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i 

 

Abstract 
 

The interest in social entrepreneurship is increasing in Europe in general and Sweden in 

particular. Because social entrepreneurs (SEs) and incubators share a common aim of 

enhancing development and improving the living conditions of the people, one would think 

that they tend to work together more closely than in case when incubators work with the 

conventional entrepreneurs (CEs). Incubator activities can influence the process of the SE. 

The purpose of this paper was to identify which activities, that they provide, can influence 

the SE’s growth. We were also interested in examining how those activities differ when 

working with the CEs. To fulfill this purpose, we developed the research question: What 

are the roles of incubators and accelerators in the entrepreneurial process of SE and how 

they differ from the roles played in the entrepreneurial process of CE? 

 

In order to answer the research question and fulfil the objectives of study in hand, we 

embraced interpretivist approach and qualitative method for data collection and analysis. 6 

semi structured interviews are conducted with SEs that have experience in participating in 

incubator and accelerator programs, as well as two experts from the side of incubator and 

accelerator programs.  

 

It has been found that education, making contacts and facilitating meetings as well as the 

office space are the main roles of incubator and accelerator programs, which have as their 

goal to assist SEs. Moreover, it is found that not all of the roles are equally significant, nor 

that they are played out through all the phases of the entrepreneurial process. Stages of the 

entrepreneurial process are revised, and their content is found to be different in comparison 

with social entrepreneurship. We answer the second part of our research question by 

carrying out a comparative discussion based on the empirical findings on SEs and existing 

literature on CEs. We summaries these difference by the means of a table. Finally, we put 

together and connect roles of incubator and accelerator programs interested in scaling of 

SEs and the entrepreneurial process, where the model linking the roles through the 

entrepreneurial phases of SE is proposed. Hence, we conclude that our research question 

has been answered and research purpose fulfilled. 

 

Key words: Social Entrepreneur, Entrepreneurial process, Incubator and Accelerator roles 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Purpose of this chapter is to introduce the research topic of our thesis report, by firstly 

providing the explanation of the subject choice as well as examples describing the context 

and importance of the overarching topic of this thesis. Secondly, we will define the key 

terms, shed the light on the topic background, and present the research gap, research 

question and the purpose of our work. Finally, this chapter will present the overview of the 

thesis structure. 

1.1. Subject Choice 

 

We are two students from Cameroon and Serbia, studying master’s programs in Business 

Development and Internalization and Management. On the first look, having not so much in 

common, we met during the group work on the Research Methodology course, 

interestingly, the course aiming to prepare us for the Thesis project. First impression was 

that we work well together, despite giving each other some hard times with challenging 

questions, different point of views and different passion toward qualitative vs quantitative 

research method. Leaving behind our first project done successfully, we found common 

interest in the field of Entrepreneurship. Not to be surprised, we had so many different 

topics on mind scattered in different fields as management, accounting and 

entrepreneurship. There was even a period when it seemed that the topic, we both were 

passionate about, will never emerge. Finally, we settled ourselves and found mutual interest 

in the field of Social Entrepreneurship. One article we read, named “What is Hot in 

Entrepreneurship Research 2018” (Kuckertz and Prochotta, 2018), reporting about the 

survey conducted with 225 researchers in the field of entrepreneurship, gave us further 

confirmation and encouragement that our topic is the “hot” one, since Social 

Entrepreneurship is taking the third place on the mentioned list. Moreover, entrepreneurial 

processes and entrepreneurial behavior are found to be the most relevant topics in the field 

at the moment, which was enhancing argument for us to examine the entrepreneurial 

process of SE. As experts see it, the topic of social entrepreneurship is “increasingly 

discussed and explored in recent years” (Kuckertz and Prochotta, 2018, p. 2), both in 

general, but particularly “in areas such as scaling social enterprises” (Kuckertz and 

Prochotta, 2018, p. 2). Therefore, we decided to dig deeper through the existing body of 

literature and find out what is known and what is not known around the topic of our choice. 

Answers on those question will be outlined in the background of the study, followed with 

the research gap that we found and finalized with the research question and research 

purpose underlying this research.  
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1.2. Background: Examples of Social Entrepreneurs 

 

The popular press brings plenty of examples of SEs who have made breakthroughs with 

their innovations that have had lasting impact on different aspect of the life of millions of 

people across the globe. Although the list of SEs can be lengthy, we outline herein the 

examples of the work of Prof. Muhammad Yunus, Nobel Peace prize laureate for the year 

2006 as well as the winners of the Schwab Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship Awards 

in 2018.  

 

Prof. Muhamad Yunus, called as well the “banker to the poor”, founded the Grameen Bank 

in Bangladesh in 1983, driven with belief that the credit is a fundamental human right, thus 

poor people should have the opportunity to lend the money as well (Nobel prize, 2006). 

With his development of the micro – financing, Yunus touched the lives of many peasant 

farmers in rural Bangladesh, who prior to his development of the Grameen Bank, had little 

or no access to credit financing facilities needed to fund their agricultural activities. 

Grameen social business is a non – loss , non – dividend company dedicated entirely to 

achieve the social goal, where ultimate goal is to “create a poverty museums, after bringing 

an end to the poverty in each area…in villages, cities, counties, provinces and countries” 

(Yunus Center, 2011). “Grameen Bank has advanced to the forefront of a burgeoning world 

movement toward eradicating poverty through microlending” and the model has been 

replicated in more than 100 countries all over the world (Nobel prize, 2006). It has loaned, 

over past two decades 6.5 billion dollars to the poor. 

 

Schwab foundation, in the partnership with the World Economic Forum, represents the 

leading global platform that accelerates the outstanding models of social innovation and 

help scaling the solutions that support millions of poor people (Schwab, 2018). In the year 

2018, 12 SEs benefit from the Schwab Foundation award issued for the SE of the Year. 

They included outstanding leaders at the helm of organizations pioneering solutions for 

social and environmental challenges ranging from refugee family reunification and human 

rights to water infrastructure and financial inclusion. Among them is the first Muslim 

woman from Kenya’s Marsabit region to receive a law degree, which she is using to help 

create more resilient and peaceful communities in the drought- and conflict-prone region; a 

Dutch phone manufacturer who is changing the way smartphones are made; and a Brazilian 

man who created a prisoner rehabilitation program that has successfully brought recidivism 

rates down from 85% to 30% (Schwab, 2018). 

 

1.3. Background 

 

This study seeks to identify the roles played by the accelerators and incubators through the 

entrepreneurial process of the SEs. In past research, the roles of business incubators and 

accelerators have received considerable attention (Bergek & Norman, 2008, p. 20; Heckett 

& Dilts, 2004). However, we believe that the roles they provide to the SE are 

http://www.nobelprize.org/
http://www.muhammadyunus.org/
http://www.nobelprize.org/
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fundamentally different from the roles they provide to the CE. This assumption is grounded 

on the differences that exist in both the definitions of SE and CE, as well as the 

entrepreneurial processes of SE and CE. 

Seelos & Mair (2007, p. 37) define social entrepreneurship as “entrepreneurial activity with 

the explicit objective of addressing societal pain”. This definition distinguishes social 

entrepreneurship from the conventional entrepreneurship by highlighting the social 

inclination of the SE. Another definition which is best suited for this research is provided 

by Lepoutre et al. (2013, p. 695) who define social entrepreneurship as it follows. (1) Social 

entrepreneurship is defined as a process of entrepreneurial activities which includes 

discovering, evaluating and pursuing opportunities; (2) Social entrepreneurship is carried 

out by SE principally aiming to pursue a social goal; (3) Social entrepreneurship includes 

formally (legally structured business with objectives, authority, and rules and regulations) 

and informally (organization formed within a formal organization) constituted 

organizations and activities initiated and launched by individuals. On the other hand, 

several contributions constitute the definition of the conventional entrepreneurship. It 

involves the creation of an organization (Gartner, 1988), through the process of exploiting 

opportunities (Stevenson, 1985) and innovation (Drucker, 1985) with the aim of 

maximizing profit. From this definition we can clearly understand that the main difference 

between the social and commercial entrepreneurship is found in their mission, vision and 

objectives.  

 

Recently, attention to the field of social entrepreneurship has increased significantly, both 

in the practical world and in academia. Though SEs have always been present in the 

modern society (in the form of cooperatives and associations), they have often been 

presented in the academia as “humanitarians or saints” (Borstein, 2004, p. 90). Currently, 

several SEs have received endorsement from a growing number of political and social 

leaders across the world (Tracey & Jarvis, 2007, p. 667). The work of these SEs has been 

highlighted by organizations who issue awards as recognition to the heroic effort of the SE 

(Lepoutre et al., 2013, p. 693). The examples presented in the beginning of this chapter 

introduce some leaders who have endorsed social enterprises and have benefitted from 

awards issued by organizations. Professor Muhammad Yunus received the Nobel peace 

prize in recognition for contribution to the society in providing microcredit for the self-

employed in Bangladesh. The second example shows the work of Schwab organization 

which has recently issued 12 awards to SES in recognition of the work in making the 

society better. In academia, social entrepreneurship is a relatively new phenomena recently 

started to attract the scholars (Mair & Marti, 2006, p. 35). In their 2009 issue, Short et al. 

(p. 161-194) identified a total of 152 articles which represents a 750% increase in the 

publication of articles in the field of social entrepreneurship in scholarly journals between 

1991 to 2009. This present recognition for SEs in academia, because over the years, the 

activities of the SEs have resulted in increasing interest and acclaimed success in solving 

complex and persistent social problems (Lepoutre et al., 2013, p. 695). From this 

explanation, we begin to identify the main difference between the SE and the CE. While the 

SEs mission is generally for the welfare of the society, the CEs seeks to maximize profit. 

The SE identifies and undertake the neglected or unidentified social problems within the 

society with the aim of yielding social benefits.  
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Apart from the differences in definition of social and commercial entrepreneurship, we 

suspect that that the entrepreneurial process of the CE is different from the entrepreneurial 

process of the SE. The entrepreneurial process constitutes the different stages that the 

business goes through in its life cycle. Firstly, the entrepreneurial process of CE has four 

stages (Shane, 2003, p. 11), while the entrepreneurial process of SE has 5 stages (Perini et 

al., 2010, p. 521-525). The entrepreneurial process of CE begins with the existence of an 

opportunity, followed by the discovery of that opportunity. Third stage is the decision to 

exploit the opportunity and finally, the fourth stage is the actual exploitation of the 

opportunity which involves: resource acquisition, entrepreneurial strategy, organizing 

process, and business performance. On the other hand, the entrepreneurial process of SE 

involves 5 stages as provided by Perini et al. (2010, p. 521-525) which include: opportunity 

recognition or identification, opportunity evaluation, formalization of the organization, 

exploitation of resources and the scaling up of the venture. While some of the stages are 

similar in label, they are quite different in content due to their differences between CE and 

SE in the mission, vision and objectives. Also, the formalization and scaling stages are 

quite unique to the SE.  One of the aims of our study is to bring out the conceptual model of 

the entrepreneurial process of SE. This model will further assist us in the development of 

our final model on the roles that incubators and accelerators play through the 

entrepreneurial process of the SE.  

 

There are several contributions to the definition of incubators. The United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe (UN-ECE) defines the incubator in terms of physical 

space. “An incubator is a place where professionals offer an organized, resource rich 

environment and support services dedicated to strengthening the development of startups” 

(Albert & Gaynor, 2000, p.158). Swedish Incubators & Science Parks (SISP), defines 

incubators in-terms of their general roles. “Incubators assist entrepreneurs with appropriate 

management, technical, commercial and financial network as well as a creative growth 

environment” (SISP, 2018). Klofsten et al. (2016, p. 6) defines incubators in terms of 

sponsors or partnership; “a business incubator is a facility that is connected to a university 

or a research institution or stands on its own and which provides support and services for 

newly established firms at the very early stage”. On the other hand, Levinsohn (2014, p. 3) 

defines accelerators as “non-formal programs of entrepreneurship education”. 

