally high value to their 

financial and a social bottom

lower value to their environmental one, 

c) use mixed financial resources, d) 

would like their organisation to be 

judged upon by its social performance, 

and e) use innovative ways to create 

social value by combining methods from 

different, formerly opposing sectors

figure 6). These five widely shared 

characteristics are partly offset by the niche actors’ reluctance to acknowledge them and to 

focus on likenesses instead of differences. The lack of a dedicated legal entity for social 

Strategic Niche Management (SNM) analysis of social entrepreneurship, as carried out in the 

methodology and the results sections, has disclosed much information about the niche and its 

relation to the incumbent regimes. This section reflects on the results of th

Subsequently, a discussion of these results concludes the paper. 

Growth perspectives of social entrepreneurship 

cial entrepreneurship and activities of social entrepreneurs 

Netherlands as elsewhere. While the niche is still far from mature, the initial days of monological 

as described by a.o. Bornstein (2004) seem either over or nearly so, and 

the niche is seen to put increasing effort into relationships with actors from the incumbent 

regimes in an effort to gain a larger market share. Whether this will succeed depends both on 

the strength of the niche itself, and on its relationship to the regimes whose rules and routines it 

challenges, namely the business and civil society regimes. 

A niche characteristic that is well developed, especially considering young age and low 

geographical density of the niche, is its social network. There are numerous networking events 

and joint projects within the niche, with as a consequence a high network density (i.e. the ratio 

of actual personal connections to the total number of possible connections in the network). 

are exceptions to this observation – namely related to connections between the 

outside the niche – namely that a) the regulatory hand of the governmen

is absent from these networks; b) there is a perceived shortage of involved invest

social entrepreneurs have a hard time meeting potential clients and partners. These latter two 

shortcomings are explained below in the learning mechanisms paragraph, but the first one is 

puzzling. There seems to be no other explanation for the lack of government involvement than a 

failure on their behalf to react. Finally, a high network density does not necessarily imply that 

there is a convergence of interests and activities, merely that the actors know one another.

iderable differences between social entrepreneurs and many even use 

a different name to distinguish themselves with, there are also five

as found in the results, 

namely that social entrepreneurs a) are 

eir social mission, 

b) attach an equally high value to their 

financial and a social bottom-lines and a 

lower value to their environmental one, 

c) use mixed financial resources, d) 

would like their organisation to be 

judged upon by its social performance, 

) use innovative ways to create 

social value by combining methods from 

different, formerly opposing sectors (see 

widely shared 

characteristics are partly offset by the niche actors’ reluctance to acknowledge them and to 

ikenesses instead of differences. The lack of a dedicated legal entity for social 

Figure 6: Shared characteristics
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of social entrepreneurship, as carried out in the 

information about the niche and its 

relation to the incumbent regimes. This section reflects on the results of this undertaking. 

cial entrepreneurship and activities of social entrepreneurs is growing, in the 

Netherlands as elsewhere. While the niche is still far from mature, the initial days of monological 

ver or nearly so, and 

the niche is seen to put increasing effort into relationships with actors from the incumbent 

regimes in an effort to gain a larger market share. Whether this will succeed depends both on 

lationship to the regimes whose rules and routines it 

well developed, especially considering young age and low 

. There are numerous networking events 

network density (i.e. the ratio 

of actual personal connections to the total number of possible connections in the network). 

related to connections between the 

the regulatory hand of the government 

shortage of involved investors; and c) 

social entrepreneurs have a hard time meeting potential clients and partners. These latter two 

shortcomings are explained below in the learning mechanisms paragraph, but the first one is 

lack of government involvement than a 

Finally, a high network density does not necessarily imply that 

there is a convergence of interests and activities, merely that the actors know one another. 

iderable differences between social entrepreneurs and many even use 

five universally shared 

characteristics are partly offset by the niche actors’ reluctance to acknowledge them and to 

ikenesses instead of differences. The lack of a dedicated legal entity for social 

Shared characteristics 
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entrepreneurs, such as for example the Community Interest Company in the United Kingdom 

(CIC, 2007), also complicates the standardisation of the vocabulary that is used by the niche 

actors. Concluding this paragraph, there are thus extensive similarities between niche actors’ 

expectations, but they focus instead on the differences. 

While a good degree of the interviewed niche actors’ activities are devoted to knowledge 

diffusion and experience sharing, hence learning mechanisms, there is still a perceived shortage 

of these sources amongst social entrepreneurs. This is a result of the lack of a widely accepted 

standard body of learning (i.e. learning on the global level, see e.g. Geels & Raven, 2006, p.377) 

on social entrepreneurship, to which individual entrepreneurs could contribute their experience, 

and from which new ones could extract valuable lessons. This, in turn, is caused by the social 

entrepreneurs’ continued pioneering approach, while it is in reality close to consolidation. This 

outdated attitude also leads to the above mentioned difficulties in finding clients, partners and 

in convincing investors.  

 

Interaction with the regimes 

For future growth, social entrepreneurs will continue on the path already set out upon, 

interacting more and more with actors from without the niche. The two regimes analytically 

most closely related to social entrepreneurship, the business and civil society regimes, are to a 

different degree receptive to the niche’s expansion. Note that these descriptions will hold for 

the regimes as a whole, but that individual regime actors may react differently. 

The business regime understands the added value that social entrepreneurs can bring, namely 

multi-valued innovation that is likely to also take into account costs that current types of 

innovation and organisation have great difficulty in finding. They also value the social 

entrepreneurs’ competitive stance towards performance on both social and financial issues. 

However, the longer the supply chain between investor and the incurrence of social costs, the 

more difficult it becomes for business to account for its unconventional behaviour, i.e. hiring 

social entrepreneurs instead of conventional (and reputable) business service organisations. 

Strengthening of the niche’s expectations could combat this obstacle. Nevertheless, for the time 

being, this makes social entrepreneurs more likely to function as innovation consultants to a 

company that itself experiences the costs of for example unmotivated employees or community 

resistance, than to institutional investors who are themselves evaluated only by financial 

performance by someone further down the line.  

The civil society regime is deeply troubled by the rise of the social entrepreneur, because it has 

the power to jeopardise the regime’s legitimacy to attract funds. When people observe that 

social entrepreneurs can contribute to solving social issues while being (more) financially 

independent, they will be less inclined to support the traditional civil society organisations. 

Nevertheless, many individual organisations and people in this regime appreciate the positive 

influence that social entrepreneurs have on levels of social innovation. Some organisations also 

support social entrepreneurs or themselves translate in the direction of a more entrepreneurial 

attitude towards solving social problems. These relationships are valuable, but the underlying 

conflict of legitimacy will prevent a growth in cooperation between the niche and this regime.  

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Social entrepreneurship is in a transitional phase, from a rough cowboy market to a more 

established market niche. This paper has shown that several difficulties that social 
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entrepreneurs currently face result from an attitude that is still more in line with this formerly 

justified cowboy behaviour than with the new role they are expected to take on.  

 

Conclusion I: The social entrepreneur’s continued cowboy attitude results in numerous 

   obstacles to growth of the niche. 

 

Both theoretically and practically, social entrepreneurs stand on the crossroads of business and 

civil society. That gives them their unique position to understand both and to come up with 

innovative solutions to complex problems, but it also means that they are expected to be 

sensitive to the people that populate the regimes on either side of their position. They should 

forget about the romanticism of pioneering cowboys, and focus on how to be the bridging 

diplomats. That requires a number of reflections, one side of which enables them to 

communicate better with business, the other side of which enables them to co-exist better with 

civil society.  

For relations with the business regime, social entrepreneurs should: 

 a) change focus from the characteristics that divide them to what unites them – for example 

  the five values named above; 

 b) find a way to market these characteristics; and  

 c) to search for a way that allows the evaluation of social performance to be comparable 

  between organisations and transmissible along the supply chain.  

This last point is something not covered in this paper but on which a lot of work has already 

been done, for example the social return on investment (SROI) theory (REDF, 2000), and on 

which a lot more work is likely to be necessary. However, this paper would like to note that the 

development of such an indicator will inherently be a never-ending process and that it could be 

more important at this time to use a standardised and evolving measure that is far from perfect 

than to use no measure at all. 

For relations with the civil society regime, social entrepreneurs should: 

 a) be sensitive to possible legitimacy issues that civil society organisations may experience; 

  and  

 b) reflect on the kind of issues that allow for a social entrepreneurial approach and issues 

  that do not – in effect creating an analytical line that could keep the niche and  

  regime out of conflict.  

Additionally, the civil society regime actors are advised to rethink their position (for example, 

why not strive for a diversification of resources and a more entrepreneurial stance towards 

solving the social problem covered by their mission?). To an extent, this is already taking place.  

Besides these measures dedicated to facilitate the increasingly diplomatic role of social 

entrepreneurs in society, the following suggestions are aimed at strengthening the niche an sich:  

Social entrepreneurs should strengthen their niche by: 

 a) building a ‘global level’ of knowledge for social entrepreneurship that is based on (e.g. the 

  above named five) shared characteristics,  

 b) actively seeking the involvement of the national government, especially for the  

  establishment of a dedicated and suitable legal entity (i.e. a strong method of  

  identification, standardisation and marketing) and the harmonisation of innovation 

  subsidy rules with the practice of social entrepreneurship.  
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Such a global level of knowledge will facilitate new start-ups and, by the (limited) 

standardisation of used terminology, speed up the accumulation and diffusion of methods for 

increased social innovation and appropriate business models. 

 

These recommendations for growth of the niche, aimed at stimulating social entrepreneurs to 

become diplomats instead of cowboys, complement the first conclusion. Answering the research 

question that this paper begins with, these recommendations are summarised in the final 

conclusion:  

 

Conclusion II:  Social entrepreneurship can grow without compromising its core values by 

 acknowledging the existence of these core values and their incompatibility 

 with the respective regimes, and then focusing instead on the values it 

 shares with these regimes. 

 

As previous sections show, the acknowledgement of the social entrepreneur’s core values is not 

yet undertaken on the global niche level. If these values, however, are not clear, it is likely that 

the interaction with business and civil society regimes, whose conflicting values will challenge 

the social entrepreneur’s values be they recognised or not, will result in compromises of core 

niche values. The interaction with business and civil society regimes, nevertheless, is of high 

importance for the growth perspectives of the social entrepreneurship niche, and social 

entrepreneurs should therefore not cease to seek this interaction. In doing so, they should be 

aware of possible conflicts. They are likely to achieve the best results and the lowest degree of 

conflicts when focusing on those areas in which their niche and the respective regime 

understand or complement each other. This stipulates the need for social entrepreneurs to 

understand the regimes with which they compete and cooperate. 

 

Discussion 

The five encountered shared characteristics of social entrepreneurs play an important role in the 

suggested measures, since they are the starting point of a much needed standardisation of 

terminology and the subsequent reaching out of the niche to actors from without. It, however, is 

not the intention of this paper to impose from above that these are indeed the actual and only 

characteristics. Certainly, they were found by academic study involving both a survey and 

interviews, but both of these sources involved samples and not the total population. Moreover, 

these findings were not extensively subjected to feedback from the social entrepreneurship 

society (merely to a few actors from within their midst).  These five characteristics are therefore 

more properly suited as a starting point for discussion and a bottom-up establishment of shared 

values than as an instrument experienced as blocking the niche’s development.  