 

The first accelerator program, called the YCombinator started in 2005. YCombinator is the 

accelerator based in the USA which provides funding in exchange for equity shares 

(YCombinator, 2015). From this program the concept of accelerators then spread around 

USA and Europe (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 3). Nowadays, there are several accelerator 

funding hundreds of new ventures per year (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 3). As compared to 

accelerators, incubators are quite old. Incubators were specifically developed 

approximately 40 years ago (around 1980s) to maintain and increase life span of the new 

ventures (Phan et al., 2005, p. 170) and to stimulate new business creation (Bruneel et al., 

2012, p.110), thereby reducing the failure rate of newly created ventures. This failure rates 

vary from one continent to another. According to the 2015 OECD statistics of the USA 

(OECD, 2015, p.18), the firms’ entry rates have declined substantially from 13% (as 

percentage of all firms) in the 1980s to less than 7% in recent years. The reasons for this 

high failure rate included factors such as lack of business model, inadequate funds, in 

experienced management etc. (OECD, 2015, p.18). These limitations reduce investors’ 

https://www.ycombinator.com/
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attraction which limits access to cash flow and eventually leads to business failure 

(Cantamessa et al., 2018, p.1-19). On the other and, in Europe, survival rate for new 

ventures is higher than in the USA. The OECD statistics indicates that there is a three - year 

survival rate which ranges between about 55% in the Netherlands and Denmark to more 

than 70% in Sweden. However, these survival rates do not guarantee the growth 

decomposition. According to the OECD, between 2001 to 2012, Sweden has experienced a 

decline in gross job creation from approximately 55% in 2002 to 20% in 2012, and a 

decline in the provision of employment from 60% in 2002 to less than 20% in 2012. The 

better conditions in Sweden partly results from incubator and accelerator activities which 

have managed to reduce the failure rate and maintain employment and job creation within 

this sector (OECD, 2015, p.13).  

   

The main difference between the incubators and accelerators includes longer duration for 

the incubator, often connected to the provision of the office space.  While the accelerators 

provide seed funding, the incubators have more meaningful funding possibilities, individual 

coaching services and links the incubated companies with potential investors (Cohen, 2013, 

p. 19). Despite these differences existing between incubators and accelerators, they equally 

share some similarities. Cohen (2013, p. 19) declares that both incubators and accelerators 

provide the similar services to the entrepreneur. These services are also termed as the roles 

that the incubators and accelerators play in assisting the CEs. There are five main roles 

which incubators and accelerators play the entrepreneurial process of the CE. These roles 

include: the provision or linkage to finance, office space, education, and networking 

(Cohen, 2013, p. 19 - 21; Torun, 2016, p. 8). The financial resources for accelerators are 

usually called the pre-seed investment which is usually a small amount paid to those 

partaking in the accelerator program on a monthly basis. This amount can take the form of 

convertible notes or an equity. The entrepreneurs benefit of this funding during the period 

of the accelerator program (Levinsohn, 2014, p. 5). On the other hand, incubators can 

sometimes finance its tenants, as for instance the Uminova incubator in Sweden finances 

it’s incubates (Expressionumea, 2018). In cases where the amounts are too large, and they 

cannot meet up to the needs of the entrepreneurs, they can link the entrepreneurs to other 

sources of finance such as venture capitalist (Cohen, 2013, p. 19). Another role, which both 

accelerators and incubators provide, is the education role which is achieved through 

coaching, teaching and knowledge transfer during seminars, workshops etc. organized by 

the incubator or accelerator program (Proimos & Wright, 2005, p. 281). As non-financial 

resource, the office space is significant since it provides the possibility to benefit from 

renting the offices on lower price than the market price is. While incubators rent out this 

office space to tenants, the accelerators provide the office space for free, but during the 

short period of time while the programs last (Cohen, 2013, p.19). Being in the same office 

enables forming networks between entrepreneurs and their stakeholders. Network is widely 

defined as “aggregation of all interactions through membership in formal organizations and 

relational encounters entrepreneurs create and nurture with suppliers, distributors, 

consultants and customers, or any of a wide range of other contacts, including friends, 

family, and acquaintances” (Peltier & Naidu, 2012, p. 56). Duff (1998, p.11) suggests that 

co-located entrepreneurial firms provide the possibility to generate a symbiotic 

environment where entrepreneurs share resources and experiences, learn from one another, 

exchange business contacts and establish collaborative business relationship. 
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1.4. Research Question  

 

Based on our topic: Incubator and accelerator role in the entrepreneurial process of SE, we 

have reviewed past literature in the fields of entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, 

incubators and accelerator and their roles in CE development and entrepreneurial processes 

of CEs and SEs. From this previous research we realize that the definition of SE and CE are 

different. The differences vary in terms of mission, vision, value, legal form and objectives. 

The mission and vision which describes the present and future aim for the SE is more 

inclined towards social benefits contrary to the CE where the mission and vision lack social 

benefit as main driver, since they are more profit oriented. Another distinguishing aspect 

identified is the legal form. Because SEs are socially inclined, we would expect that they 

should adopt a non-for-profit legal form. However, they can adopt either for-profit, non-

for-profit or hybrid form contrary to the CEs which can be solely for-profit business. 

Categorizing businesses as social or commercial enterprises depends on their objectives, an 

SE can possess a for profit legal form, but its main objective is not to make profit, rather it 

is to provide solutions to social problems. This is contrary to the CEs whose main objective 

is to make profit. Another difference examined is the entrepreneurial process of SE and CE 

respectively. Previous research indicates the entrepreneurial process is equally different, 

particularly in content, but possess similar labels for some of the stages. In other words, 

both CEs and SEs have similar stages through their development but their approach on the 

activities are different. The outcome of enterprises through the entrepreneurial process can 

be influenced substantially by the roles played by the incubator and accelerators. Research 

indicates that both incubator and accelerator play the same roles in assisting the CE’s 

activities through the entrepreneurial process, however, literature is deficient when it comes 

to the roles played by accelerators and incubators in assisting the SE through the 

entrepreneurial process. The roles played in case of CEs mainly include, increasing 

credibility, networking, coaching, provision of physical space and funding. At this point, 

we wonder if the roles will be the same or different for the SE. While the role of incubators 

and accelerators is widely discussed in the context of CEs, the same cannot be said for the 

SE. Connecting these points altogether, we found the gap in the existing literature, by the 

means of gap spotting, where the specific body of literature needs to be extended or 

complemented is some way or another (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011, p. 28). Against this 

backdrop, our thesis seeks to answer the following research question: What are the roles of 

incubators and accelerators in the entrepreneurial process of SE and how they differ from 

the roles in the entrepreneurial process of CE? 
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1.5. Research Purpose 

 

Based on our research question, our main purpose is to identify the roles that incubators and 

accelerators play in the entrepreneurial process of SE and to compare how these roles differ 

from the roles in the commercial entrepreneurship. To achieve this main purpose, we need 

to fulfill the following steps: 

 

● Analyze the assumptions that commercial and social entrepreneurship are different 

in definition. 

● Analyze the assumptions that commercial and social entrepreneurship are different 

in process. 

● Theorize about the roles that incubator and accelerator programs play in the 

entrepreneurial process of CE. 

●  Identify the roles that incubator and accelerator programs play in the 

entrepreneurial process of SE. 

● Develop a framework that links the roles of incubators and accelerators and the 

entrepreneurial process of SE. 

  

1.6. Structure of the Thesis 

 

This thesis is structured as it follows. First chapter provides introduction with background 

of the study, research gap and research question. The second chapter provides an overview 

of the literature, definition and entrepreneurial processes of CE and SE, and ends with the 

theorizing on the roles of the incubators and accelerators in CE. Furthermore, we discuss 

the theoretical and practical method in the methodology section. The next chapter that 

follows is concerned with the findings we generated after gathering the data. The discussion 

of this findings is systematically analysed and explained after the findings. Lastly, we 

provide concluding remarks, with theoretical and practical limitations as well as societal 

implications and suggested directions for further research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

In this section we agree with Lepoutre et al. (2013, p. 695) that definition and 

entrepreneurial process of SE is different from the definition and entrepreneurial processes 

of CE. Based on these assumptions in this chapter we are: (1) explaining past academic 

contribution of the definition of the CE and how it differ from the SE; (2) analyzing past 

literature on the entrepreneurial process of both SE and CE in order to sort out how they 

differ; (3) defining incubators and accelerators and explain their roles played in the 

entrepreneurial process of CE. 

2.1. Entrepreneurship and Social Entrepreneurship  

 

Since Schumpeter’s seminal work in 1911 on the theory of entrepreneurship, scholars of 

varied fields (economics, management, sociology, philosophy) have paid attention to 

entrepreneurship. However, social entrepreneurship was hardly dealt with or mentioned in 

textbooks or review articles on entrepreneurship (Braunerhjelm & Stuart - Hamilton, 2013, 

p. 3). 

2.1.1. Definition of Entrepreneur and Entrepreneurship 

 

The term “entrepreneur” has been borrowed from the French word “entreprendre” which 

means to “undertake” and can be traced back to 1437. (Popescu, 2013, p. 563). 

Entrepreneur and entrepreneurship are terms which have been widely defined by several 

different authors portraying different views and focuses over the years. The table below 

shows definitions from some of the most popular scholars in the field of entrepreneurship.  
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Table 1: Definition of Entrepreneur and Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneur   Entrepreneurship 

Definition Key 

references 

Definition Key 

references 

An entrepreneur is an innovator 

introducing new combination of 

resources 

 

 

Schumpeter 

(1939) 

  

Entrepreneurship is an act of 

innovation that evolves 

endowing existing resources 

with new wealth - producing 

capacity 

Drucker 

(1985) 

An individual or group of 

individuals who initiate, maintain 

or expand a profit-oriented 

business unit for production or 

distribution of economic goods 

and services 

Cole (1959) Entrepreneurship is a process 

by which individuals pursue 

and exploit opportunities 

irrespective of the resources 

they currently control. 

Stevenson 

(1985) 

The entrepreneur takes initiatives, 

organizes social and economic 

mechanisms and accepts the risk 

of failure 

Shapiro 

(1975) 

Entrepreneurship is the 

creation of organizations, the 

process by which new 

organizations come into 

existence 

Gartner 

(1988) 

 

A major owner and manager of a 

business venture. 

Brockhaus 

(1980) 

Entrepreneurship is a way of 

thinking, reasoning and 

acting that is opportunity 

driven, holistic in approach 

and leadership balanced 

Timmons 

(1997) 

 

Someone who perceives an 

opportunity and creates an 

organization to pursue it. 

Bygrave 

and Hofer 

(1991) 

Entrepreneurship is about 

how, by whom and with 

what consequences 

opportunities to bring future 

goods and services into 

existence are discovered, 

created and exploited. 

 

Venkataram

an (1997) 

 

Source: Hans Landstrom (2007, p. 11 & 16). 

 

From the definitions above, the authors agree that the entrepreneur is the individual who is 

managing the activity meanwhile entrepreneurship is the process of identifying 

opportunities and exploiting them. The different definitions are the indication of the 

multidisciplinary character of the concept but also represent controversy in research due to 

the lack of generally accepted definitions. For example, while Schumpeter (1939) defines 
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an entrepreneur as an “innovator”, Brockhaus (1980) sees the entrepreneur as the “owner” 

of the business. Also, for Gartner (1988), entrepreneurship involves the creation of an 

organization while Timmons (1997) sees entrepreneurship as a way of thinking. In our 

opinion, all definitions are all inclusive in describing who an entrepreneur is and what 

entrepreneurship represents. In other words, the entrepreneur is both the owner and 

innovator. He is also the person who identifies the opportunities, risk taker and bearer as 

defined by Shapiro (1975) and Cole (1959). Likewise, entrepreneurship involves the 

creation of an organization (Gartner, 1988), through the process of exploiting opportunities 

(Stevenson, 1985), and innovation (Drucker, 1985). After a brief overview of entrepreneur 

and entrepreneurship, it is important to understand what social entrepreneurship is and how 

it differs from conventional entrepreneurship, as well as who SEs are and what they do.   

 

2.1.2. Theory and Context of Social Entrepreneurship  

 

As earlier mentioned, social entrepreneurship has become a global phenomenon, because 

people around the world encounter similar problems such as: inadequate education, health 

systems, environmental threats, declining trust in political institutions, poverty, high crime 

rates, etc. (Bornstein, 2004, p. 90). In the past, social entrepreneurship was more popular in 

practice than theory since the concept was poorly defined, with fuzzy boundaries with other 

fields of study (Mair & Marti, 2004, p. 2). Recently, researchers have increasingly shown 

interest in social entrepreneurship and socially driven ventures. This section explains the 

different definitions of social entrepreneurship and how they differ from the conventional 

entrepreneurship. 

 

There are several definitions of social entrepreneurship that can be classified according to 

different dimensions of the phenomenon to which they relate. These dimensions include: 

the individual, the organization, the innovation, the process and the environment (Bacq & 

Janssen, 2011, p. 379). This study focuses mostly on the process dimension of social 

entrepreneurship but also throws light on the other dimensions. Because our research is 

concerned with the process dimension, it is elaborated in the next section. Bacq & Janssen 

(2011, p. 381) define social entrepreneurship based on all the dimensions in the following 

way: “(1) social entrepreneurship is a process of entrepreneurial activities which includes 

discovering, evaluating and pursuing opportunities that does not necessarily involve new 

venture creation; (2) social entrepreneurship includes formally constituted and informal 

organizations and activities initiated and launched by individuals; (3) social 

entrepreneurship principally aims to pursue a social goal”. For the SEs, pursuing 

opportunities must not necessarily lead to the creation of a new venture. Bacq & Janssen 

(2011, p. 382) further emphasize that this definition incorporates; “nonprofit, for-profit and 

hybrid forms of organizations, originating from the private, public or the third sectors 

without any restriction on their legal form, earning income strategies, scope of activities, or 

sector in which they operate”. The individual dimension is concerned with the single 

entrepreneur or the leader of social change. Bornstein (2004, p. 91) defines the individual 

as an “obsessive, energetic and focused” person who identifies the problems and visualizes 

new solutions, someone who takes the initiative to act on the vision, someone who finds 

ways of obtaining resource, builds and organization, protects and markets that vision, strive 
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for improvement, growth and sustainability of that vision until what was once a marginal 

idea is transformed into new norm. Also, still in this dimension, some scholars consider SE 

as a “subcategory” of the entrepreneurs’ family (Dees, 1998, p. 56), while other researchers 

consider the “entrepreneurial spirit” as an important element distinct to SE, which gives 

them their specific nature (Mair and Martí, 2004, p. 3). A review of social entrepreneurship 

literature (Bacq & Janssen, 2011, p. 374-389) indicated that SE possess similar behavioral 

characteristics with the CE, such as: the ability to detect opportunities, the motivation to be 

innovative. They are showing proactive behavioral traits and are willing to bear risk, scale 

and make profit. The differences stem from their motivation to engage in social activities. 

SEs showcase a combination of social and moral motivation in entrepreneurial activities 

undertaken (Shaw & Carter, 2007, p. 431). Shaw and Carter (2007, p. 418-431) carried out 

80 intensive interviews with SE in the UK and found out that they are more likely to be 

inspired and motivated by social objectives, which includes solving problems which can 

influence or make a change in the society.  

 

The organizational dimension is concerned with the legal form of the organization. 

Different aspects of SE organizations have been discussed in the extant literature. One of 

such issues discussed is their legal organizational form. This has been debated among 

scholars as whether the social mission implies that the organization cannot exist beneath 

any other legal organizational form than the nonprofit form and, therefore, cannot distribute 

any profit to its investors (Defourny & Nyssens, 2006, p. 8). The legal form of the social 

enterprises has recently been widely discussed within the European boundaries, where a 

variety of new legal forms have appeared. Examples include; the ‘Community Interest 

Company’ in the UK, the “social co-operatives” in Italy, and the social purpose company’ 

in Belgium (Defourny & Nyssens, 2006, p. 4). Another set of dimensions, in which social 

entrepreneurship organizations can be characterized along, includes their objectives, their 

size, their source of funding or their innovativeness (Bacq & Janssen, 2011, p. 377-378). 

While little is known about the distribution of social entrepreneurship organizations in 

terms of age, the social enterprise’s objectives have been widely discussed in the literature. 

The main divergence among scholars lies in whether the creation of a social value 

proposition is financial or non-financial goal, what is the primary motive (Austin et al. 

2006; Haugh & Rubery, 2005; Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Sullivan et al., 2003) and does the 

economic value creation represent a necessary but insufficient condition (Mair & Schoen, 

2007, p. 60) or does it instead consists of a “blended value creation” which involves 

merging both profit objective and the non-financial objective (Emerson, 2003; Martin & 

Osberg, 2007; Nicholls, 2010). According to Martin & Osberg (2007, p. 34), what 

distinguish social from commercial entrepreneurship is this value proposition. When 

distinguishing for- and not-for-profits, the wording might be confusing, misleading to the 

conclusion that the non-profits are not striving to make the profit, but the fact is that the 

profit is “sine qua non”, the condition of sustainability. However, “while the entrepreneurs 

are offering the value proposition to serve the markets that can comfortably afford the new 

product or service, the social entrepreneur aims to create the value in the form of large 

scale, by offering the transformational benefits for a significant segment of society or to 

society at large” (Martin & Osberg, 2007, p. 35). “In contrast with the market ability to pay 

for the innovative product or service, in the case of social entrepreneurs, the targeted 

market is underserved, neglected, or highly disadvantages” (Martin & Osberg, 2007, p. 35).  
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Ventures created by SEs can be organized either as non for profits or for profits, where the 

main point of distinction is the primacy of social benefit. Empirically, any findings on 

social organizations’ objectives are scarce. Exceptions include Nyssens (2006, p. 13) and 

Seelos & Mair (2005, p.  241) who confirm that the long-held belief that social enterprises 

serve multiple goals simultaneously, including at least three different kinds of goals: 

economic, social and socio-political. Also, Nyssens (2006) brings out the distinction that 

the social goals are clearly at the core of the mission and that economic goals accompany 

these social goals, thereby reinforcing the primacy argument. We completely agree with 

this view that the social mission value must be the core mission.  

 

The environmental dimension is explained in microeconomic study of entrepreneurial 

behavior. According to this study, the decision to start a business depends on both personal 

characteristics such as psychological traits, attitudes and external or microenvironmental 

factors such as demographics, external risk, industry characteristics (Bacq & Janssen, 2011, 

p. 371).  Macroeconomic factors, such as inflation, laws, climate change also influence the 

entrepreneurial behavior (Parker, 2009, p. 531-534). Other personal characteristics which 

are measurable variables include age, gender, formal education (Bacq & Janssen, 2011, p. 

371). Subjective perceptions and objectives have also been acknowledged as important 

determinants of entrepreneurial behavior (Koellinger et al., 2007, p. 512-516). On the other 

hand, and despite an extensive coverage of successful SE in the media, only a few studies 

have empirically addressed individual characteristics of social entrepreneurs in comparison 

with other occupational groups. 

 

Bacq et al. (2011, p. 12), addresses innovativeness as the first base of social 

entrepreneurship which has been increasingly recognized by the public sector, media, 

scholars and the population. Popa et al. (2010, p. 152) define innovation “as a process that 

provides added value and a degree of novelty to the organization, suppliers and customers, 

developing new procedures, solutions, products and services and new ways of marketing”. 

Hence innovation leads to the upgrade of a product thereby improving its attractiveness. 

Several researchers (Hoogendoorn et al., 2010; Johnson, 2003; Roberts & Woods, 2005; 

Thompson et al., 2000; Sullivan & Weerawardena, 2006) agree that innovativeness is a 

requirement in treating social problems especially those which involve high complexity in 

the provision of solutions. Furthermore, the study of SE and their need for innovation has 

led to the creation of a school of thought known as “Social Innovation School (Austin et al. 

2006; Catford, 1998; Dearlove, 2004; Dees, 1998; Robert & Woods, 2005; Schuyler, 

1998). This school of thoughts stipulates that SEs are driven by vision and innovation. By 

vision they are able to clearly forecast what they want to achieve in the future and being 

innovative here means finding the easiest, fastest and most cost-effective way of achieving 

that vision.  

2.1.3. Types of Social Enterprises  

 

Simply speaking, the company of the SE is called a social enterprise. “A social enterprise is 

a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are principally reinvested for 

that purpose in the business or in the community, rather than being driven by the need to 

maximize profit for shareholders and owners” (Borzaga et al., 2004, p. 6). Scholars usually 
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distinguish between the three types of the social enterprises: nonprofit organizations that 

enter into the business sector to be able to finance their social service operations, for-profit 

organizations that have double bottom line (economic and social), and cross-sector social 

enterprises, in form of collaborative initiatives that engage non-profit, for-profit and public 

organizations to solve challenging social problems (Austin et al., 2006, p. 371; Dorado, 

2006, p. 321).  

 

The main difference between non-profit social enterprises and conventional enterprises is in 

their governance form, where the non-profit social enterprise does not have the owners, 

distribute dividends, nor pay the taxes (Dorado, 2006, p. 323). Sullivan et al. (2003. p. 80) 

conceptualize the social enterprise as transformed non-for-profit organizations, with unique 

organizational characteristics, but however dealing with highly competitive environment, 

thus facing the problem of balancing financial and operational objectives with their main 

purpose, which is their social mission. 

 

For-profit social enterprises are the ventures that bring together both business and social 

goals (Dorado, 2006, p. 324). Dart (2004., p. 415) distinguish social enterprise from 

traditional non-profit organizations, since they “blur” the boundaries between for- and not-

for profit sector by becoming more market driven, commercial and business alike, moving 

from the prosocial bottom line toward the double bottom line. In distinction to non-for-

profit social enterprise, for-profit social enterprise shares the same governance model as 

traditional conventional enterprise (Dorado, 2004, p. 324). Fowler (2000, p. 645) uses the 

term integrated social enterprise, which are characterized by the “surplus-generating” 

activities that aim to create social benefits, where the economic aspects of organization are 

designed to create the social outcome. According to the same author, the reason non-profit 

social enterprises enacted the economic bottom line as well, was the pressure on nonprofits 

to reduce their dependence on tax-based funding and to generate themselves the profit for 

their activities. Mair & Marti  (2004, p. 39), on the other hand, argue that distinction 

between non-profit versus for-profit social enterprises is just the question of the “vehicle” 

those social enterprises decide to use based on the particular business model and social 

needs addressed, but instead the distinction which is important to bear in mind is the final 

priority of the respective enterprises, to focus on social wealth creation versus economic 

wealth creation. Another important difference is how social enterprises and conventional 

enterprises scale or grow. As presented in the report of OECD (OECD, 2016, p. 5), social 

enterprises can grow through four main methods: by expansion, replication, partnership and 

knowledge transfer. 