 

This study is the first academic analysis of social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands that uses 

both survey results and interviews
10

, thereby painting both a well-founded and a nuanced 

picture. Moreover, in this very new and quickly developing field, it offers an up to date insight 

into the status of the social entrepreneurship niche – both in the Netherlands and abroad – and 

its near term future prospects and challenges. Finally, it gives recommendations on how to 

                                                           
10

 The first, to the best knowledge of the author. 
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overcome these challenges and thus allow for the further growth and diffusion of social 

entrepreneurship. 

The findings brought forth by this exercise prompt further research into the following issues: a) 

the possibilities for a country-wide platform uniting all actors engaged in social 

entrepreneurship, and its tasks as envisioned by these actors; b) the requirements for a 

comparative measure of social performance, especially as seen by investors; c) the reasons for 

the apparent inability of government to react to the development of social entrepreneurship; 

and, finally, d) whether there is a definable line between social problems that can be tackled in a 

social entrepreneurial way and ones that cannot. 
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ARTICLE NO 2 

THE RISE OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP: 
– how strategic niche management can be used to understand and 

facilitate a social innovation 
 

by Marten J. Witkamp, Eindhoven University of Technology, The Netherlands 

 

ABSTRACT 

Strategic niche management (SNM) is used as a tool to understand radical socio-technical 

innovations and facilitate their diffusion. Many radical innovations, however, are not of a 

socio-technical nature. Social entrepreneurship – a new business model that combines a 

social goal with a business mentality – is heralded as an important new way of creating 

social value. This study researches how SNM can be applied to such a social innovation. It 

identifies theoretical and practical obstacles and proposes solutions to these obstacles. The 

most important conclusion is that regimes will have to be characterised by something 

different than a socio-technical artefact, and that this something different can be an 

exemplifying quote. An additional finding is that SNM theory had not yet found a method to 

analyse niche-regime interaction ex-ante, necessary for diffusion recommendations. A new 

method is suggested and tested on the case of social entrepreneurship, which is based on  

both survey data and interviews from actors in the Netherlands. 
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I / INTRODUCTION 

Strategic niche management (SNM) was developed to understand and influence the adoption of 

new technologies with a high potential to contribute to sustainable development. Not all 

innovations with this high potential to contribute to sustainable development, however, are of a 

technological nature. Social entrepreneurship, applying business tactics to achieve social goals, is 

such an innovation. The last decade social entrepreneurship has been attracting increasing 

attention from scholars, the business world and a new generation of entrepreneurs, and it has 

often been heralded as an important new source of social innovation (Bornstein, 2004, p.9) – 

besides being a social innovation itself. So far, social entrepreneurs have been busy creating a 

new market. It now appears though, as described later in this paper, that this market is on the 

brink of a shift from its pioneering phase towards a consolidation phase. How this consolidation 

can be facilitated is a question that SNM is well positioned to answer, were it not for its focus on 

technological innovation. The research question is, therefore: 

 

How can strategic niche management be used to understand and facilitate the growth of social 

entrepreneurship? 

 

Social entrepreneurship theory will be discussed to some extent, but the focus will be on SNM 

theory and the two proposed additions to theory. As a test case for these additions, social 

entrepreneurship is studied using the adapted SNM tool as method. This case is presented with 

the Netherlands as the geographical locus of analysis and uses, besides literature, a 57 case 

survey and a series of interviews.  

 

Social entrepreneurship as a radical innovation 

As innovation research has shown, there are two types of innovation: incremental and radical 

(Abernathy, 1978, pp. 68-81). The latter type is not based on previous designs and also 

incorporates change in for example cognitive frameworks and infrastructure, such as when 

electric light bulbs made artificial lighting much cleaner and more easily accessible than 

improvement in oil lamp designs would ever allow, but also required the deployment of a wide 

network of electricity distribution. Nevertheless, such radical innovations are at the time of 

market introduction always immature relative to incumbent technologies (Schot & Geels, 2008, 

p.1), including amongst others a lack of an established network of actors and dominant rules of 

design. Social entrepreneurship, as a new way of doing business and achieving social goals 

simultaneously, is such a potentially radical innovation. It combines two objectives hitherto 

considered mutually exclusive, i.e. making money and pursuing social goals.  

Theory suggests that, as the actors that drive the radical innovation strive for a greater diffusion 

of their product or idea, there is a period of mutual adjustment between the innovation’s values 

and those of the dominant regime, called translation (Smith, 2007, p.443). Depending on the 

level of (in)compatibility between the innovation and the regime(s) it challenges – in this case, 

social entrepreneurship versus both the business and the civil society regimes – core values of 

the innovation may become jeopardised in the search for a greater market, for example when 

successful ecofood brands were bought by large food producers who incorporated them into the 

global food chain, in opposition to the ecofood value of using local produce (Smith, 2007). This 

dilemma creates a case for a study of the translation opportunities and threats that social 

entrepreneurship is likely to encounter in the near future. In another paper currently under 
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review, this issue is further explored, resulting in recommendations for the growth of social 

entrepreneurship, especially in the Netherlands but also valid elsewhere. Here, though, the goal 

of facilitating the growth of social entrepreneurship is merely taken to be an interesting case to 

test the applicability of SNM to non-technological innovations with. 

 

Usability of strategic niche management 

SNM positions desirable, immature, radical innovations – united in a number of experiments 

that can become a niche – against established regimes that support the incumbent technology. 

The original question in SNM is ‘how is it possible that so many new technologies with great 

promise for a more sustainable future do not manage to secure a slice of the market?’  

Social entrepreneurship is not a technological innovation in the classical sense of the word 

technology. A technology usually culminates in an artefact that does something. A technology 

should result in a tangible object, many would argue. Even though the school of innovation 

sciences upon which SNM is based uses a more sociological approach to technology – looking at 

for example involved actors, laws, consumer expectations, etc. – their studies are still centred 

around socio-technical artefacts. Social entrepreneurship is not so tangible, nor can it be 

classified as an artefact. It is a new way of doing business, or a new way of pursuing social goals 

and in that sense, is certainly an innovation ‘with promise for a more sustainable future’. But can 

SNM be applied to something so elusive? In other words: how can SNM be used to analyse 

innovations that do not centre around a particular artefact? The first addition to theory that this 

paper provides is concerned with this issue.  

The second addition is inspired by the perceived limitations of the current theory to deal with 

the interaction between the innovation’s niche and the incumbent regime. SNM theory as a field 

of study is young, and thus many publications focus on testing the theory on past technological 

developments. Henceforth, even though the theory is normative from the outset, it is often 

performed ex-post, in a descriptive way. The case study of social entrepreneurship – which is in 

phase of rapid expansion and of which the final consequences are impossible to foresee – 

requires a normative stance, and therefore a method of anticipating niche-regime interaction 

problems and opportunities. Such a method is devised and tested on the case of social 

entrepreneurship. It is meant to be usable both for socio-technical and social innovations and 

thus supersede this single case. 
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II / THEORY 
There are two fields that form the backbone of this paper, namely social entrepreneurship (SE) 

and strategic niche management (SNM) research.  

 

Social entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship has attracted quite some interest in the past several years, although 

there is still some confusion over what it really is. An important text in this respect is the article 

by Peredo & McLean (2006). They analyse literature on existing definitions, crediting Dees (1998) 

with summing up three important characteristics of social entrepreneurial activity, namely 1) 

“the recognition and (exploitation) of new opportunities to serve (the social) mission”; 2) 

“engaging in a process of (…) innovation”; and 3) “acting (…) without being limited by resources 

currently in hand”, i.e. thinking big (Dees, 1998, p.4). In addition, as amongst others Tan et al. 

(2003) have noted, stands the social entrepreneur’s 4) “capacity to endure risk.” 

The crux, however, is the application of these entrepreneurial characteristics to a type of mission 

that is not solely focused on financial profit. Instead, as Peredo & McLean formulate, a social 

entrepreneur will use this entrepreneurial stance to 5) “aim either exclusively or in some 

prominent way to create social value of some kind” (2006, p.64).  

There have been many debates over how prominent the social goal should be in relation to the 

financial one for an organisation to qualify as social-entrepreneurial. Peredo & McLean argue 

that it is impossible to draw a distinct line between enterprises whose social goal is subordinate 

to its financial one and those for whom it is not. Moreover, they find the distinction pointless, 

since “the underlying point is surely that the pursuit of socially valuable outcomes is something 

worth identifying and fostering” (Peredo & McLean, 2006, p.63). In their view, social 

entrepreneurs can operate in a continuum from non-profits on one extreme to ‘normal’ firms 

that also have some sort of social goal, for whatever motivation, at the other extreme.  

This definition is supported by existing case study descriptions that observe that social 

entrepreneurship seems to occur across all sectors and in all different shapes and sizes, including 

on both sides of the previously divisive line between for-profit and not-for-profit (e.g. Bornstein, 

2004; Borzaga & Defourny, 2001).  

 

Social entrepreneurship around the world 

It is unclear exactly what has caused the recent steep increase in interest and activity on the 

social entrepreneurship front. Nicholls (2006, p.2) attributes it to developments such as, on the 

push side, the increase in per capita wealth, the increased longevity, growing numbers of 

democratic governments, the ever larger power of multinationals, and higher education levels. 

On the pull side, he lists environmental and health crises, the widening income gap between rich 

and poor, retreating governments that are inefficient at dealing with social ills, and increased 

competition for scarcer resources.  

Considering that these drivers behind social entrepreneurial activity will be exhibited to varying 

degrees in different regions of the world, it is not surprising that social entrepreneurship appears 

to take on alternative guises around the globe. Kerlin has made a comparison of US and 

European based social enterprise and concluded that there are indeed notable differences, such 

as the way to deal with profit and which market social enterprise is seen to operate in (Kerlin, 

2006). In fact, even the phrase ‘social enterprise’ can be used to describe two things: an 

organisation that was set up by a social entrepreneur, or an organisation with a social mission. 
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The latter is less entrepreneurial in nature than the former, and is more frequently used in 

literature since it predates the concept of social entrepreneurship. One could say that the type 

that is set up by social entrepreneurs is a subset of the other one. This article will generally not 

use the phrase social enterprise, except for in this paragraph, since it is in literature mostly 

associated with large organisations such as hospitals, universities and housing corporations, and 

could thus create confusion with social entrepreneurship.  

Unfortunately, there is no reliable data on how many social entrepreneurs are active in the 

world, since they are not a separately tracked entity. An exception to this is the United Kingdom, 

where a number of legal entity types that are more conducive to social entrepreneurship have 

recently been created. The Community Interest Company is the most well-known and relevant of 

these (CIC, 2007), having attracted nearly 850 new companies between July 2005 and March 

2007 (CIC, 2007, p.3) and counting 1935 companies as of July 2008. The Community Interest 

Company is subject to a) a community interest test
11

 conducted by an external party, b) an asset 

lock (preventing a sell-out of communal value in the case of e.g. bankruptcy), and c) a dividend 

cap.  

 

Social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands 

There have so far been just a few inquiries into the state of social entrepreneurship in the 

Netherlands
12

. Renooy published a chapter in Borzaga & Defourny (2001, pp.236 – 251) and 

Kievit is in the process of writing his doctorate thesis at Nyenrode Business University.  

Renooy discusses the shape of social enterprise in the Netherlands and concludes that it was 

very much influenced by the so-called ‘pillarisation’ process. In this process that lasted through 

most of the twentieth century, each pillar (group of people with certain shared characteristics, 

e.g. catholics or liberals) gave rise to its own institutions. Examples of the kind of institutions that 

were formed are the media, labour unions and pension funds. The sector’s dependency on 

government funding delimits the opportunities for more entrepreneurial social-purpose 

organisations.  

Kievit investigates what the crucial variables are for the practice of social venturing in the 

Netherlands. Social venturing can be described as the investment activities that complement 

social entrepreneurship. While the thesis is not yet available at the time of this writing, an 

interview with Kievit complemented by an article he published with Van Dijk and Spruyt (Kievit 

et al., 2008) paint the following picture: social venturing shares its problem perception with 

philanthropic organisations, but addresses these problems in a more entrepreneurial way. 

Higher financial returns in time lead to a greater social impact (i.e. the multiplier effect), and is 

thus also considered a goal. Kievit stresses the importance of the individual social entrepreneurs 

and ventures, their vision and their networks, for achieving efficient solutions.  

 

Strategic Niche Management 

Strategic Niche Management (SNM) is a tool that was developed to “address the issue of how to 

understand and influence the early adoption of new technologies with high potential to 

contribute to sustainable development” (Schot & Geels, 2008, p.1). It assumes that radical 

                                                           
11

 This community interest test subjects the company’s mission and actions to an external evaluation with 

the goal to determine whether the benefactors of the company are indeed a (recognised) community. 
12

 There have been more studies of individual organisations and the way that they work, create value, etc., 

e.g. by Maase & Dorst (2007). 
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shared routines that surround a dominant design in a certain industry. Evolutionary economists 

Nelson and Winter, around the same time, use the phrase “technological regime” to portray 

virtually the same: a set of engineering heuristics that guide incremental technological 

development on a particular “technological trajectory” (Nelson & Winter, 
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which way it develops and influences society in turn. Returning to the airplane in

example, users have come to expect sitting in forward-facing rows, and booking their tickets well 

in advance. Politics have gotten accustomed to setting noise polluting limits and taxing kerosene. 

And in culture, a film portraying any flying object that is not cigar-shaped immediately qualifies 

as either a documentary or a science-fiction. 

Figure 7: Socio-technical regime (Geels, 2004, p.13)
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Regime (in)stability and change 

Understanding what constitutes a socio-technical regime is paramount to the successful 

management of a niche, since it enables one to grasp the forces at play in safeguarding the 

continued existence of the regime. A stable socio-technical regime has many advantages: e.g. it 

gives all actors an extra degree of security regarding future progress (Raven, 2005, p.26), 

allowing for investments to be less risky. Moreover, it saves enormous amounts of time and 

money to not have to reconsider all design options every time you mean to improve the current 

design.  

Sometimes, however, a regime meets its limits. It is either no longer able to live up to 

expectations, or is overtaken by a competing technology that does better. Outside pressure can 

cause a regime to collapse, and a new one to take its place. But while new developments can 

hold great promise, they do not immediately live up to expectations because they are immature 

when they enter the market. Often, they also conflict with the way society is currently 

organised. How, for example, can we reward good social performance when we do not know 

how to measure it? According to SNM, the immaturity and incompatibility of such new radical 

innovations is not an exception, but rather the rule. These potentially disrupting innovations 

develop in a niche.  

 

Niche 

Radical innovations always hold more promise than actual performance. If they would be 

immediately exposed to full market competition, they would not be likely to survive. On a longer 

term, the market selection criteria can change and the new technology can mature and deliver 

better performance, both of which can eventually lead to a favourable position for the 

newcomer versus the incumbent, but on the short term such is usually not the case. A 

‘technological niche’, as introduced by Schot et al. (1996), centres around such a potentially 

radical innovation and is the focal point of strategic niche management. It prescribes a certain 

level of temporary protection from full market pressure, allowing the strengthening of the 

innovation by experimentation and learning.  

These experiments refer to the investments (in time, money, or otherwise) of involved actors 

that are aimed at testing and readying a radical innovation for the market. The goal of these 

experiments is the creation of new rules and heuristics that can guide the further development 

of the innovation and thus reduce the involved risk and increase its performance (i.e. helping the 

niche create the traits that make regimes so beneficial). This process of finding new rules and 

heuristics is described by the level of stability and structuration of the different elements that 

compose the niche (Geels, 2002).  

 

The strength of the niche, i.e. the degree of its stability and structuration, is described by an 

interplay of three niche characteristics (Elzen et al., 1996). Firstly, articulating shared 

expectations by the participating actors give direction and legitimacy to the niche. Secondly, a 

growing social network including all relevant types of actors within the niche both creates 

opportunities for stakeholder interaction and a micro market that provides the resources 

necessary for experimentation and temporary protection. Thirdly and most importantly, a 

learning mechanism (between experiments, between actors, etc.) is a vital ingredient for the 

establishment of new rules and design heuristics. The better developed these three dimensions 
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are, the greater the chance that the niche can develop into a market niche or become a viable 

alternative to an existing regime. These traits are elaborated on in the methodology section.  

 

Niche-regime interaction 

Early optimism regarding the potential of SNM to guide new technologies to a successful market 

introduction has not been rewarded with positive results (e.g. Hoogma et al., 2002, p.196). 

Several authors have, in different words, blamed this on the tendency of SNM practitioners to 

focus too much on the internal niche dynamics, such as the shaping of a network and the 

protection of a space for experiments (Raven, 2005, p.51; Hommels et al., 2007).  

Raven (2005, p.33) therefore explored the interaction between the niche and the regime, and 

concluded that the success chance of a niche also depends (i.e. besides on its own strength) to a 

large extent on opportunities that the regime offers, by way of its (lack of) stability. A less stable 

regime leads to more opportunities for niche development (Raven, 2005, p.261). The causes of 

regime instability – or even methods to describe and compare levels of instability – have to a 

large extent not been investigated. Raven (2005, p.264) argues that so-called landscape 

developments, such as for example climate change, an ageing population, or the de-pillarisation 

process in the Netherlands that started in the 1960s, determine regime (in)stability. 

Nevertheless, this focus is not satisfying for the current case of social entrepreneurship because 

such observations can be made ex-post, but not ex-ante. Any regime will be influenced by 

hindering landscape developments, but that does not necessarily make it unstable. In the search 

for a theory upon which to base a growth projection of social entrepreneurship in the 

Netherlands, there must be some other way to pitch niche against regime. This leads to a first 

addition to SNM theory. 

 

First addition: focus on values 

While a niche is created in opposition to an incumbent regime and is thus inherently (at least 

partially) incompatible with that regime, it will not usually call for a complete revolution of 

human beliefs or values. Normally, only one or at maximum a few are contested by a niche. This 

paper attempts to achieve a greater level of detail concerning the level of compatibility between 

niche and regime by focusing on these values. Values are the driving forces behind the 

development of a niche and the prime source of rules, routines and design heuristics. Smith 

(2007) already hinted that, in the process of translation from niche to a market niche or regime, 

values may be sacrificed. In one of the case studies in his publication, the ecofood niche lost 

some of its original values in the translation from locally driven small scale producers (with small 

market share) to the globally marketed and transported ecofood branch (with much larger 

market share). This leads to a translation paradox: while a larger market share for the niche is 

desirable, at what point does a further sacrifice of values transform it from a radical to an 

incremental innovation?  

The identification of the shared and conflicting values between niche and regime can lead to a 

better understanding of their compatibility, and thus to a greater manageability of the niche. 

 

Hypothesis I: An analysis of shared and conflicting values between niche and regime will 

lead to an understanding of their interaction and expectations for the future 

development of this interaction. 
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Second addition: technological versus social innovation 

This paper focuses on a non-technological innovation. Although what constitutes ‘technology’ is 

subject to discussion, and managerial and legal innovations have in other contexts sometimes 

been treated on a par with the more strictly technical ones, it is not from the outset clear that 

the concept of social entrepreneurship can be analysed with SNM. In other words, how 

important is the technological qualification for the use of SNM?  

According to Schot & Geels, the types of innovations that are addressed 1) are socially 

desirable
13

 and 2) “have to fight against existing systems and often face a mismatch with regard 

to existing infrastructure, user practices, regulations, etc.” (Schot & Geels, 2008, p.2), i.e. they 

are radical. On the same page, they point out that innovations that are studied with SNM are 

incapable of immediately competing on mainstream markets, i.e. they must be immature. Other 

texts have also been analysed for mention of restricting requirements, but no additional ones 

have been found. While many references to the technological nature of the studied innovations 

are found in literature, and most vocabulary seems optimised with (sustainable) technology in 

mind, there is no definition of SNM that delimit it to the use with only technological innovations.  

However, SNM draws on other theories, most notably the evolutionary theory of technological 

change, that seem to be more explicitly focused on technology. According to Duysters (1995, 

p.20), however, the most important concepts of evolutionary theory are variation (i.e. 

invention), selection (i.e. by market criteria) and retention (i.e. by rules and routines). These 

actions could be applied to technological change, but might also take into account another type 

of complex change that deals with the above three concepts. Use of the evolutionary theory 

therefore does not obviously hinder the application of SNM to a non-technological innovation. 

Finally, there is the possibility that social change takes place in a way that is fundamentally 

different from technological change. The study of technological innovation is much more mature 

than that of social innovation, perhaps analogous with the discrepancy in funds dedicated to 

both types of innovation (Mulgan et al., 2007, p.7). In fact, many of the studies that target social 

innovation are based to a large extent on our understanding of technological innovation 

(Mulgan, 2006, p.158). According to Mulgan et al., there are three distinguishing characteristics 

between the two types, namely 1) “social innovations are usually new combinations (…) of 

existing elements, rather than being wholly new (…)”, 2) “putting social innovations into effect 

usually involves cutting across organisational, sectoral or disciplinary boundaries”, and 3) “social 

innovations, unlike most technological ones, leave behind compelling new social relationships” 

(Mulgan et al, 2007, p.34-35). As is evident from these characteristics, the comparison was made 

to a neo-classical and not to an evolutionary theory of technological change. While 

understandable, since the neo-classical school is the largest of the two, it is therefore not 

applicable to technological innovation as viewed by SNM, since it is based on evolutionary 

instead of neo-classical economics. Indeed, the evolutionary school would stress the importance 

of the above named traits of social innovation, for technological ones.  

                                                           
13

 There is in fact an ongoing discussion about whether desirability of the innovation is an important 

requirement for SNM. Increasing numbers of (as yet unpublished) SNM studies focus on innovations that 

are not necessarily desirable and these studies face no compatibility issues. Whether it is morally 

defendable to use SNM to facilitate technologies that cannot be characterised as desirable is the real 

question here.  
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Hypothesis II: In the case of analysing a social innovation, the socio

cognitive rallying point around which the niche and regime centre 

replaced by an exemplifying quote.  