 

Expanding a well-functioning business can be achieved by maximizing the social and 

environmental impact on existing provisions. For instance, Lyon & Fernandez (2012. p. 6). 

discuss about the case of Ossington nursery service which provides social benefits by 

attending to the needs of children who can afford that, but equally has greater potential to 

maximize these social benefits by assisting children from the poorer families and support a 

wider community. The main limitation here is usually obtaining adequate finance to 

support the expansion. Some enterprises can solve this problem by using other methods of 

expansion such as diversification, organizational growth and merger and acquisition (Lyon 

& Fernandez, 2012. p. 8-9; OECD, 2016, p. 6). Through diversification, social enterprises 

can scale their impact by spreading their activities “related to their mission, either by 
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adding an upstream or downstream activity to their value chain (vertical), adding a new 

activity to their portfolio in the sector where they already operate thereby building on their 

expertise (horizontally) where they spread into other types of services” (OECD, 2016, p. 6). 

They can equally scale internally through organizational growth, where they improve on 

the quality of their product or services (OECD, 2016, p. 6). Merger and acquisition results 

from the scaling to a previously determined direction “by engaging in strategic buying and 

selling, or combining different organizations” (OECD, 2016, p. 6). 

 

Replicate a well functional business is a method of scaling that can be achieved through the 

creation of new branches or through a franchise agreement (OECD, 2016, p. 7). This 

involves reproducing the same service in a different context or environment an example is 

repeating the same program in two different environments (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9). 

Through the creation of branches, the social enterprise can establish its presence in a local 

community (OECD, 2016, p. 7). By means of a social franchise, a formal agreement 

between the franchisor and the franchisee is established. The franchisee has the obligation 

to provide the exact services in terms of quantity and quality in exchange of using the name 

and logo of the franchisor. The franchisor has the right to sanction the franchisee in case of 

non-conformity. The main challenge here is finding the ways to enforce the contract, which 

is very cumbersome for the social enterprise, since it would look very strange for a social 

enterprise to sue another social enterprise (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9). 

 

Establishing partnerships with other social enterprises is another method of scaling. This 

can occur when a number of social enterprises work together for a specific reason for 

instance two social enterprises partner to undertake a research. Partnership enables 

knowledge sharing, pool of resources and scope (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9).  Social 

enterprises might join forces to benefit from a particular contract, partners distribution 

channels or innovative approach of social services (OECD, 2016, p. 8).  

 

Another way through which social enterprises scale is knowledge transfer which can be 

accomplished formally or informally through training or accredited courses. Informal 

training can take place between companies who choose to cooperate by sharing knowledge 

with each other (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9; OECD, 2016, p. 9) Other cases which are 

less formal include coaching and mentorship. The main challenge here is usually finding 

the balance between the social aim of being cooperative and monopolizing the market as 

the sole provider especially since obtaining funds from the public sector is competitive. 

Another way of expansion is through the creation of branches in different places. For the 

SE, scaling involves a large increase in social benefit with a corresponding minimal 

increase in cost. Hence expansion which involves huge cost with a corresponding smaller 

social benefit is not encouraged by social enterprises (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9-10). 
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 Table 2: Core Difference Between Conventional Enterprises and Social Enterprises 

 

 
 

Source: OECD (2016, p.5) 

 

The table above summarizes the main differences between the social enterprise and 

conventional enterprise which influences the directional processes of the two 

entrepreneurial types. While the main aim of the social enterprise is to expand social 

impact, for the conventional enterprise, the main goal is to maximize profit. The social 

enterprises have a more collaborative nature which eliminates competition between them 

while the conventional enterprises are more competitive. Finally, social enterprises go 

through scaling in mainly four ways: expansion to other communities, regions or across 

boundaries, replication of a project or idea in a different community, scaling by cooperating 

with partners and sharing knowledge.  

2.2. The Entrepreneurial Process 

 

Understanding the entrepreneurial process of the CE is necessary in order to compare it 

with the entrepreneurial process of the SE. In this section we analyze the entrepreneurial 

process for the CE and compare this process with the process of SE by using an already 

pre-established process provided by Perrini et al. (2010). 

 

2.2.1. The Entrepreneurial Process of CE 

 

In the literature, a widely used model of the entrepreneurial process is proposed by 

Timmons. Timmons defines the entrepreneurial process to be based on three main factors 
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which are: identifying an opportunity, building a team and using resources to exploit the 

opportunity. Several years later, Bygrave (2004, p. 3), expanded the stages to four main 

stages which includes: opportunity recognition, opportunity filtration, opportunity creation 

and exchange. To Timmons (1990) and Bygrave (2004), the proper management of these 

stages ensures company success. In other words, combing the two approaches means that 

opportunity recognition, evaluation and exploitation should be complemented with the 

development of a team as well as resources acquisition. Shane (2003) integrates aspects of 

both models to develop a refined process. According to Shane (2003, p. 10-11), the 

entrepreneur follows a trend which begins with the existence of the entrepreneurial 

opportunities, the discovery of those opportunities, decision to exploit those opportunities 

and the execution stage which involves resource acquisition, the entrepreneurial strategy, 

and the performance. The first three stages help the entrepreneur identify and evaluate the 

decision of whether to exploit the opportunity or not. If the entrepreneur finds its suitable to 

exploit it then he moves to the execution of the opportunity, which encompasses obtaining 

resources, developing a strategy, organizing these resources according to the strategies and 

then evaluating the performance (Shane, 2003, p. 10-11). 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Entrepreneurial Process of CE; Source: Adopted from Shane (2003, p. 11) 
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The particularity about the model of Shane (2003, p.11) is that it incorporates the social 

aspects. Shane argues that entrepreneurial opportunities stem not only from the 

individual/entrepreneur ideas but also from the social environment in which the individual 

finds himself. Here the environmental context led to the development of the idea and the 

exploitation and execution of this idea in a successful manner. This social aspect alongside 

other aspects will be further explained in the next section. 

 

2.2.2. The Entrepreneurial Process of SE 

 

Contrary to the CE, which has an extensively discussed Entrepreneurial process, the same 

cannot be said for SE. Researchers in their work have identified certain aspects related 

solely to SE. This part of the work is inspired by the work of Perrini et al. (2010) who 

reviewed previous literature on social entrepreneurship and established the following five 

stages of the social entrepreneurship process. Although the labels of the stages might 

remain the same, they differ in content if compared with the stages of entrepreneurial 

process of CE. Also, an additional stage called formation, is uniquely identified for SE as 

the third stage. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Entrepreneurial Process of SE; Source: Adopted from Perrini et al. (2010, p. 

521-526) 

 

➢ Identification of the opportunity 

 

Previous Authors such as Timmons (1990) and Shane (2003) refer to this stage as the 

opportunity recognition. Being aware and able to recognize an opportunity shows the 

entrepreneurs’ ability to detect value from the existing opportunities (Perrini et al., 2010, p. 

517). As Shane points it out, these opportunities can equally stem from the social 

environment. The main distinction between the SE and CE process here is made by their 

values. For the social entrepreneurial process, value should be socially inclined or able to 

contribute in solving a social problem. This is contrary to the CEs who are interested in 

opportunities which permits them to maximize profits and not necessarily need to 

contribute to solving a social problem. Usually, social opportunities are not driven by a 

profit motive (Austin et al., 2006, p. 6-7). This can affect the type of opportunities 

identified. While the SEs will be more interested in identifying problems, whose solution 

can provide a positive social benefit, the CEs are more open minded in every sector as long 
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as the opportunity identified has the potential to yield profits (Certo & Miller, 2008, p. 267; 

Perrini et al., 2010, p. 516).  

 

 

➢ Evaluation of the opportunity 

 

After identifying a socially inclined opportunity or a social problem, the logical thing to do 

will be to analyze the feasibility of the opportunity. As previously mentioned, the limit of 

Timmons’ model is that it focuses more on the economic impact and neglects the social 

aspects. In the entrepreneurial process of the CE, the decision to exploit an opportunity 

depends particularly on the expected economic value of the entrepreneurial profit (Eckhardt 

and Shane, 2003, p. 345; Perrini et al., p. 521; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000, p. 218).  

This is often followed by a thorough cost–benefit analysis, holding on a shared sense of 

belonging to the social cause (Perrini et al., 2010, p. 521). On the other hand, for the SE, 

the decision to act depends more on the “entrepreneurs’ spirit” or personal motivation than 

strict cost–benefit analysis. Notwithstanding, for-profit social enterprises have a double 

bottom line (economic and social) that increases its interest in the cost benefit analysis. 

This cost - benefit analysis consist in quantifying social impact by allocating prices to 

values (Snellman, 2016, p. 3). These values include organizational values such as care, 

trust, profitability, and quality (Zappalà & Lyons, 2009, p. 8-10). Measuring the social 

impact for SEs can be done through measurement methods such as social accounting and 

the SROI (Social Return on Investments) where monetary values are attributed, and ratio 

analysis carried out to measure the impact (Zappalà & Lyons, 2009, p. 8-10). This means 

that the evaluation of its economic viability is equally very important. On contrary, Perinni 

(2010, p. 521-522) argues that, in order to be exploitable, an SE opportunity must create 

neither an adequate economic expected value nor an exclusively social one; rather, it should 

be sustainable and seeking to make the social change.  

 

➢ Formalization of the company 

 

Formalization here involves the core values and mission of the organization. According to 

Perrini et al. (2010, p. 522), because of specificities related to SE such as the mission of 

social value creation and the lack of standardized methods of measuring those social 

impacts, there was need for SE to clearly state their legal form as well as their mission and 

vision. The formalization directly explains what their main interest is, what they can do and 

cannot do. By identifying themselves this way, SEs send a clear message to potential 

investors and partners about who they are and what they should expect if they choose to 

work with them. Thus, registration of the company improves the value of the company and 

creates some level of legitimacy (Sundin and Tillmar 2008, p. 216). “Accordingly, the 

clarification of the project’s boundaries would allow interested resource providers to 

generate positive expectations about the potential outcomes of the process” (Perrini et al., 

2010, p. 522). As previously mentioned, this legal form can be: nonprofit organizations that 

enter into the business sector to be able to finance their social service operations, for-profit 

organizations which are both economic and socially inclined, and hybrid legal forms which 

use collaborative initiatives that engage non-profit, for-profit and public organizations to 

solve challenging social problems (Austin et al., 2006, p. 371; Dorado, 2006, p. 321).  
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➢ Exploitation of resources 

 

After establishing the form of the company, obtaining and exploiting resources become the 

next stage of the entrepreneurial process of SE. It should be noted that being socially 

inclined doesn’t necessarily mean that the companies are non-profit. This legal from has an 

essential role to play in accessing resources. A for profit SE can attract venture capitalist 

and angel investors even though it is socially inclined, but however, discourage investment 

from the public sector. The choice of the organizational set-up depends on the social needs 

addressed and the model defined to address such needs (Dorado, 2006, p. 541-543; Perrini 

et al., 2010, p. 523). This choice, in turn, can determine access to financial and non-

financial resources, performing activities, distributing the resulting value and preserving the 

ability to achieve objectives, thus minimizing the risk of altering corporate behavior and 

drifting away from its mission (Dorado 2006, p. 541-543; Perrini et al., 2010, p. 523). 

  

 

➢ Scaling up of the venture 

 

Taking advantage of opportunities is not the end of the process. Given the objective of 

maximizing social change, the SE process addresses the different methods of scaling. As 

previously mentioned, we have four main ways of scaling a social enterprise which 

includes: expansion, replication, partnership and knowledge sharing (OECD, 2016, p. 5-9). 