In short, literature does not provide theoretical objections to the use of SNM to analyse a non

technological innovation, provided that it is desirable, radical, and immature relative to 

Nonetheless, there are two issues that are not theoretical but instead practical. First and 

foremost is the use of a socio-technical artefact around which both niche and regime are 

defined. Social entrepreneurship is not an artefact but a new way of doing business and solving a 

. This means that both niche and regime in this case will have to centre around 

something else than an artefact. That something else will have to take on a similar role as the 

artefact currently has, namely that of a cognitive rallying point, i.e. giving those that discuss the 

niche and regime something to attach their thoughts to. It will thus have to inspire a certain 

natural understanding of what niche and regime are about. This paper proposes to

take the role of the artefact around which the socio-technical regime is defined.

defined entities as artefacts, although the type of entity is different: instead of a 

technical entity, the regime now rallies around a social entity. Quotes, as artefacts, can 

inspire natural understanding and lead to the simple characterisation of a complex 

phenomenon. They are not fully comparable. The involved artefact is usually also the locus of 

experimentation and development of niche and regime; a quote is a reflection of the 

Therefore, a well-chosen quote should not only characterise the niche or regime, 

but should also have been spoken by a person deemed to exemplify that niche or regime and its 

development, since it will have the more saying power for it.  

, the five regimes interacting in the socio-technical regime (recall figure 

technological, science, policy, socio-cultural, and user and market regimes –

innovations and the quote as centrepiece. These five regimes help in 

getting an overview of all potentially important actors. To enable the analysis of a 

innovation in general and social entrepreneurship in particular, it is proposed to rephrase the 

The business model is how an organisation’s design is traditionally described, and it is therefore 

seen as an adequate replacement.  

In the case of analysing a social innovation, the socio-technical artefact 

cognitive rallying point around which the niche and regime centre 

replaced by an exemplifying quote.   

Figure 8: Value-based regime
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In short, literature does not provide theoretical objections to the use of SNM to analyse a non-

technological innovation, provided that it is desirable, radical, and immature relative to 

Nonetheless, there are two issues that are not theoretical but instead practical. First and 

technical artefact around which both niche and regime are 

of doing business and solving a 

. This means that both niche and regime in this case will have to centre around 

That something else will have to take on a similar role as the 

point, i.e. giving those that discuss the 

niche and regime something to attach their thoughts to. It will thus have to inspire a certain 

This paper proposes to let quotes 

regime is defined. Quotes are 

defined entities as artefacts, although the type of entity is different: instead of a 

ntity. Quotes, as artefacts, can 

inspire natural understanding and lead to the simple characterisation of a complex 

phenomenon. They are not fully comparable. The involved artefact is usually also the locus of 

quote is a reflection of the 

chosen quote should not only characterise the niche or regime, 

but should also have been spoken by a person deemed to exemplify that niche or regime and its 

technical regime (recall figure 7) – 

– should be adapted 

. These five regimes help in 

getting an overview of all potentially important actors. To enable the analysis of a social 

innovation in general and social entrepreneurship in particular, it is proposed to rephrase the 

The business model is how an organisation’s design is traditionally described, and it is therefore 

chnical artefact – the 

cognitive rallying point around which the niche and regime centre – can be 

 

based regime 
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III / METHODOLOGY 
To test the adapted Strategic niche management (SNM) tool, it is executed on the case of the 

growth of social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, and therefore made operational in this 

section. The analysis consists of two parts: first, there is the issue of how well developed the 

niche is, i.e. a study of the internal niche dynamics of social entrepreneurship in the 

Netherlands. Second, the interaction between niche and regime(s) is characterised. Finally, the 

sources for this analysis are discussed in the last paragraph of this section. 

 

Internal Niche Dynamics 

The Dutch Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship (SSO, after its Dutch initials) is a private non-

profit network building organisation that aims to diffuse the practice of social entrepreneurship 

in the Netherlands. It has a network of about 200 social entrepreneurs, which it estimates to 

comprise a representative one fifth of all social-entrepreneurial activities in the country
14

. The 

activities of the companies in their network are the subject of the niche that is described here.  

 

Niche dimensions 

The three briefly named dimensions – social network, expectations, and learning processes – can 

be expanded into measurables as follows (Elzen et al., 1996, pp.76-78). First, the social network 

has both width and depth. The width alludes to the type and number of actors present in the 

network, bearing in mind the five types of regimes interacting in the value-based regime (recall 

figure 8): business model, science, policy, socio-cultural, and user and market. If, for example, 

there are no regulators involved in the niche development, this could be a weakness since an 

adequate regulatory framework is of importance for market development. The depth is a 

measure for how involved actors are. If a network is built up of, say, a number of juniors from 

several organisations, that network is less powerful than if it were consisting of the CEO’s of 

those same organisations. This measure is most useful when the network involves large 

organisations, when the position of involved people can reveal how important the niche 

development is to the organisation. For smaller organisations, the depth could be described in 

terms of invested money or time, e.g. as a percentage of all such expenditures by that 

organisation. 

Second, expectations consist of three variables: robustness, detail and quality. Robustness gives 

an impression of how widely shared, in this case, the definition and role of social 

entrepreneurship is. The level of detail about which there is consensus regarding the definition 

and role of social entrepreneurship adds to understanding the strength of these expectations. 

The quality of the expectations depends on whether they are based on facts and reality rather 

than on wishful thinking, i.e. how tangible they are.  

Finally, learning mechanisms can be of either first or second order. In this scenario, first order 

mechanisms would refer to ways to acquire and disseminate knowledge about, for example, 

success factors for social entrepreneurs or the dangers and benefits of specific social-business 

models. They “facilitate alignments between variation and selection and create ‘configurations 

that work’” (Schot & Geels, 2008, p.5). First order learning can again be divided into narrow or 

                                                           
14

 Estimates vary strongly from one actor to the other, depending on their definition of what social 

entrepreneurship is, and range from a couple dozen to a thousand. The definition of SSO is in line with the 

theoretical description set out for this research, and is thus rather inclusive. Nevertheless, it still only 

includes organisations explicitly combining financial and social goals. 
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broad learning, with narrow referring to knowledge needed for the design process of the 

artefact itself, and broad to knowledge about how to use it, market it, etc. While there is no 

artefact in the case of social entrepreneurship, it can be substituted by business model 

knowledge. Second order learning, on the other hand, is what takes place when the philosophy 

of the niche, in this case that making money and solving social problems can go hand in hand, 

starts to permeate the dominant regime(s). 

 

Niche-Regime Interaction 

The definition of the regime against which social entrepreneurship is pitched as a niche is a 

delicate step. As was shown, this shall have to involve not a socio-technical artefact around 

which it centres, but instead an exemplifying quote. In fact, two regimes are suggested versus 

just one, since the hybrid nature of social entrepreneurship leads it to be involved in conflict and 

cooperation with two regimes on either side of the spectrum. On the one hand there is 

conventional business that has a per definition goal to maximise its profits notwithstanding, as 

long as it obeys the law. Social issues may be tackled by partisans of this regime, but only so 

much as it increases shareholder value, as Reich finely portrays (Reich, 2007, p.204). On the 

other hand, as Bornstein defines (2004, p.4), lies the civil society regime that is concerned with 

social objectives, and for whom profit making is not a goal, but rather an impediment to their 

legitimacy. The table in figure 9 shows several important characteristics of these two regimes.  

 BUSINESS REGIME CIVIL SOCIETY REGIME 

Quote “The social responsibility of business is to 

increase its profits.”  

– Friedman, 1970 

“I resolved to stop accumulating and 

begin the infinitely more serious and 

difficult task of wise distribution” 

 – Carnegie, 1920 

Rules 

(or guiding principles or 

heuristics,  as varying 

authors may call them) 

• The financial bottom-line is the 

indicator of success.  

• Pursuing social goals compromises 

business credibility. 

• You sell products and services. 

 

 

• Member base is an important 

indicator of success, but no 

consensus exists on measures of 

success. 

• Pursuing financial goals compromises 

legitimacy. 

• You sell values. 

• Large financial dependency on 

government. 

Assumptions There are no or only minor market and 

government failures. 

There are large market and government 

failures. 

Important actors • Shareholders  

• People as consumers 

• Banks and investors 

• Government insofar as it sets the 

rules by which firms must play 

• Non-profit organisations (NPOs) 

• People as citizens 

• Government as partner and financer 

Common legal entities Ltd., PLC, General Partnership,  

Partnership,  Sole Proprietorship, 

Cooperative 

Foundation, Association, Sole 

Proprietorship, Partnership, Cooperative 

Opportunities for 

innovation 

Corporate Social Responsibility, Cradle 2 

Cradle 

Entrepreneurial NPOs 

Figure 9: The two regimes defined 
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These regimes pose certain dilemmas to the development of social entrepreneurship (on which 

will be elaborated in the results) and their existence has been confirmed by interviews in the 

field. These two regimes are in practice not as clear-cut as they are portrayed here. There will be 

many examples of organisations belonging to one of the two while displaying many 

characteristics of the other, or not knowing where they belong. Another point of possible 

interest is how widely defined the regimes are. A higher level of detail in the definition of the 

regimes should theoretically lead to an also greater level of detail in the analysis of niche-regime 

interaction. However, this wide definition was used precisely because it is on this scale that the 

rules and assumptions operate that social entrepreneurship challenges. 

The last line in the table in figure 9 names an opportunity for innovation in both regimes. This is 

to indicate that these regimes are not static and that pressures on them can also result in 

dynamism from within the regime itself. Those innovations, however, are likely not to change 

the rules of the game. 

 

Dimensions of niche-regime interaction 

Values have been used to describe many different things, in many different contexts, but they 

always refer to underlying motivations or beliefs that do not change overnight, and that fuel 

more practical rules or behaviour. In focusing on the values that separate the social 

entrepreneurship niche from the two incumbent regimes, this research searches for 

fundamental differences between these three domains. These differences will not be absolved 

within a short time frame and must be acknowledged if the interaction between the niche and 

regimes is to be understood and improved.  

When pitching niche against regime, one can identify values that are either conflicting or shared. 

Conflicting values will be betrayed by the barriers that the niche actors encounter. Shared 

values, on the other hand, can be extracted from stories of cooperation and mutual interest 

between actors from both domains. 

 

Sources 

This paper has, apart from literature, two main sources. First is a reconnaissance of the field of 

social entrepreneurship in terms of participating in related events and interviews with actors 

from that field. Second is a dataset that was created with a survey by the Society for Social 

Entrepreneurship (SSO, after its Dutch initials) in conjunction with two social entrepreneurs, The 

Hub and Realize! and which has not been analysed in previous academic publications.  

The people interviewed are actors in the field of social entrepreneurship and more often than 

not have a networking component to their activities. They are ‘overviewers’ rather than 

grassroots-level players. With the exception of actors from the regulatory field – where there 

was no involvement worth mentioning – participants from the five actor groups surrounding the 

value-based regime have been interviewed, i.e. from the business model (The Hub, Enviu, d.o.b. 

foundation, Kaospilots), science (Eindhoven University of Technology, Nyenrode Business 

University), policy (none), socio-cultural (SSO, The Hub, VSB Fonds), and user and market (The 

Hub, Enviu, d.o.b. foundation, VSB Fonds) regimes. Many of the interviewed actors play multiple 

roles in the niche, which is perhaps not surprising considering the early state of development it is 
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in. The interviews can be characterised as semi-structured, with a number of questions based on 

the above described theory forming the starting point of the discussions
15

. 

In addition, a survey was carried out to better understand the needs of social entrepreneurs in 

the Netherlands, and thus adds to the interviews information from the perspectives of business 

model and user and market regimes. To obtain the survey sample, all visitors of the SSO website 

and members of their network were informed of its existence and asked to respond if applicable. 

De facto, this means that the respondents see themselves as social entrepreneurs or operating 

in this field. There were 73 respondents overall, of which 16 were deemed unusable because 

they did not answer enough questions, resulting in a sample of 57.  

 

 

                                                           
15

 The interviews for all actors except those from the science regime (which were conducted in an early 

phase of the research and were used more for orientation) have been written out in summary and can be 

requested with a note to the author. 
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IV / RESULTS 
The case study analysis presents us with the following view of the field of social 

entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. Each paragraph concerning the niche dynamics begins 

with presenting the relevant survey results, continues by describing the interviews’ 

interpretation of these data and concludes with a synthesis on these facts in terms suitable for 

theoretical reflection. The paragraphs about the niche-regime interaction follow a similar 

pattern, but are less able to draw on survey data for a lack of appropriate questions in the 

survey. The final paragraph of this section concludes what SNM has to say about the growth 

opportunities for social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. What these results imply for the 

applicability of strategic niche management (SNM) to a social innovation is discussed in the main 

conclusions. 

 

Internal Niche Dynamics 

Social network 

The survey amongst social entrepreneurs shows that the average age of their organisation is 4.7 

years, and the median age 2 years. The organisation consists of on average 1.6 founders 

(median=1), 2.8 partners (median=1), and 5.4 employees (median=1). Of this sample group of 

social entrepreneurs, 53 percent is female, contrasting with figures for all types of 

entrepreneurship in the Netherlands, with a constant 30 percent female throughout the years 

1999 to 2004 (CBS, 2008). Almost all, 89 percent, of the respondents reside and work in the 

‘Randstad’ – roughly a horseshoe through the densely populated Utrecht-Amsterdam-The 

Hague-Rotterdam area.  

When asked to name important partners, the organisations most frequently named were the 

Chamber of Commerce (6 times), Syntens (4 times), Kunstenaars & Co, SSO, The Hub and UWV 

(all 3 times). The first two of these explicitly focus on entrepreneurship, Kunstenaars & Co aims 

to help artists become financially independent, UWV is a government agency tasked with 

stimulating employment, and finally SSO and The Hub are two actors that were previously 

mentioned and are dedicated to supporting social entrepreneurs.  

 

The interviews add a storyline to these facts. It is acknowledged by all that social 

entrepreneurship has started to take off in the last five years, i.e. since 2003. Important 

network-builders SSO and The Hub were initiated roughly simultaneously at the time, although 

there were already a number of previous Hubs in other countries (and still are). While there had 

been individual social entrepreneurs before then, they were not connected and not 

acknowledged as such. Even now, many social entrepreneurs do not call themselves by this 

name. 

Two actors that did not come forward from the survey but were frequently mentioned in the 

interviews are private investors and university researchers. Firstly, a number of private investors 

play a role in the encouragement of social entrepreneurship. These wealthy ex-entrepreneurs 

understand the power of business models, and now want to apply these to solving social 

problems. They are an important source of the venture capital on which social entrepreneurs 

depend. Secondly, the role of universities is small but growing. The Free University of 

Amsterdam (CIMO), the private Nyenrode Business University (NSVE), and to a lesser extent 

Erasmus University of Rotterdam (RSM) are starting to pick up interest in the niche. This interest 

has so far not been translated into publications or official partnerships.  
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From the point of view of the width of the network, t

considerably over the last few years, albeit from a very low base. The contact between and 

amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

The Hub facilitating the interaction. 

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

institutions mentioned above are becoming more interested and approach the SSO/The Hub

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

are, if at all, involved as clients. 

Social entrepreneurial organisations are deeply inv

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

incumbent firms, government agenci

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well

public figures in the Netherlands. It appears as if some highly placed people at various positions 

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it s

entrepreneurship is unknown. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

semi-public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. S

report frequently ‘hitting a wall’ with these (type of) organisations. 

 

Expectations 

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

on offer, sources of financial support, and legal ent

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

initiating the organisation 

categories being those most resembling 

business, those most resembling civil society, 

and those appearing to be most like 

textbook social entrepreneurs, there is a 

statistically significant difference between 

the answers they give to many of the 

questions, even within this sample of just 57 

cases 
16

. Nevertheless, there are also a 

number of shared characteristics, for 

example relating to the motivation and 

bottom-line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently d

both socially and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

                                                          
16

 For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

appearing to be social entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

value to their financial bottom-

From the point of view of the width of the network, this has evidently been growing 

considerably over the last few years, albeit from a very low base. The contact between and 

amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

The Hub facilitating the interaction. This network is reaching out to investors in an effort to 

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

entioned above are becoming more interested and approach the SSO/The Hub

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

are, if at all, involved as clients.  

Social entrepreneurial organisations are deeply involved in the social network. Social 

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

incumbent firms, government agencies and cultural sector organisations, most of whom are 

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well

Netherlands. It appears as if some highly placed people at various positions 

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it s

entrepreneurship is unknown. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. S

report frequently ‘hitting a wall’ with these (type of) organisations.  

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

on offer, sources of financial support, and legal entities under which the organisations operate. 

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

organisation – the three 

categories being those most resembling 

business, those most resembling civil society, 

and those appearing to be most like 

textbook social entrepreneurs, there is a 

statistically significant difference between 

to many of the 

questions, even within this sample of just 57 

. Nevertheless, there are also a 

number of shared characteristics, for 

example relating to the motivation and 

line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently d

both socially and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

                   

For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

ial entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

-line than the sample did as a whole. 

Figure 10: Shared characteristics

his has evidently been growing 

considerably over the last few years, albeit from a very low base. The contact between and 

amongst entrepreneurs is the most strongly established of all links, with partners like SSO and 

This network is reaching out to investors in an effort to 

involve them in the process of setting up new ventures. Institutional investors, however, still 

view this market as very risky and are awaiting more proof of performance. The academic 

entioned above are becoming more interested and approach the SSO/The Hub-

network (not vice versa) for information. Government bodies and business regime organisations 

olved in the social network. Social 

entrepreneurship is either the only way they work, or the only reason they exist. At the moment, 

though, these small organisations are also building relations with increasing numbers of 

es and cultural sector organisations, most of whom are 

bigger and more hierarchical. The survey enabled the respondents to give names of people 

important to their organisation, and quite a number of those named people were well-known 

Netherlands. It appears as if some highly placed people at various positions 

throughout the business, political and academic landscape have become interested in this new 

way of doing business and solving social problems. Whether these people also call it social 

entrepreneurship is unknown. On the other side, connections with institutional investors and 

public organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce and Syntens appear to be, 

although important, with people not particularly high in the hierarchy. Social entrepreneurs 

The survey shows that, within the sample of 57, there is a wide range of products and services 

ities under which the organisations operate. 

To illustrate the diversity: if one splits up the sample into three categories – according to three 

open questions: a description of the organisation, the organisation’s mission, and the cause for 

line of the organisation. Firstly, the respondents were consistently double bottom-lined, 

both socially and financially, but not environmentally. Secondly, they are motivated especially by 

For example, those most resembling business were less likely to use government subsidies than those 

ial entrepreneurs, and those looking like civil society were more likely to attach a high 

characteristics of the respondents 
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the social perspectives of their work. The difference between motivation and bottom-line can be 

seen as analogous to the difference between goal and means. The motivation is what leads to 

the organisation’s start-up and its mission. The bottom-lines, if correctly transformed into a 

business model, lead to the organisation’s continued existence. Figure 10 on the previous page 

summarises these findings. The two starred rows indicate that the above described findings are 

statistically significant. 

Two other surveyed descriptors of the niche’s expectations are its sources of financial capital 

and its legal forms of operation. Social entrepreneurs, as portrayed by the sample, use mixed 

sources of income simultaneously. On average, they use 1.5 different sources and plan to use 

another 1.5 additional sources in the near future. The most frequently used sources are given in 

figure 11 
17

. Notable is, 

amongst others, that very few 

make use of sources 

indispensable for conventional 

entrepreneurs, namely formal 

investors and bank loans and 

credits. This suggests that 

investors and banks see social 

entrepreneurs as an unproven 

business category and thus as 

a risk. A second observation is 

the very high importance of 

on the one hand the use of 

private financial reserves – a 

very strong indication of the 

immaturity of the niche and the existence of protection from market pressures – while on the 

other hand funds, gifts and subsidies – primary sources for civil society – are also highly valued, 

and will become even more so, as indicated by the percentage planning to use this source in the 

near future. This is not just a result of averaging the responses, but also holds for individual 

cases.  

A final description based on the survey, the legal entities as which social entrepreneurs in the 

Netherlands operate, shows the following picture
18

. About 46 percent are Sole Proprietorship, 28 

percent are a Foundation, and 21 percent are a Private Limited Company (Ltd.). The other 14 

percent consist of either a Partnership or a General Partnership. Note that this adds up to more 

than 100 percent since some organisations have multiple legal entities. Notably absent are the 

Public Limited Company, and the Cooperative. This last absentee is a central subject in the 

writings of Borzaga & Defourny (2001), but its absence can be explained by the difference 

between social enterprise, on which Borzaga & Defourny focus, and social entrepreneurship (see 

the theory section for a small discussion on this topic). The diversity of legal entities 

                                                           
17

 The columns can be added together because they are exclusive categories. Together with two other 

categories, namely ‘have used, but not anymore’ and ‘not using and not planning to’, the total always 

sums up to 100 percent. 
18

  The comparable Dutch legal entities are named Eenmanszaak (Sole Proprietorship), Maatschap 

(Partnership), Vennootschap onder Firma (General Partnership), Besloten Vennootschap (Ltd.), Naamloze 

Vennootschap (Public Limited Company), Stichting (Foundation), and Coöperatie (Cooperative). 

Figure 11: Sources of financial capital 
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demonstrates the differences in expectations that the various actors of the niche have. For 

example, the often used Foundation is known for its non-profit character and is not seen as 

innovative, while an Ltd. advocating social values will be regarded with much suspicion. Perhaps 

though, on the contrary, the expectations of social entrepreneurs are in reality largely similar, 

but there is no adequate legal entity to express it with. Either way, the expectations of social 

entrepreneurs as expressed by the legal entities they operate under are diffuse. 

 

According to the interviews, double bottom-line entrepreneurship is indeed a central value of 

the niche, although some would rather see a triple than a double bottom-line and another adds 

that in practice it is more about the high intensity of the motivation and the orientation towards 

creating value than the focus on a bottom-line at all, meaning that social entrepreneurs are not 

consciously aware of making bottom-line choices but merely pursue their social goal in a new 

way. The importance of the “desire to do things differently” returns frequently in the interviews, 

as well as in the given social missions of the 57 survey respondents, and appears to reflect the 

systemic nature of the change social entrepreneurs try to accomplish. Instead of pursuing 

solutions to part of the problem, social entrepreneurs try to envisage the entire problem and 

come up with holistic solutions. A recurring problem that they have to deal with, in this respect, 

is the need for appropriate value measurements, namely concerning social performance. Social 

entrepreneurs are actively engaged in finding, developing or adjusting such appropriate 

measures.  