Expansion can be achieved maximizing the social and environmental impact on existing 

provisions or through the diversification of services, organizational growth and merger and 

acquisition (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012. p. 8-9; OECD, 2016, p. 6). Replication, which 

involves repeating the same business model in a different context, can also be achieved by 

means of a social franchising and creation of branches (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 9; 

OECD, 2016, p. 7). Establish partnership can be achieved by a takeover or maintaining the 

legal status while collaborating on a strictly specific sector franchisee (Lyon & Fernandez, 

2012, p. 9; OECD, 2016, p. 8). Finally, knowledge transfer can be accomplished formally 

or informally through training or accredited courses. Informal training can take place 

between companies who choose to cooperate by sharing knowledge with each other. Other 

less formal cases include coaching and mentorship franchisee (Lyon & Fernandez, 2012, p. 

9-10; OECD, 2016, p. 9). All these scaling methods can lead to the social enterprises’ 

international growth. 

  

2.3. Incubators and Accelerators 

 

Previous research indicates two different viewpoints of incubators and accelerators. While 

Lewis et al. (2011, p. 2) consider the term accelerator and incubator as synonymous and 

sometimes interchangeably used, other researchers such as Miller & Bound (2011) and 

Cohen (2013) contradict this way of thinking. Miller & Bound (2011, p. 3) define the 

accelerator program as possessing five main distinctive features which sets it apart from 

incubators. These characteristics include: the highly competitive nature of accelerator 

programs, provision of initial investment, focus on team instead of the individual founder, 
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the short time period which they are functional and the training in “cohorts” instead of 

individual founder. Cohen (2013) adds another feature which distinguishes the accelerator 

from other support organizations. Cohen (2013, p. 20) suggests that the conclusion of the 

program usually includes a “demo event” which exposes entrepreneurs to investors. 

According to Levisohn (2014, p. 3), in practice, some of these traits might vary. While a 

majority of accelerators includes an event where SEs are introduced to potential investors, 

not all accelerators provide entrepreneurs with investments. Levisohn (2014, p. 3) equally 

provides another distinction regarding the training of the entrepreneurs. The training is 

usually done in a less in structure driven manner or an “informal” manner where they might 

either train other entrepreneurs or recruit them into their program. Levinsohn (2014, p. 4) 

defines accelerators, by using the two-tier definition which includes the more relevant traits 

that are indispensable and the less relevant (more common) traits, as it follows. 

 

“Accelerators as non-formal program of entrepreneurship education that aims to: 

 

• shorten the development process of one or more stages of new venture creation 

• improve the quality of a new venture’s product or service 

• improve financial sustainability 

• train entrepreneurs simultaneously as a cohort 

• involve an intensive development process of limited duration, with a maximum 

program length of six months 

• include a structured program of business-oriented education 

• provide entrepreneurs with individualized coaching and/or mentoring 

• involve the expansion and/or refinement of the entrepreneur’s network”.  

 

Levinsohn, 2014, p. 4.) further point out the other (more common) traits of the accelerators: 

 

• “an open and highly competitive selection process 

• the provision of seed-funding, or the introduction of entrepreneurs to potential 

investors 

• shared office space at a common site, with subsidized access to basic administrative 

services”. 

 

On the other hand, incubators are considered to have a longer duration, provide office 

space, funding possibilities, individual coaching services and links the incubated companies 

with potential investors (Cohen, 2013, p. 19). According to the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe (UN-ECE), “an incubator is a place where recently established 

companies are concentrated in a limited space”. This definition refers to incubators as a 

home for startup companies. Swedish Incubators & Science Park (SISP), defines incubators 

in-terms of their general roles. “Incubators assist entrepreneurs with and appropriate 

management, technical, commercial and financial network as well as a creative growth 

environment” (SISP, 2018). Other researchers define it in terms of their sponsors. Klofsten 

et al. (2016, p. 6) states that “a business incubator is a facility that is connected to a 

university or a research institution or stands on its own and which provides support and 

services for newly established firms at the very early stage”. Klofsten et al. (2016, p. 6) 

further stipulates that incubators usually specialize in different sectors. For instance, 
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technology incubators are more interested in high tech startups, while social incubators and 

accelerators are more interested in socially inclined businesses.  

 

Despite these differences existing between accelerators and incubators, they equally share 

some similarities. Cohen (2013, p. 19) declares that both accelerators and incubators 

provide the similar services to the entrepreneur. This point is further justified by the table 

below provided by Torun (2016). After reviewing past literature on the differences between 

incubators and accelerators, Torun (2016, p. 5) came up with a table which shows their 

similarities and differences based on five main categories of characteristics which are: 

structure, selection, services, finance and networking. This table summarizes the views of 

the previously discussed researchers. We realize from the table that the services provided 

are basically the same. Another aspect which links the incubators and accelerators together 

is the fact that accelerator programs are sometimes organized by incubators (Cohen, 2013, 

p. 19).  

 

From this table we notice that mainly the structure differs meanwhile selection, services, 

finance and networking vary depending on the objective of the incubator and accelerators. 

Given that our research is concerned with the roles which incubators and accelerators play 

we therefore agree with Cohens’ (2013) definition that: (1) accelerators are short programs 

organized by incubators (2) accelerators and incubator have the same role. 
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Table 3: Comparison Between Incubators and Accelerators 

 
 

Source: Torun (2016, p. 8) 

 

As shown on the table above, the outcome of this research identifies accelerators as profit 

oriented while incubators are generally not profit oriented. While incubators work with 

their tenants for an average period of 3 - 4 years, accelerators usually occur for a couple of 

months. The research further identifies the selection of participants as highly competitive 

for the accelerator as compared to the incubators. Their services are very similar but vary 

depending of the objective of incubator or accelerator. Although accelerators exist for a 

shorter period, they possess a vast source of network as compared to incubators. This vast 

network that accelerators have is beneficial to both the founders or entrepreneurs and 

investors. According to Miller & Bound (2011, p. 11), contrary to the venture firms, angel 

investors are more likely to benefit from the accelerator program. This results from the 

short time period that is suitable enough for the angel investors to study about the 

companies and make a decision on where to invest, while the venture firms require a longer 

period of existence. Venture firms are usually more inclined towards working with 

incubators than with accelerators as a result of this time frame. The benefits of the 

incubators and accelerators for the entrepreneurs will be discussed in the next section. 
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2.3.1. The Roles of Incubator and Accelerator through the 
Entrepreneurial process of CE 

 

As previously mentioned in our introduction, supporting new businesses during their fragile 

early stages has been the public sectors interest for over 40 years. Lesakova (2012, p. 86) 

argues that the most important objective of the incubator is to encourage the growth and 

creation of companies. Business incubators are used as an instrument to enhance regional 

development by assisting entrepreneurs to survive and develop, create jobs and catalyze 

local growth. Thus, improving the standard of living is the main driving force behind the 

incubation of the companies. Other researcher, such as Bergek & Norman (2008, p. 20) 

consider that incubators are having the guidance role to the new startups, with the main aim 

of “hatching”. Hence, startups have to be incubated. During this period of time, they are 

guided by the incubator until they “hatch”. Further contribution to the economic 

development was provided by Lalkaka & Shaffer (1999, p. 4) who saw incubators role as 

assisting the economy by nurturing and providing diverse services to the companies 

through their development process.  

 

Contrary to the incubators, accelerators are a relatively new method of supporting the 

development of new ventures. Despite their popularity, they can be traced back to 2005, 

when the first accelerator appeared under the name YCombinator program (Ycombinator, 

2015). Most studies on accelerators are explorative studies which include defining the 

phenomenon, identifying the main components of accelerators, and describing the macro 

experiences (Hoffman and Radojevich-Kelly, 2012, p. 55). These studies indicate that 

accelerators play an important role in the development of new ventures. It is for this reason 

that it is sometimes termed as “seed accelerators” because it focuses on helping ventures 

become “ready investors” (Levinsohn, 2014, p. 4). Another suggestion is that accelerators 

can provide support to ventures at “any stage of development” (Levinsohn, 2014, p. 4).  

 

The incubation process usually begins with a screening period, within which potential 

incubated companies are selected. The initial selection criteria of incubators of their tenants 

can improve the credibility of the startups. Often, in choosing their tenants, the incubators 

often need a whole management board which consist of experienced managers. Through 

those boards, ventures are subjected to thorough scrutiny to measure their viability, 

credibility and feasibility. This indicates some degree of due diligence and thus send a 

positive signal to potential external stakeholders. This is because the success of an 

incubator or accelerator depends on the performance of its tenants (Lumpkin & Ireland, 

1988, p.76; Merrifield, 1987, p. 281; Peters et al., 2004, p. 87). Merrifield (1987, p. 281) 

proposed the three stages involved in the CE selection process. The first stage contains 

information regarding the attractiveness factors and consists of six main criteria: sales profit 

potential, political and social constraints, growth potential, competitor analysis, risk 

distribution and industry structure. The second stage is the fit factor phase which seeks to 

match the potential startups with their hosts. It also involves six criteria: capital availability, 

manufacturing competence, marketing and distribution, technical support, component and 

material availability and finally management. (Merrifield, 1987, p. 281). The third stage is 

choosing the method of entry and growth (Merrifield, 1987, p. 281). Surviving through the 

scrutiny of the board is achieved by using sophisticated tools, such as pitching funding 

https://www.ycombinator.com/
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plenary (short presentation of the business plan to a group of persons who can either decide 

to fund the project or not) or business plan competition. Passing through the scrutiny 

process usually indicates that the venture has potential of being successful, thus it 

automatically becomes more attractive to better quality partners such as investors and 

customers (Becker & Gassmann, 2006, p. 24 -25). On the other hand, Aerts et al. (2007, p. 

264 - 265) points out this varies from one context to another. They argue that, unlike the 

USA which practices a stiff screening of it potential tenants, Europe does not screen its 

tenants on intensive manner depending on their sector of interest and objectives. This is 

because the over - screening can fail to limit the high failure rate, which is the main aim of 

incubators. Thus, European incubators usually have simple guidelines that further might be 

limited in terms of sector or industry.  

 

According to Miller & Bound (2011, p. 9), contrary to the incubators, the selection process 

of the accelerators is quite simple. It usually begins with an announcement of an upcoming 

accelerator program, with the main objective and registration period clearly stated. These 

accelerators usually have an online application process where all companies around the 

world can apply usually by filling in a form. This form provides a detailed information 

about the entrepreneurs. Then the accelerator carries out the selection based on the pre-

established criteria. This selection can involve a number of selection cuts, followed by 

interviews depending on what the accelerator seeks to achieve. The programs usually make 

use of expert judgement in choosing the companies to work with. Because of the highly 

competitive nature, and usually limited available office space to support a large number of 

entrepreneurs, accelerators spend a lot of time interviewing and organizing events in order 

to maintain the quality outcome (Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 9). 

 

Once the selection phase is over, both the incubators and accelerators begin to provide their 

services to the entrepreneurs. They both posse the ability to provide resources particularly 

in those areas where entrepreneurs have gap or fall-short. These resources include both 

financial and non-financial resources. In cases where they cannot provide the needed 

resource themselves, they can connect the entrepreneurs to potential partners who can meet 

the need of the entrepreneurs (Cohen, 2013; Miller & Bound, 2011, p. 9). 

 

The financial resources for accelerators are usually called the “pre-seed investment” 

(Levinsohn, 2014, p. 5). This usually involves a set of small amounts paid to those 

partaking in the accelerator program on a monthly basis. This amount can take the form of 

convertible notes or an equity. Entrepreneurs benefit these funding during the period of the 

accelerator program (Levinsohn, 2014, p. 5). On the other hand, incubators can sometimes 

finance its tenants. For instance, the Uminova incubator in Sweden finances its incubated 

companies involved in research and development (Expressionumea, 2018). In cases where 

the amounts are too large, and they cannot meet up to the needs of the entrepreneurs, the 

entrepreneurs are linked to the other sources of finance, such as venture capitalist. 