The niche actors formed these expectations partly on the basis of international experience and 

literature such as Bornstein (2004), and partly on the basis of people’s own experiences in the 

business and civil society regimes. While formed in this way, they are adjusted on the basis of 

the activities that social entrepreneurs in the network surrounding the interviewed actors 

actually display.  

 

Synthesising, shared expectations include a double bottom-line approach (both profit and 

people), a very high people-motivation, and the tendency to search for systemic solutions. Social 

entrepreneurs use mixed resources, especially their own and those coming from government, 

gifts and funds, and operate mostly under three legal forms, namely sole proprietorship, private 

limited company and foundation. Finally, they seek ways to display the social value that they are 

creating, both for their own performance indication and for the attraction of new clients. The 

robustness of these expectations is high, but the expectations themselves cover a wide area, and 

the detail is thus low.  

The last of the three variables describing expectations, the quality, is low. As the interviewed 

actors have acknowledged, social entrepreneurship must still prove itself. While the 

expectations of individuals in the niche may be built on experience with international 

developments and perhaps Dutch social entrepreneurs as well, the niche as a whole has no such 

basis of experiments to build on yet – in the Netherlands, that is. A number of cases is 

repeatedly cited as example, but these cases are few and have not yet been academically 

analysed. This does not mean that the expectations are wrong or too optimistic or pessimistic, 

but merely that the factual basis on which they are built is rather narrow. 

 

 

 



 

Learning processes 

One of the questions in the survey asks which supportive measures social entrepreneurs would 

like there to be. Their answers emphasize a shortage in collective learning mechanisms. At least 

three of the four top needs, of a total number of 16 measured support possibilities, can be 

attributed to the desire for collective learning and knowledge on how to practice social 

entrepreneurship. Of the four lowest rated needs, none involves collective learning and tw

be said to include some personal learning. The other eight needs do not differ significantly from 

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

field, would like more specialised workshops and semin

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

possibilities for collective 

learning in this niche. These 

results are displayed in 

figure 12.  

 

The interviews show that 

much of the effort of 

intermediary organisations 

such as The Hub, Enviu and 

SSO is indeed devoted to 

getting social entrepreneurs 

in contact with each other 

and others, such as investors 

and experts. The experience 

of ‘veteran’ social 

entrepreneurs is diffused by 

workshops and project 

evaluations, open 

innovations takes place in 

communal office space, and 

free newsletters bundle the 

latest activities and research 

results.  

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking th

way that society learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

time for proving themselves and thereby gaini

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

successfully executing projects as their primary ways of influencing the regimes, although a 

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

is now a momentum of interest in social entrepreneurship. 

 

One of the questions in the survey asks which supportive measures social entrepreneurs would 

like there to be. Their answers emphasize a shortage in collective learning mechanisms. At least 

ur top needs, of a total number of 16 measured support possibilities, can be 

attributed to the desire for collective learning and knowledge on how to practice social 

entrepreneurship. Of the four lowest rated needs, none involves collective learning and tw

be said to include some personal learning. The other eight needs do not differ significantly from 

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

field, would like more specialised workshops and seminars, and need to share experiences with 

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

possibilities for collective 

learning in this niche. These 

results are displayed in 

w that 

much of the effort of 

intermediary organisations 

such as The Hub, Enviu and 

SSO is indeed devoted to 

getting social entrepreneurs 

in contact with each other 

and others, such as investors 

and experts. The experience 

of ‘veteran’ social 

is diffused by 

workshops and project 

evaluations, open 

innovations takes place in 

communal office space, and 

free newsletters bundle the 

latest activities and research 

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking th

way that society learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

time for proving themselves and thereby gaining trust. Explaining the added value of social 

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

jects as their primary ways of influencing the regimes, although a 

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

ow a momentum of interest in social entrepreneurship.  

Figure 12: Reported barriers that social entrepren
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One of the questions in the survey asks which supportive measures social entrepreneurs would 

like there to be. Their answers emphasize a shortage in collective learning mechanisms. At least 

ur top needs, of a total number of 16 measured support possibilities, can be 

attributed to the desire for collective learning and knowledge on how to practice social 

entrepreneurship. Of the four lowest rated needs, none involves collective learning and two can 

be said to include some personal learning. The other eight needs do not differ significantly from 

the mean. Evidently, social entrepreneurs have difficulties meeting experts and pioneers in their 

ars, and need to share experiences with 

successful entrepreneurs from other sectors. This suggests that, as of yet, there are insufficient 

So far, this concerns learning routed towards social entrepreneurs. Looking the other way, at the 

way that society learns from the experience of social entrepreneurs and perhaps incorporates 

common practice in this niche into its regimes, the interviewed actors all stress that now is the 

ng trust. Explaining the added value of social 

entrepreneurs remains difficult in a language accustomed to either making money or pursuing 

social value. Consequently, they view networking and convincing others by both talking and 

jects as their primary ways of influencing the regimes, although a 

thorough academic study “showing that social entrepreneurship works” would also be very 

welcome. They expect the coming few years to be critical in this respect, considering that there 

Reported barriers that social entrepreneurs encounter 
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Summarising the findings concerning learning mechanisms, there is evidently a shortage of ways 

to engage in collective first order learning, as shown by the survey respondents’ desire for more 

of these ways. The size and density of the network of social entrepreneurs are both relatively 

high for such a young niche. Also, there are multiple actors that provide learning services as 

requested by the respondents, such as workshops and contact with experts in the field. 

Nevertheless, there is a perceived shortage. Perhaps an alternative explanation for this lack of 

learning mechanisms is that there is an inadequate retention of knowledge gained by experience 

into a global knowledge base to draw upon, i.e. every new social entrepreneur has to start at the 

beginning since those who started before were not able to add their experience to the 

collective, or global, knowledge of the niche. This view is supported by many of the interviewed 

actors. The real deficiency in first order learning mechanisms, therefore, is one of the traits that 

also makes social entrepreneurship so powerful, namely the will to create new connections 

between people and organisations and new paths to social and financial value, no matter what 

the opposition. Cho referred to this attitude as monological (Cho, 2006, p.36); here it will be 

described by the word ‘cowboy’, analogous to the cowboy’s determination to create its own 

path to value in unexplored or difficult terrain. This determination leads to a certain 

conservative attitude of the niche actors towards any definition of their activities that is 

perceived as limiting, while a partial limitation could greatly facilitate learning and thus increase 

the strength of the niche. 

Second order learning mechanisms behave differently. Social entrepreneurs are very motivated 

by their enterprise and spread their enthusiasm to those they work with. This has led to 

increasing recognition of social entrepreneurs as experts in the field of multiple value creation 

and social innovation, as some of the interviewed actors relate. So far, their enthusiasm  affects 

mostly individuals and has not been able to permeate into large bureaucracies such as the 

central government and large corporations, although there have been a few of the latter that 

are involved with social entrepreneurs. The mechanisms for this type of learning are foremost 

the projects carried out by social entrepreneurs and furthermore their networking capabilities. 

Finally, some actors have expressly dedicated themselves to educating and supporting young 

social entrepreneurs as a way to change the future landscape of entrepreneurship. 

 

Niche-Regime Interaction 

A conflicting value, as identified with the help of barriers experienced by niche actors, displays a 

fundamental conflict of rules between the niche and the respective regime. A shared value, as 

identified with the help of existing cooperation between actors from the niche and regime, 

represents a growth opportunity for social entrepreneurship that is most likely to avoid barriers 

as much as possible. 

 

Conflicting values 

The survey shows that social entrepreneurs have difficulties obtaining funds from sources 

indispensable for conventional business, namely bank loans and investors. This suggests that 

social entrepreneurs are not able to convince institutional actors that they are a good 

investment. The interviews support this view and add that this is in part due to the fact that 

investors do not know what to expect of the financial performance of social entrepreneurs, and 

in part because the social value created by these entrepreneurs cannot be capitalised upon by 

the investors and thus yield no added incentive to invest. This latter cause is a conflicting value 
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between the niche of social entrepreneurship and the regime of business. Social performance is 

not one of the criteria by which most investors are judged 
19

, and thus they do not feel pressure 

to compete in this area. The issue of social performance measurement – for which multiple 

partial solutions exist, none of which is accepted as the standard – complicates this conflict of 

values. 

 

 Conflicting value 1: Institutional investors are not judged by social performance. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Related, is that cultural attitudes are adjusted to organisations pursuing just one goal at a time. 

While individuals are comfortable in balancing many different goals, e.g. making do with this 

week’s budget, finding some leisure time and simultaneously completing a difficult task at work, 

organisations are expected to be one-issue actors. Evidence for this attitude comes from the 

inability of many institutional organisations like the Chamber of Commerce, government 

agencies, laws and subsidy programmes, and the aforementioned investors to put a tab on the 

dual purpose social entrepreneur. The interviews consistently stress that individual employees 

understand what social entrepreneurship is and that it can profitably combine two goals, but 

that these employees are not able to turn this understanding into appropriate supportive action 

because the rules that govern their respective organisations are incompatible with organisations 

that combine multiple goals. There does not seem to be an underlying logic to this lack of 

compatibility other than the robustness of the system. 

 

Conflicting value 2:  Governing systems are designed with single-purpose organisations 

    in mind. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and both business and civil 

    society regimes) 

 

The interviewed social entrepreneurs and related organisations confessed that it was still very 

difficult to explain to people outside the niche what social entrepreneurship is, how it functions 

and why it is important. What plays a role in this case is on the one hand the value displayed 

above, namely that multi-purpose organisations are not embedded in most people’s and 

organisations’ frame of mind 
20

.  On the other hand, however, lies the earlier mentioned 

seeming inability of the social entrepreneurship niche to agree on how to call itself and how to 

express its core values. Organisations with barely noticeable differences in approaching social, 

financial and sometimes environmental value can be found to use such terms as social 

entrepreneurship, issue-driven entrepreneurship, sustainable entrepreneurship, triple-win 

organisation, change-oriented business, new way of doing business, etc., to rally their cause. Of 

                                                           
19

 Sustainable investment funds are growing more rapidly than the market as a whole, leading to an 

increasing availability of investors interested in social performance. The limited socially interested funds, 

however, so far have invested most of their money abroad or in stocks, both of which exclude social 

entrepreneurs (recount the legal entities under which social entrepreneurs operate). 
20

 An example of personal origin is that, after having read a great deal of literature on the subject and 

done a number of interviews, I finally began to understand, slowly, what social entrepreneurship was 

really about, only to find out that that was precisely what I had read in the first publications of this reading 

odyssey but had not at the time been able to fully integrate with my mental framework and had thus not 

truly understood.  
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course there are real differences, but the likenesses are nevertheless larger. Additionally, the 

niche does not seem interested in solving this confusion, retorting that it would limit their 

freedom of operations. As noted above, this independent attitude is probably a result of fighting 

against established rules, institutions and organisations for their right to exist, and is thus a 

perfectly understandable characteristic of the niche actors. However, now that the niche is 

slowly arriving at a consolidation point, this attitude is starting to become problematic, at least if 

further growth of the niche in envisioned. A confusing plethora of new types of organisations, 

business models and consequently vocabulary is not conducive to creating a greater confidence 

in the niche and thus to growth. 

 

 Conflicting value 3:  The social entrepreneurship niche actors refuse to standardise their 

    vocabulary. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Traditional civil society organisations are driven by a mission that benefits society as a whole 

(versus private interests) and are funded by gifts, subsidies and donations. Their ability to attract 

these funds depends on the credibility with which they are perceived to pursue their mission. 

Their non-profit character has enabled them to gain society’s trust and therefore credibility and 

donations. Because they are not subject to shareholders, they can pursue their mission 

indefinitely, albeit with sometimes heavily fluctuating income and thus operational reach. Lately, 

however, some social entrepreneurs have started to undertake similar social mission oriented 

action while building their obtained trust on other organisational characteristics than on being 

non-profit. It is not yet precisely clear what the basis of this trust is for social entrepreneurs, but 

it will undoubtedly have to do with the organisations’ mission statements and the sincerity of 

the social entrepreneurs themselves. This entrepreneurial activity inherently undermines the 

credibility of traditional civil society organisations, since why should people donate when you 

can solve the same problem while making money at the same time? Add to that the ever more 

purveying faith that society has put in the usefulness of competition in achieving efficient 

organisations, and it becomes clear that civil society organisations have a right to feel 

endangered by social entrepreneurs. Interestingly, social entrepreneurs typically associate more 

with the business than with the civil society regime, while it is thus more a competitor of the 

latter than of the first. Certainly not all social entrepreneurs make a profit, or aim to make one, 

any many can be said to appear to be more like civil society organisations than business ones, 

but the fact that trust is based on a different presumption makes these two unlikely to interact 

much in the foreseeable future. This effect was indeed found in the survey respondents’ answer 

to who their most important partners were, only 5% of which belong to civil society.  

 

Conflicting value 4: Society’s trust in civil society organisations is based on their non-

    profit character. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and civil society regime) 

 

Shared values 

One of the advantages of social entrepreneurs being double bottom-lined is that they share one 

bottom-line with each of the two regimes they challenge, giving them a shared value with each. 

Their dedication to maintain financial sustainability and to not depend solely on gifts and 
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subsidies but instead (partly) on earned income, enable them to communicate with business in 

terms of mutual understanding. This understanding however is limited, since social 

entrepreneurs do not share the value of profit maximisation with business, and are also more 

comfortable with gifts and subsidies than business is. 

With the civil society regime, social entrepreneurs share their social mission. At first glance, 

most social entrepreneurs will even appear to be civil society organisations because it is the 

social mission that drives them. Different beliefs concerning financial sustainability however can 

lead the niche and regime actors to recoil from each other (as explained in conflicting value 

four), especially civil society from social entrepreneurs, driving social entrepreneurs to interact 

more with another regime, namely government. This other regime is not discussed in this paper 

because it is not a competitor to the niche, but it is interesting here because it shares the social 

motivation with both civil society and social entrepreneurs and also is sufficiently detached from 

monetary considerations to be able to appreciate the latter’s double bottom-line approach. In 

other words, while social entrepreneurs share the social motivation with civil society, the 

conflicting value described above will nevertheless strongly complicate collaboration between 

the niche and this regime. 

 

Shared value 1:  Social entrepreneurs are comfortable with competition for financial 

    resources. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and business regime) 

 

Shared value 2:   Social entrepreneurs are recognised as legitimate social problem 

    solvers. 

    (between social entrepreneurship niche and civil society regime) 

 

Social entrepreneurship has a strong relation to innovation. Ashoka (one of the internationally 

leading organisations supporting social entrepreneurs, though not active in the Netherlands) for 

example calls their fellows “innovators for the public” and Alvord et al. (2004) describe the 

whole phenomenon as “creat(ing) innovative solutions to immediate social problems (…)” and is 

not alone in this description. Though this paper discusses the rise of social entrepreneurship as 

an innovation in itself – i.e. on a macro scale – social entrepreneurs are thus also innovative as 

individuals. This innovative stance results in ambiguous reactions, on the one hand sometimes 

evoking resistance to change, while on the other hand this change is highly coveted. The high 

costs incurred on companies and governments by social problems, such as for example by health 

issues, unmotivated employees or unemployment, lead many of these organisations to be of the 

latter type and to search for solutions to their social problems. Inevitably, those solutions will 

require innovation. Given the often complicated character of social problems and the number of 

interacting issues and actors that play in role in them (e.g. Mulgan et al., 2007), those best able 

to perceive and implement the necessary innovation will be those organisations with views of 

both sides (i.e. business and civil society sides) of the problems at hand. Thus, the combination 

of the social entrepreneurs’ innovativeness and their multi-valued approach to doing business 

allows them to be perceived as valuable business partners.  
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 Shared value 3:  

    

    

    

 

Conclusions of the case study: growth perspectives of social entrepreneurship

Interest in social entrepreneurship and activities of socia

Netherlands as elsewhere. While the niche is still far from mature, the initial days of monological 

and tireless individuals as described by a.o. Bornstein (2004) seem either over or nearly so, and 

the niche is seen to put increasing effort into relationships with actors from the incumbent 

regimes in an effort to gain a larger market share. Whether this will succeed depends both on 

the strength of the niche itself, and on its relationship to the regimes whose rules and rou

challenges, namely the business and civil society regimes.

 

The niche 

A niche characteristic that is well developed, especially considering young age and low 

geographical density of the niche, is its 

and joint projects within the niche, with as a consequence a high network density (i.e. the ratio 

of actual personal connections to the total number of possible connections in the network). 

However, there are exceptions to this observation 

niche and actors from outside the niche 

is absent from these networks; 

social entrepreneurs have a hard 

shortcomings are explained below in the learning mechanisms paragraph, but the first one is 

puzzling. There seems to be no other explanation for the lack of government involvement than a 

failure on their behalf to react. Finally, a high network density does not necessarily imply that 

there is a convergence of interests and activities, merely that the actors know one another.

Even while there are considerable differences between social entrepren

a different name to distinguish themselves with, there are also five universally shared 

expectations as found in the results, 

namely that social entrepreneurs a) are 

highly motivated by their social mission, 

b) attach an equally high value to their 

financial and a social bottom

lower value to their environmental one, 

c) use mixed financial resources, d) 

would like their organisation to be 

judged upon by its social performance, 

and e) use innovative ways to create 

social value by combining methods from 

different, formerly opposing sectors (see 

figure 13). These five widely shared 

characteristics are partly offset by the niche actors’ reluctance to acknowledge them and to 

focus on likenesses instead of differences. The lack o

entrepreneurs, such as for example the Community Interest Company in the United Kingdom 

Multi-valued innovation is best suited for solving complex social 

problems and is best practiced by social entrepreneurs.

(between social entrepreneurship niche and both 

society regimes) 

Conclusions of the case study: growth perspectives of social entrepreneurship

Interest in social entrepreneurship and activities of social entrepreneurs is growing, in the 

Netherlands as elsewhere. While the niche is still far from mature, the initial days of monological 

and tireless individuals as described by a.o. Bornstein (2004) seem either over or nearly so, and 

t increasing effort into relationships with actors from the incumbent 

regimes in an effort to gain a larger market share. Whether this will succeed depends both on 

the strength of the niche itself, and on its relationship to the regimes whose rules and rou

challenges, namely the business and civil society regimes. 

A niche characteristic that is well developed, especially considering young age and low 

geographical density of the niche, is its social network. There are numerous networking e

and joint projects within the niche, with as a consequence a high network density (i.e. the ratio 

of actual personal connections to the total number of possible connections in the network). 

However, there are exceptions to this observation – namely related to connections between the 

niche and actors from outside the niche – namely that a) the regulatory hand of the government 

is absent from these networks; b) there is a perceived shortage of involved investors; and 

social entrepreneurs have a hard time meeting potential clients and partners. These latter two 

shortcomings are explained below in the learning mechanisms paragraph, but the first one is 

puzzling. There seems to be no other explanation for the lack of government involvement than a 

on their behalf to react. Finally, a high network density does not necessarily imply that 

there is a convergence of interests and activities, merely that the actors know one another.

Even while there are considerable differences between social entrepreneurs and many even use 

a different name to distinguish themselves with, there are also five universally shared 

as found in the results, 

namely that social entrepreneurs a) are 

highly motivated by their social mission, 

value to their 

financial and a social bottom-lines and a 

lower value to their environmental one, 

c) use mixed financial resources, d) 

would like their organisation to be 

judged upon by its social performance, 

and e) use innovative ways to create 

lue by combining methods from 

different, formerly opposing sectors (see 

). These five widely shared 

characteristics are partly offset by the niche actors’ reluctance to acknowledge them and to 

focus on likenesses instead of differences. The lack of a dedicated legal entity for social 

entrepreneurs, such as for example the Community Interest Company in the United Kingdom 
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(CIC, 2007), also complicates the standardisation of the vocabulary that is used by the niche 

actors. Concluding this paragraph, there are thus extensive similarities between niche actors’ 

expectations, but they focus instead on the differences. 

While a good degree of the interviewed niche actors’ activities are devoted to knowledge 

diffusion and experience sharing, hence learning mechanisms, there is still a perceived shortage 

of these sources amongst social entrepreneurs. This is a result of the lack of a widely accepted 

standard body of learning (i.e. learning on the global level, see e.g. Geels & Raven, 2006, p.377) 

on social entrepreneurship, to which individual entrepreneurs could contribute their experience, 

and from which new ones could extract valuable lessons. This, in turn, is caused by the social 

entrepreneurs’ continued pioneering approach, while it is in reality close to consolidation. This 

outdated attitude also leads to the above mentioned difficulties in finding clients, partners and 

in convincing investors.  

 

Interaction with the regimes 

For future growth, social entrepreneurs will continue on the path already set out upon, 

interacting more and more with actors from without the niche. The two regimes analytically 

most closely related to social entrepreneurship, the business and civil society regimes, are to a 

different degree receptive to the niche’s expansion. Note that these descriptions will hold for 

the regimes as a whole, but that individual regime actors may react differently. 

The business regime understands the added value that social entrepreneurs can bring, namely 

multi-valued innovation that is likely to also take into account costs that current types of 

innovation and organisation have great difficulty in finding. They also value the social 

entrepreneurs’ competitive stance towards performance on both social and financial issues. 

However, the longer the supply chain between investor and the incurrence of social costs, the 

more difficult it becomes for business to account for its unconventional behaviour, i.e. hiring 

social entrepreneurs instead of conventional (and reputable) business service organisations. 

Strengthening of the niche’s expectations could combat this obstacle. Nevertheless, for the time 

being, this makes social entrepreneurs more likely to function as innovation consultants to a 

company that itself experiences the costs of for example unmotivated employees or community 

resistance, than to institutional investors who are themselves evaluated only by financial 

performance by someone further down the line.  