Likewise, accelerators can equally link the entrepreneurs to potential investors (Cohen, 

2013, p. 19). The disadvantage here is highlighted by Proimos & Wright (2005, p. 273) 

resulting from a situation of information asymmetry. According to them investors and 

entrepreneurs sometimes practice some degree of knowledge when the investors and 

entrepreneurs meet. This knowledge sharing can be unequal (information asymmetry) 

between the participants in decision making and lead to a situation called adverse selection 
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which is a situation where there is a higher chance of choosing an unsuccessful investment 

venture (Proimos & Wright, 2005, p. 273). 

 

The incubators and accelerators equally provide non-financial assistance such as teaching, 

coaching and guidance offered by incubators to their tenants. According to Peters et al. 

(2004, p. 86), coaching involves the training and educational workshops, seminars or 

programs, offered for a fee or free of charge, by the incubators to the tenants. “It is essential 

for an accelerator program to develop an extensive network of high-quality mentors” 

(Levinsohn, 2014, p. 10). In addition, Rice & Matthews (1995) insist that all incubators 

must provide a "standard package" for tenant education. 

 

Accelerators usually consist of a thoroughly organized set of events, workshops and 

seminars (Cohen, 2013, p. 19). These sessions provide the opportunity for entrepreneurs to 

learn new things. Many entrepreneurs find it difficult to develop a business plan which 

have a comprehensible format and a convincing verbal presentation (McAdam & Marlow, 

2011, p. 455). This can be learnt during the seminars, workshops, events and launch 

meetings. Evidence has revealed that proposals of these ventures are often dismissed 

because they fail to present the required information to the funder in the preferred format. 

To obtain funding, the entrepreneurs must present a more convincing and attractive 

business plan which captures the essence of the venture and makes sense to the potential 

investor (McAdam & Marlow, 2011, p. 450). Other types of stakeholders needed by 

entrepreneurs such as customers and suppliers can equally be connected to one another 

through the networking activities of the incubator. 

 

Another non-financial resource is office space. As earlier mentioned, incubators rent out the 

office space to tenants while the accelerator provides the office space for free during its 

short period of existence (Cohen, 2013, p.19). Being in the same office permits networking 

between entrepreneurs and their stakeholders. 

 

Network can broadly be defined as it follows. “Relational networks represent the 

aggregation of all interactions through membership in formal organizations and relational 

encounters that entrepreneurs create and nurture with suppliers, distributors, consultants 

and customers, or any of a wide range of other contacts, including friends, family, and 

acquaintances” (Peltier & Naidu, 2012, p. 56). Peters et al. (2004, p. 86) define networking 

as “the access available to the tenants of the incubator to managers, administrative, 

management, financial, legal, insurance consultants, scientist, academicians and 

prospective customers, either for fee or free of charge”. Business incubators role of 

networking can be identified from two perspectives; ‘hubs position and a brokerage 

position (McAdam & Marlow, 2011. p. 450). As stated by Smilor (1986, p.1), ‘the business 

incubator seeks to effectively link talent, technology, capital and know-how in order to 

leverage entrepreneurial talent and to accelerate the development of new companies. The 

incubator holds the hub position which is responsible for connecting the tenant incubators 

within the same physical space through the incubation-tenancy agreement. This hub 

position is achieved by renting office space to tenants in exchange for fees (Cohen, 2013, p. 

20). Duff (2008, p. 295) suggests that co-located entrepreneurial firms provide the 

possibility to generate a symbiotic environment where entrepreneurs share resources and 

experiences, learn from one another, exchange business contacts and establish collaborative 
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business relationships. As a hub, the incubators have power because network members rely 

on them for interconnection with other members. 

  

Another benefit of this hub position is the ability of entrepreneurs to benefit from 

knowledge transfer and information sharing from one another which increases innovation 

capacity. “Hubs are also potentially innovative because they can collect ideas from the 

whole network, and they hear about what is going on in one part of the network before most 

other parts” (Johnson et al., 2017, p. 40). The incubator also exercises a broker positions 

since the professional client advisors operate as brokers between entrepreneurs and 

stakeholders (McAdam & Marlow, 2011. p. 450). Here, an organization connects separate 

groups or business types together. This is usually associated with innovation advantages. 

“Brokers’ innovation advantage stems from their ability to link the most valuable 

information from one business type to another with the most valuable information” 

(Johnson et al., 2017, p. 40). Networking is therefore central to both conventional and 

social venture. Important resources that networks can provide includes; information, 

finance, skills, knowledge and advice, social legitimacy and reputation and credibility 

(Johnson et al., 2017, p. 40). 

 

In conclusion, the roles played by incubators and accelerators in the development of the 

conventional entrepreneur include enhanced credibility through the selection criteria, 

teaching, coaching and sharing knowledge, networking and the provision of office space. 

However, we wonder if these roles which incubators and accelerators play here will be the 

same roles played in the case of SE? 

 

At the end of this chapter, we have been able to conveniently proof with literature that 

Conventional Entrepreneurship and Social Entrepreneurship are different both in definition 

and processes. Based on this, we assume that the roles played by incubators to the SE and 

CE are potentially different. We have theorized how incubators processes and roles look 

like in the CE. All these stages are aimed at identifying the roles played by incubators and 

accelerators in SE and to show that these roles are different from those in CE.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
  

In the theoretical methodology section, we will begin by firstly discussing research 

philosophy, with ontological and epistemological assumptions. Further, we will explain 

research logic and research approach we take in order to answer research question of this 

thesis. Fourthly, we explain research design we use to guide our efforts. After that, in the 

practical methodology section, we explain data gathering, sampling, conducting the 

interviews and data analysis. Lastly, we discuss ethical considerations of our research. 

  

3.1. Scientific Method 

3.1.1. Research Philosophy 

  

Research philosophy is a set of assumptions that have the influence on the way how 

researcher sees the world, which further determine the research strategy and research 

methods researcher deploys under the chosen strategy (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 108). 

Research philosophy helps us understand the nature of knowledge and how the knowledge 

about reality and nature has developed during the time (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 43). As 

suggested in Collis and Hussey (2014, p. 43) for the purposes of this kind of project, it is 

not necessary to explore philosophical issues in the great depth but rather to develop 

awareness of the assumptions that are underlying research. In that light, we will briefly 

discuss two main dimension of research philosophy: ontology, which is concerned with the 

nature of reality and epistemology, concerned with the question what acceptable knowledge 

is. 

3.1.1.1. Ontology 

  

According to Bryman et al. (2011, p. 64) ontological considerations are concerned with the 

nature of social entities, where the central question to be discussed is whether the social 

entities are objective, thus have the reality external to social actors, or they are subjective 

and socially constructed. Positivist believe the first, that reality is objective, external to 

researcher and consequently, that only one reality exists (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 47). 

  

On the other hand, for interpretivist, social reality is subjective, constructed by social 

actors, and each social actor have own sense of reality, thus we are facing multiple realities 

(Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 47). In case of social constructivism, social phenomena are not 

only dependent from social actors, but constantly changing and being in the state of 

revision (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 65; Saunders et al., 2009, p. 111). The differentiation 

above is further called objectivism and constructionism (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 64) as well 

as objectivism and subjectivism (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110), used interchangeable and 

having the same meaning. 
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In this study, we take the viewpoint of interpretivism (constructivism), where reality is 

multiple, changing and being highly dependent of the social actors that are co-creators 

(constructors) of the social reality. Social Entrepreneurship is phenomenon created by 

social actors, SEs, and is multifaceted and context dependent, meaning that created 

phenomena is itself nested in another construction of social actors. We believe that 

constructivism as a starting assumption about the nature of reality, will enable us to gather 

contextually dependent data from two perspectives, incubators and accelerators on one side 

and social entrepreneurs on the other, so that we can get better and more accurate 

perspective of the topic of our interest. As researchers, we see ourselves involved in the 

research process, where our previous knowledge as well our values and beliefs are 

interfering with the research process, in spite of our efforts to be as objective as possible. 

 

 3.1.1.2. Epistemology 

  

Epistemological considerations are concerned with the question what is acceptable as a 

valid knowledge in the field of study (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 47; Saunders et al., 2009, 

p. 112).  Herein, we have involved the relationship between researcher and the researched 

phenomena as well, were positivists consider only observable and measurable phenomena 

as the source of valid knowledge (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 47). Observable and 

measurable phenomena are considered as the legacy of the natural sciences, where the 

central issue for discussion as Bryman et al. (2011, p. 58) underline, is whether or not the 

social world can be studied according “the same principles, procedures and ethos” as it the 

case for natural sciences. Bryman et al. (2011, p. 59) further refer to positivism as the 

epistemological position that advocates the application of the methods from natural 

sciences to the study of social reality. 

  

On the other hand, interpretivists argue that social world of business and management is far 

too complex to be studied by the laws of natural sciences (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 115). If 

studied so, “rich insights into this complex world are lost if such complexity is reduced 

entirely to series of law-like generalizations” (Saunders et al., 2009, p.116). According to 

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 116), crucial to the interpretivist philosophy is that researcher has 

to adopt “empathetic” stance, meaning that researcher has to get very close to the 

phenomena he or she studies and to understand the world from their point of view. To 

summarize, in positivism, knowledge is generated from objective evidences about 

observable phenomena and the researcher keeps the distance from the researched 

phenomena, while in interpretivism, the knowledge is subjective, since researcher interacts 

and influence studied phenomena (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 46).   

  

We believe that the phenomena of our investigation in this thesis is indeed too complex to 

be studied by the laws of natural science. We are taking the philosophical stance that the 

knowledge comes from the subjective evidences, collected from participants (Collis and 

Hussey, 2014, p. 46), where we, as researchers are approaching participants in this research 

in the manner which will enable us to understand their world from their point of view. 

  



 

 

 

29 

 

3.1.2. Research Logic 

  

It is possible to distinguish two main research approaches when it comes to research logic: 

deductive and inductive research approach (Collis and Hussey 2014, p. 3; Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 124). Collis and Hussey (2014, p.7) base this differentiation on the logic of the 

research and explain the deductive research as a study where conceptual and theoretical 

structure is developed firstly, and then tested by empirical observations; thus, particular 

instances are deduced from general inferences. Deductive research approach is more 

dominant in natural sciences, since it involves the theory that is subjected to rigorous tests 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.124). 

  

Contrary to deductive research, in inductive research, the theory is developed from the 

observation of the empirical reality, where general inferences are induced from particular 

instances (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 7). Inductive research approach emerged during the 

20th century, as a critique of the deductive approach based on the questioning of the rigid 

methodology that is neglecting the way humans see they social world and not permitting 

alternative explanations what is going on (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 126). As Saunders et al. 

(2009, p.126) emphasize, the choice of research approach enables researcher to make 

informed decision about research design (that will be discussed later on), as well as 

research strategies. Deduction is associated with a quantitative research strategy, while 

induction is associated with qualitative research strategy (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 58).   

  

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 61), precise purpose of reading the literature and of 

the literature review itself is dependent of the approach (inducive vs. deductive) that 

researcher takes. It is aligned with deductive research approach to use the previously 

reviewed literature to develop a theoretical or conceptual framework, to be tested 

subsequently by using the data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 61). On the other hand, if the 

researcher is planning to explore the data and develop theories from them, and after words 

relate them with the literature, this way of using the literature is aligned with the inductive 

approach (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 61). For research in hand, we believe that testing of the 

previously developed theories or conceptual frameworks is not the best nor optimal way to 

carry out the research. After conducted the literature review, the framework that we would 

have been able to propose would be developed by theorizing and gathering together 

different perspectives of the scholars. Next step would be to test the framework by using 

the data. Instead, we believe that the exploratory research, and analysis grounded in the 

data, resulting with the proposal of a new model that presents the roles that incubator and 

accelerator programs play through the entrepreneurial process of SE, is the approach that 

will enable us to answer our research question in the most proper way. 

 

Moreover, for the purposes of this thesis project we are adopting inductive research 

approach when it comes to data collection and analysis, meaning that we are more focused 

on the context in which events are taking place and aiming to maintain flexible structure 

that enables us eventual changes as research progress, and being less concern by 

generalizations at the same time (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 126-127). We believe that 

approaching to our research topic in the inductive manner will enable us to answer our 

research question in a way where new theories could emerge, suggesting maybe that the 



 

 

 

30 

 

incubators play completely different roles in case of Social Entrepreneurship when 

compared to the Conventional Entrepreneurship model. However, we equally use some 

degree of deductive approach to support and defend our analysis. Hence the previously 

established literature review has the role to guide our efforts when discussing the findings 

and the model we develop.  

 

3.1.3. Research Approach  

 

Classified according to the research process, main types of the research approach are 

qualitative and quantitative (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 3). Saunders et al. (2009, p. 151) 

refer to the using of qualitative and quantitative techniques as a research choice, where 

“quantitative” is mostly used as a synonym for any data collection technique or data 

analysis procedure that generates or uses numerical data, while “qualitative” is used as a 

synonym for any data collection or analysis procedure that generates or use non-numerical 

data. 

 

To answer our research question and fulfil the purposes of the study, we believe, qualitative 

research strategy is appropriate choice. On the other hand, we believe that the quantitative 

research approach wouldn’t enable us to capture equally reach and detailed data, as in case 

of conducting qualitative research. By adopting qualitative research strategy, we aim to 

conduct several interviews in order collect qualitative data which are considered being rich 

and holistic, with strong potential to reveal complexity (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10). 

Moreover, qualitative data are powerful for studying any process, to find out how and why 

things happened the way they did (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p.10).   

 

3.1.4. Research Design 

  

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 136) define research design as a general plan of how to answer the 

research question, where clear objectives of research are supposed to be derived from the 

research question. To further guide our efforts, we have chosen to conduct exploratory 

study with the help of semi structured interviews, and by following the guidelines from the 

grounded theory when it comes to conducting data analysis, having in mind that our 

choices have to be derived from research question and research objectives as well as 

aligned with chosen research philosophy (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 137).   

  

According to Saunders et al. (2009, p. 139), based on the purpose of research, it is possible 

to distinguish exploratory, descriptive and explanatory research. As Robson (2002, p. 59) 

further explains exploratory study is committed to find out what is happening, to seek new 

insights, and to assess phenomena in the new light. Furthermore, exploratory research is 

suitable in cases where the nature of the problem is not completely clear (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 139). In case of conducting exploratory research, researcher has to be willing to be 

flexible and potentially change direction of research as new data is emerging (Saunders et 
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al., 2009, p. 139). This is compatible with grounded theory, since the ground principle is 

similar, as discussed below. 

 

Based on Saunders et al. (2009, p. 139), three main principles to conduct exploratory 

research are as it follows: search of literature, interviewing experts in the subject and 

conducting focus groups. For research in hand we chose to combine the literature search, as 

well as interviews with experts in the subject. We approach the interviewing open minded 

and ready to generate new findings, contrary to developing and testing pre-developed 

hypothesis in order to confirm or reject a certain framework or theoretical model.  

 

3.2. Practical Method 

3.2.1 Literature Search  

 

As Collis and Hussey (2014, p. 76) explain, literature search is systematic process aiming 

on identifying existing body of knowledge on a particular topic, where the underlying 

purpose of the literature search is to collect as many relevant items of literature as possible 

and to read them. Collis and Hussey (2014, p.77) propose a procedure to be followed in 

order to carry out systematic literature search. According to these authors, to begin with, 

researcher ought to draft a list of sources where the data can be collected from. Secondly, 

scope of the research should be determined. Further, sources are supposed to be examined 

and the list with relevant publications make in order to be read and included in the research 

paper if it is relevant in terms of topic, theory or methodology (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 

77). It is recommendable to start with most recent literature. Moreover, to keep up to date, 

during the project, the literature search should be still carried on.  

 

We followed above outlined procedure and started the literature search with determining 

the scope of our research. To help us defining the scope we used the article written by 

Kucketz and Prochotta (2018), aiming to identify what are the most relevant topic in the 

entrepreneurship research 2018. Secondly, we determined the key words used to search the 

sources through Google Scholar and data bases provided by the Umeå University Library, 

such as entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial process, social entrepreneurship, incubators and 

accelerators. During the literature search, we encountered the article published in Stanford 

Social Innovation Review (Hand, 2016), containing the description of convincing 

procedure of identifying 25 most cited articles on social entrepreneurship. Namely, in this 

literature search, 500 academic articles related to social entrepreneurship have been 

identified and metadata associated to those articles and the articles they citied are analyzed 

with the use of particular software. The output of the analysis is the list of 25 articles that 

are most cited in the area of social entrepreneurship. We examined these articles and 

included the articles we found relevant based on our topic and research question.  As well, 

we further traced their references relevant to the topic of our interest.   

 

Once we started to recognize the references cited in other works (Collis and Hussey, 2014, 

p. 77), we knew that we are on the good trace when it comes to choosing the relevant 
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literature. During the data collection and analysis, we went back several times to the 

literature review, both to keep up us to date and to include the additional literature on the 

themes we, meanwhile, found to be important. 

 

3.2.2. Data Collection 

  

Two choices when it comes to data collection are to collect primary or secondary data, 

where secondary data are already collected and stored for some other purposes and not 

specifically to address the research in hand, while primary data are collected for specific 

purpose and to address specific research question (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 256).  Even 

though, collecting the secondary data is characterized by enormous saving in resources, and 

enables analyzing of larger set of data, it has drawbacks, for instance, data collected for 

other purposes might not meet the purpose of particular study, access can be costly and 

aggregations and  definitions unsuitable, and researcher has very low control of the data 

quality (Saunders et al., 2009, 268 – 270). Being aware of the mentioned drawbacks of the 

secondary data, we further believe that our topic and the research question is highly 

specific, and the usage of the data collected for other purposes is not suitable. Hence, in this 

research we used primary data collection with help of the interview technique for data 

collection. 

  

Saunders et al. (2009, p. 320) categorize interviews into three types: structured, semi 

structured and unstructured (in-depth) interviews. Structured interviews contain 

standardized and identical set of questions asked to each respondent in the same order, 

usually with pre-coded answers (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 320). In contrast, semi-structured 

and in-depth interviews are not standardized. For the semi-structured interview, researcher 

has a list of themes and questions, but the question can very dependent of the context, the 

flow of the interview, and each respondent. Going even further with the non-structuration, 

in depth interviews are not guided with the list of predetermined topics and questions, but 

rather just with the clear idea about what aspect is going to be explored (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 321). 

  

For the purposes of this research be chose to use semi-structured interviews, since we 

believe they will guide our efforts in the most suitable way. To prepare for the interviewing 

process we created two semi-structured interview guides, one for incubator and accelerator 

programs and another to social entrepreneurs, where we believe the more structure was 

necessary and desirable in the interview guide prepared for incubator / accelerator 

programs, where their knowledge of the field allowed us to use in greater extent 

terminology related to the topic, while for the entrepreneurs it is more likely that they are 

not aware of processes behind the topic of our interest, particular terminology etc., since 

they don’t have to have necessarily any business background. Interview guides contain 

main topics and set of follow up question. However, we approached interviewing in a 

flexible way, allowing the new questions to emerge along the way, or that some of the 

questions are omitted, as well as that the order of questions vary depending on the flow of 

conversation (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 320). Aligned with that, we accepted any new topics 
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presented by respondents if relation to our research topic has been found.  Interview guide 

is available in the Appendix 1&2. 

  

3.2.3. Sampling 

  

Sample is a subset of the population that will be the subject of research (Collis and Hussey, 

2014, p. 131). For the purposes of the qualitative data collection, sample is not required to 

be selected randomly. Regarding non-random sampling, there are three types of sampling: 

snowball sampling or networking, judgmental or purposive sampling, and natural 

(convenience) sampling (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 132). Snowball sampling, different 

called networking, means that people with experience are included in the sample and 

further asked if they know anyone else who has gone through similar experience (Collis 

and Hussey, 2014, p. 132). Judgmental sampling is based on researcher choice of 

respondents, based on the judgement who would be suitable to be involved, where 

researcher doesn’t ask for further recommendations from respondents (Collis and Hussey, 

2014, p. 132). Finally, in natural sampling researcher doesn’t have much influence who 

would be involved in the sample (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 132). 

  

To conduct sampling, firstly we limited the scope of our research as suggested in Collis and 

Hussey (2014, p. 131) and focused only on social entrepreneurship in Sweden, were we are 

currently located. We used combination of purposive and snowball sampling, meaning that 

we started by identifying experts in the area that we are investigating, taking two 

perspectives, one of the incubators and accelerator and other of social entrepreneurs with 

condition that they have had previous experience with incubator or accelerator programs as 

participants. To rely on the snowball effect, we asked contacted experts for 

recommendations whom to reach from their network, in accordance to our requirements 

(being social entrepreneurs with experience with participation in incubator / accelerator 

programs; being incubator / accelerator that offer the services to socially inclined 

entrepreneurs). Our final sample consists of 6 respondents, conducting their businesses in 

Sweden, 4 of respondents being on the side of social entrepreneurs and 2 respondents from 

the side of the social accelerator programs. All respondents passed our selecting criteria, 

having experience with one or several incubator and / or accelerator programs. 

  

 3.2.4. Conducting the Interviews 

 

Empirical data collection was carried out through 6 semi structured interviews. The 

majority of interviews (five) were conducted via phone call. Telephone interview is a useful 

source of information when the researcher doesn’t have direct access to interviewees 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 132). However, this approach has its drawbacks, for instance, the lack 

of informal communication that researcher is not able to see in this situation (Creswell, 

2007, p. 133). One interview was conducted via Skype. Interviews are conducted in the 

period between 14th and 20th of December 2018.  Information about interviews are 

summarized in the table below. 
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Table 4: Overview of the Respondents 

Respondent 

code 

Role Interview 

date 

Interview 

Length 

Way of 

communication 

SE1 Social 

Entrepreneur 

14/12/2018 34' 5" Phone call 

SE2 Social 

Entrepreneur 

17/12/2018 30' 3" Skype 

SE3 Social 

Entrepreneur 

17/12/2018 44' 28" Phone call 

SE4 Social 

Entrepreneur 

18/12/2018 30' 7" Phone call 

ACC1 Accelerator 19/12/2018 1h 3' 5" Phone call 

ACC2 Accelerator 20/12/2018 34' 49" Phone call 

 

Source: Authors’ Elaboration 

 

We approached all respondents via e-mail based on the conducted desk top research 

regarding the incubators and accelerators programs in Sweden with particular focus on the 

programs that are specialized in Social Entrepreneurship. We included the brief description 

of our research project in the body of the e-mail. First contact through email contains a 

request for a proposed interview time of at least 30 minutes. Interviewees are contacted in 

English, where we did not experience any obstacles in communication due to the fact that 

English is the second language for both researchers and interviewees. This is still our 

opinion after conducting the interviews, meaning that communication was on satisfying 

level, without having the foreign language as obstacle.  