The civil society regime is deeply troubled by the rise of the social entrepreneur, because it has 

the power to jeopardise the regime’s legitimacy to attract funds. When people observe that 

social entrepreneurs can contribute to solving social issues while being (more) financially 

independent, they will be less inclined to support the traditional civil society organisations. 

Nevertheless, many individual organisations and people in this regime appreciate the positive 

influence that social entrepreneurs have on levels of social innovation. Some organisations also 

support social entrepreneurs or themselves translate in the direction of a more entrepreneurial 

attitude towards solving social problems. These relationships are valuable, but the underlying 

conflict of legitimacy will prevent a growth in cooperation between the niche and this regime.  

 

Case study conclusions and recommendations 

Social entrepreneurship is in a transitional phase, from a rough cowboy market to a more 

established market niche. This case study has shown that several difficulties that social 
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entrepreneurs currently face result from an attitude that is still more in line with this formerly 

justified cowboy behaviour than with the new role they are expected to take on.  

Both theoretically and practically, social entrepreneurs stand on the crossroads of business and 

civil society. That gives them their unique position to understand both and to come up with 

innovative solutions to complex problems, but it also means that they are expected to be 

sensitive to the people that populate the regimes on either side of their position. They should 

forget about the romanticism of pioneering cowboys, and focus on how to be the bridging 

diplomats. That requires a number of reflections, one side of which enables them to 

communicate better with business, the other side of which enables them to co-exist better with 

civil society.  

For relations with the business regime, social entrepreneurs should a) change focus from the 

characteristics that divide them to what unites them – for example the five values named above; 

b) find a way to market these characteristics; and c) to search for a way that allows the 

evaluation of social performance to be comparable between organisations and transmissible 

along the supply chain. This last point is something not covered in this paper but on which a lot 

of work has already been done, for example the social return on investment (SROI) theory 

(REDF, 2000), and on which a lot more work is likely to be necessary. However, this paper would 

like to note that the development of such an indicator will inherently be a never-ending process 

and that it could be more important at this time to use a standardised and evolving measure 

that is far from perfect than to use no measure at all.  

For relations with the civil society regime, social entrepreneurs should a) be sensitive to possible 

legitimacy issues that civil society organisations may experience; and b) reflect on the kind of 

issues that allow for a social entrepreneurial approach and issues that do not – in effect creating 

an analytical line that could keep the niche and regime out of conflict.  

Additionally, the civil society regime actors are advised to rethink their position (for example, 

why not strive for a diversification of resources and a more entrepreneurial stance towards 

solving the social problem covered by their mission?). To an extent, this is already taking place.  

Besides these measures dedicated to facilitate the increasingly diplomatic role of social 

entrepreneurs in society, social entrepreneurs should strengthen their niche by a) building a 

‘global level’ of knowledge for social entrepreneurship that is based on (e.g. the above named 

five) shared characteristics; and b) actively seeking the involvement of the national government, 

especially for the establishment of a dedicated and suitable legal entity (i.e. a strong method of 

identification, standardisation and marketing) and the harmonisation of innovation subsidy rules 

with the practice of social entrepreneurship. Such a global level of knowledge will facilitate new 

start-ups and, by the (limited) standardisation of used terminology, speed up the accumulation 

and diffusion of methods for increased social innovation and appropriate business models. 

 

These recommendations for growth of the niche aim at stimulating social entrepreneurs to 

become diplomats instead of cowboys. In other words, social entrepreneurship can grow 

without compromising its core values by acknowledging the existence of these core values and 

their incompatibility with the respective regimes, and then focusing instead on the values it 

shares with these regimes. 
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V / CONCLUSIONS 
The Strategic Niche Management (SNM) analysis of social entrepreneurship, as carried out in the 

methodology and the results sections, has served as a test of the applicability of strategic niche 

management (SNM) for the analysis of a radical innovation that cannot be characterised by a 

technical artefact. This section reflects on the results of this undertaking. Subsequently, a 

discussion of these results concludes the paper.  

 

Usability of strategic niche management 

The theoretical issues for subjecting a social innovation to a strategic niche management (SNM) 

analysis involve a) the question whether social innovation is perhaps fundamentally different 

from technological innovation and therefore incompatible with the theories on which SNM is 

based and SNM itself, and, if that hypothesis can be refuted, b) that the niche and regimes 

would have to be defined around something else than a technological artefact. 

In addition, existing SNM theory on the interaction between niche and regime is unhelpful for an 

ex-ante analysis of a radical innovation. A new method, specifically designed for the case of 

social entrepreneurship but also applicable in other cases, is proposed and tested.  

 

Technological versus social innovation 

Social innovation of course differs from technological innovation. Mostly, this difference reflects 

the subject of innovation: for the former, human behaviour changes (on micro, meso or macro 

scale), for the latter, an artefact’s behaviour or functionality. The study of technological 

innovation as practiced by the schools of evolutionary economics and strategic niche 

management – the relevant theories used in this paper – is nevertheless a sociologically oriented 

view of technological change and thus also centres on human behaviour (insofar as it is effected 

by evolving technology). Both, therefore, are in effect sociological and describe similar patterns 

of change, even though they have different starting points. The terminology of both fields is 

different – most notably concerning references to technological artefacts, a cognitive rally point 

for which social innovation theory so far has found no replacement – but these differences are 

cosmetic. That social entrepreneurship is not a technological innovation was hence not an 

objection for making use of these theories. 

The three additional requirements for a strategic niche management analysis, namely that an 

innovation be desirable, radical and immature, can in theory and indeed were found to also hold 

for social entrepreneurship. The first conclusion therefore reads: 

 

Conclusion I:  There is no theoretical objection for the use of strategic niche management 

for the analysis of a social innovation. 

 

There are, however, some practical objections. The socio-technical regime as known from theory 

is centred around a technological artefact. For this paper, it was adapted to a so-called value-

based regime that is centred around a quote that equally characterises the regime. The regime’s 

rules betray the values on which it is based. In the case of social entrepreneurship and the 

business and civil society regimes, the rules and their underlying values were often similar or 

even the same, since social entrepreneurship challenges these regimes precisely at this level. 

This adaptation from a ‘socio-technical’ to a ‘value-based’ regime is merely an issue of 
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terminology, allowing for the use of SNM with innovations other than technological ones, and it 

does not change the theoretical framework.   

That quotes are used instead of socio-technical artefacts as centrepieces for the regime 

descriptions, however, is an addition to SNM theory. There was hitherto no method to 

characterise social innovations, and the use of quotes versus artefacts open up new research 

possibilities (commented on below). Used quotes generally have to satisfy three criteria: they 

have to a) exemplify the regime, b) be put forward by a person inextricably linked to the regime, 

and c) give a certain natural understanding of what the regime is about, similar to what an 

artefact would do in the case of a socio-technical innovation. In the case study, such quotes 

were found for both regimes. Whether this method is a satisfying way to characterise value-

based regimes is subjective, since its aim (inspiring natural understanding) is subjective. It should 

be noted, though, that although finding a quote that satisfies all expectations is difficult, the two 

found in this case study have been very useful for the quick characterisation of the regimes and 

thus improved understanding between the author and other concerned people. A second 

conclusion, in response to the second hypothesis, is: 

 

Conclusion II:  In the case of analysing a social innovation, the socio-technical artefact – the 

cognitive rallying point around which the niche and regime centre – can be 

replaced by an exemplifying quote.   

 

Niche-regime interaction: focus on values 

The interaction between niche and regime was characterised in a different way in this paper 

than has been previously undertaken, namely in the form of conflicting and shared values. This 

addition to theory did not stem particularly from the analysis of a non-technological innovation 

(although it was triggered by it because the regimes were now defined around values), but 

rather from a perceived lack of methods for adequately describing the interaction that was 

occurring. Previous strategic niche management studies have focused on the stability of the 

regime and landscape developments that put pressure on the regime as ways of identifying 

opportunities for the niche. While landscape developments are certainly seen to influence both 

niche and regime dynamics – see for example the section on social entrepreneurship theory for 

an overview of landscape developments that, according to previous research, have led to the 

rise of social entrepreneurship – they could not serve sufficiently as grounds for an ex-ante study 

projecting the requirements for growth of social entrepreneurship in the Netherlands. Using 

conflicting and shared values instead allowed for a detailed picture of interaction promises and 

problems, and henceforth a basis on which to build suggestions that could stimulate growth. The 

third and final conclusion that is given, answering the first hypothesis, is: 

 

Conclusion III:  An analysis of shared and conflicting values between niche and regime lead 

to an understanding of their interaction and recommendations for future 

growth of the niche. 

 

Discussion 

This paper is the result of a pioneering academic study using strategic niche management to 

understand and facilitate the rise of social entrepreneurship, a social innovation. It identifies for 

the first time that the SNM practice of using a socio-technical artefact as centre piece of niche 



 

65 | P a g e  

 

and regime is, while practical, both unnecessary and a hindrance for the analysis of non-

technological innovations. The use of exemplifying quotes is proposed as an alternative for cases 

where an artefact is not available, such as for social innovations. Also a first, a method of dealing 

with niche-regime interaction is suggested that is better geared towards facilitating diffusion of 

the niche than towards its description in hindsight: looking at conflicting and shared values, 

which are given away by experienced barriers and existing cooperation, gives a rich basis for 

practical recommendations.  

 

Two issues that this paper has brought up should be discussed in future research, both involving 

one of the proposed additions to SNM theory. Firstly, concerning the quote as focus: finding a 

suitable quote was easier for the business regime than it was for the civil society regime, 

perhaps because of the greater total amount of research conducted on the business regime or 

the greater prior awareness of the author of this field of research. This raises the question how 

often appropriate quotes will be available. For the case of social entrepreneurship, it did not 

pose any difficulties (assuming that the used quotes were functional to the reader). 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that finding an adequate quote will be an easy way to portray 

all sorts of niches and regimes in future research and that this method is therefore directly 

transferable to other subjects. Future SNM case studies of social innovations should shed more 

light on this issue.  

Secondly, the way that conflicting and shared values between niche and regimes were found, 

namely by analysing experienced barriers and reported cooperation, is in need of more 

refinement, for a number of reasons: a) neither barriers and thus conflicts nor cooperation and 

thus shared values can be established in advance of significant market activity in this way; and 

b), it is not inconceivable that there be conflicting values that do not result in experienced 

barriers (e.g. because there is no interaction or competition at all), or shared values that do not 

result in cooperative behaviour (e.g. because there are too many barriers). In other words, this 

method is usable only in cases in which there is already significant market activity on behalf of 

the niche actors, and it is moreover not expected to be exhaustive. Nevertheless, forgoing for a 

moment the way that the conflicting and shared values were established, their existence and 

definition was deemed of great value to this paper, and that could perhaps encourage other 

scholars to look for appropriate ways of identifying them in other situations.  

 

The findings brought forth by this exercise thus prompt further research into the following 

issues: a) whether the use of quotes is a satisfying and feasible way to characterise other non-

technological niches and regimes; b) what the fundamental requirements are for a suitable 

quote; c) the usefulness of researching conflicting and shared values prior to significant market 

activity on behalf of the niche; and finally d) whether there are other, more exhaustive, methods 

to identify conflicting and shared values than by analysing barriers and cooperation.  
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