 

We adopt the snowball sampling strategy where we request if contacted person could help 

us to find further contacts to whom we could approach with the interview proposal. 

Following snowball sampling strategy, we explain our selection criteria as it follows: 

incubators and accelerators currently working with or have provided their services to SE; 

and SEs currently benefiting or who have benefited from incubators and accelerator 

services. In case of not receiving reply, we reached out and called respondents or sent the 

reminder email. This was very beneficial, since respondents have been very busy in this 

time of the year. 
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In the beginning of the interview, the topic of the research has been restated, to ensure 

respondents focus and to get as much as possible relevant answers. Respondents are 

informed that their participation is voluntary, and they can withdraw anytime, and as well 

that confidentiality and anonymity are granted for all participants of the research, which we 

proposed in order to make them more comfortable in answering our questions. Finally, 

respondents approved that we can record the interviews and in that sense be able to focus 

more on the conversation itself. However, we took notes as well, based on our own 

judgment, what is most important to write down. This helped us to ask probe questions and 

explore in-depth the answers of participants. Thanks to the notes, we could as well go back 

and forth through the questions when further clarification or making the connection in 

respondents’ story was necessary. 

 

Questions are asked with great flexibility, where we followed the interview guide as 

mentioned elsewhere, but not aiming to ask each respondent all questions nor to ask the 

questions each time in the same order, but instead to let interviewees speak freely, but 

however guided by the interviewer, in order to keep the conversations in the frames set by 

our research question and research purpose. Of course, some respondents have better 

overview of the topic and they answered some of the question without being particularly 

asked, while others needed to be encouraged with the number of probe questions (Saunders 

et al., 2009, p. 390). From the first question, where respondents are asked to tell us in brief 

about their background, the interviews have gone in different directions, meaning that some 

have been indeed brief, while others have connected their background experience with the 

role they currently have in their organizations and shed directly lite on our topic. We aimed 

to not interrupt respondents nor to use the specific terminology related to the theoretical 

concepts underlying our topic, being instead more focused on their own experience, by 

asking questions in more natural manner. 

 

3.2.5. Data Analysis 

 

To carry out data analysis, we took the data as our starting point, hence conducted the 

analysis which is grounded in data. To guide our efforts, we embraced theoretical support 

of the grounded theory, that helped informe the data analysis process. Within grounded 

theory, specific analysis procedures are used to build explanation or to generate theory 

around the core central theme that emerges from the data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 508). 

  

Following the grounded theory techniques of data coding, coding process involves three 

stages of data coding, open coding, axial coding and selective coding (Saunders et al., 

2009, p. 509). Open coding is the first step, where the data are disaggregated into 

conceptual units and labelled, where similar data are coded under the same label (Saunders 

et al., 2009, p. 208). There are two main sources to derive names to the categories of data: 

first one is in vivo coding, meaning that the same word appearing in the data is label for a 

category, second source existing theory and literature (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 509). Unit 

of data may relate to a few words, a line, sentence, number of sentences or a paragraph 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p.509). In this phase, it is advisable to investigate smaller rather than 

larger units of data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 509). Axial coding is extension of the open 
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coding and it involves putting the data together by connecting categories and subcategories 

of data on the more conceptual level. This phase of coding is concerned with restructuring 

of the data and developing various patterns with the aim to reveal links and relationships 

between categories (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 179).  In the end, by using selective 

coding, the core category is selected as the category that is recognized to be most important 

for the research in hand, and after that related to other categories (Collis and Hussey, 2014, 

p. 180). 

  

What is significant for this process is the fact that the codes are not made in the beginning 

but instead derived from the interpretation of the data (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 179). 

Hence, ground theory is focused on observations and it is independent from the initial 

theoretical review (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 149). Since the grounded theory requires 

discovery and creation of codes from the interpretation of the data (Collis and Hussey, 

2014, p.179) it is aligned with the interpretivist paradigm. Contrary process, derived from 

positivist paradigm, would require logically deduced and predetermined codes to be created 

and subsequently the data would be assigned to the predetermined codes (Collis and 

Hussey, 2014, p. 179). 

  

Firstly, all interviews were transcribed in detail as suggested in Saunders et al. (2009, 

p.485). Following suggestion from Saunders et al. (2009, p. 514 – 515), we decided to use 

the CAQDAS (Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software) to facilitate the 

analysis of transcribed interviews. The software that we used is NVivo Pro 12. We started 

analysis with coding the data, mainly using the line by line coding, meaning that we 

approached the coding very detailly, were we found the software assistance indeed very 

helpful, since we finished the first phase of the coding with 151 different codes (full list of 

codes available in Appendix 3. When assigning the labels to the chunks of data in this 

stage, we avoided to use the names which are directly derived from existing theories and 

literature, to avoid biases potentially produced with some well-established terms, as 

suggested in Saunders et al. (2009, p. 509 – 510). Further step of the analysis consisted of 

reviewing the codes, as well recoding and decoding if necessary, meaning that we found 

some data being unnecessarily repetitive, or simply not belonging to certain label or being 

more suitable to be placed elsewhere. Next step was grouping of the data in larger 

categories and subcategories, based on connections or similarities, where we had two 

choices, to merge the data to existing labels or to create a hierarchical connection between 

the labels. This process was iterative. In the end we have had five main categories of data: 

Social entrepreneurship, Incubator and accelerator programs, Education, Making contacts 

and facilitating meetings and Office space (the overview of the main- and subcategories is 

available in Appendix 4). First two categories are contextual, while remaining three 

categories are presenting identified roles of the incubator and accelerator programs. 

Moreover, contextual categories contain not just explanatory data but as well data 

connected to the recognized roles. Further step of the analysis was concerned with 

identification of the main category, which, in the light of our research question, is education 

(teaching, coaching and knowledge sharing), where the identification was based on the fact 

that most references of respondents are belonging to this category. Finally, we proposed the 

model that represents the output of conducted data analysis and gives a framework that 

answers our research question. 
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 3.3. Ethical Considerations 

  

Research ethics is concerned with the manner in which the research is conducted as well as 

how results and findings are reported (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 30). Further, Saunders et 

al. (2009, p. 184) explain that research ethics concerns the questions about how we 

formulate and clarify our research topic, design research, gain the access to respondents, 

collect the data, analyze them, and write up our research findings in a moral and 

responsible way. Books on the research methodology contain numerous ethical principles, 

were we use the Bryman et al. (2011, p. 156) classification into four main ethical concerns 

for researcher to bear in mind: harm to participants, lack of informed consent, invasion of 

privacy, and deception of participants. The need to avoid the harm to participants and 

insure their physical and psychological wellbeing is the essential in the research process 

(Collis and Hussey, 2014, p.31). Saunders et al. (2009, p.185) further advice to avoid 

causing stress, embarrassment, discomfort, pain and harm to participants in all the phases of 

research process. Regarding the principle of informed consent, research participants should 

be informed about the purpose of the study, their participations rights (i.e. that they have 

the right to withdraw any time without providing explanation), as well as the use of data 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 190). Further, they should be informed in the beginning of the 

interview if the recording equipment will be used and asked for approval (Bryman et al., 

2011, p. 162). Invasion of privacy relates with confidentiality, where confidentiality is 

related with data collected, meaning that data collected will not be traceable to any 

particular individual; and anonymity, related with the opportunity for participants to stay 

anonymous (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 33). Finally, deception is the fourth ethical 

consideration. Deception occurs when researcher present their research as something other 

than what it is Bryman et al., 2011, p. 165). Collis and Hussey (2014, p. 32) further relate 

deception to any kind of lies or misleading behavior. 

  

During our research we were aware of the ethical considerations that we, as researchers, 

need to acknowledge and respect during the research process and in order to do so, we 

acted as it follows. All participants are introduced with the purpose of the research 

conducted and informed that their participation is voluntary, hence, they can withdraw in 

any time. Consent is provided, and participants are asked for approval to record interviews. 

During interview process we, as researchers, asked questions in a polite and respectful 

manner and took care not to set respondents in discomfort or harm. Moreover, collected 

data are treated with anonymity and confidentiality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

38 

 

Chapter 4: Findings  
 

In this chapter we will present the main findings that emerged from the empirical analysis. 

The chapter begins with the overview of respondents. In order to answer the research 

question: What are the roles played by incubators and accelerators in the Social 

Entrepreneurship process and how they differ from roles played in the Conventional 

Entrepreneurship, we further present the following themes: Social entrepreneurship, 

Incubator and accelerator programs, Education, Making contacts and facilitating meetings, 

as well as Office space. These findings will be further discussed in the next chapter. 

 

4.1. Overview of Respondents 

 

Social Entrepreneur 1 (SE1): Female, about 35 years old, with education in Marketing and 

Communication, and 12 years of work experience in marketing and mass-media. 

Nowadays, Social Entrepreneur, the founder and CEO of the 4 years old start- up that 

makes mobile applications aiming to improve the education and the children wellbeing. 

Experience with one business incubator and one accelerator program focused on social 

entrepreneurship makes this respondent relevant for our research. 

 

Social Entrepreneur 2 (SE2): Male, around 60 years old, with experience on leading 

positions in several companies. Social Entrepreneur, founder and CEO of the start- up that 

is 5 years old, works with waste management and producing clean energy. Respondent has 

experience with participation in three business incubators. 

 

Social Entrepreneur 3 (SE3): Male, around 40 years old, with experience in working in 

several public and private companies. Intrapreneur already 10 years, and formally Social 

Entrepreneur almost one year, as a founder and CEO of the company that works with labor 

market inclusion and aims to contribute to development of sustainable cities and society. 

Respondent has experience with participation in accelerating program for social 

entrepreneurship. 

 

Social Entrepreneur 4 (SE4): Male, around 27 years old, with education in Marketing and 

interactive design. Social entrepreneur, the founder and CEO of the company that is 

working with mobile applications for children with disabilities, aiming to help them to 

achieve higher quality of the life. Company exists 3 years. Respondent has participated in 

two socially inclined programs, one incubator and one accelerator. 

 

Accelerator 1 (ACC1): Male, around 35 years old, with education in engineering as well as 

business innovation. Working with social entrepreneurs last few years as the founder and 

program director of the accelerator that is focused on social entrepreneurship. After 

university and realization that his interest is not working with traditional business sector 

and business innovation, he “played with CSR and social innovation” (ACC1) and the idea 
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how to make that become a future topic. He has experience of being social entrepreneur as 

well. 

 

Accelerator 2 (ACC2): Female, around 35 years old, with education in political science. 

Working as manager of accelerator that is focused on social entrepreneurship. Has more 

than 10 year working experience within public, private and non-profit sector, where her 

interest has always been how to contribute to the society. Even though she never ran her 

own social enterprise, she considers herself being social innovator.  

 

4.2. Social Entrepreneurship 

 

In this theme, it will be presented who is the social entrepreneur in Sweden, entrepreneurial 

process of social entrepreneur as well as challenges SEs face with.  

 

➢ Who is the social entrepreneur in Sweden? 

 

Social entrepreneurship is relatively novel phenomenon is Sweden, with increasing 

popularity in recent years. Scope of the work of SEs is very wide, and covers different 

fields, however having as a main purpose to contribute to wellbeing of society and 

individuals, specially target groups that are marginalized due to any reasons, and where 

public sector is not able to offer satisfying solution for the problem. 

 

“The word “social” is a bit complex in Swedish, even in English, I mean, it 

has different meanings. I prefer word “societal”, […] which means that they 

can work with, it would be somewhere with the environmental side as well, 

but I would say, if you would compare with Greentech, which is more form 

the tech high of the spectrum, […] We work more towards organizing 

people, creating new relationships, changing the way we behave and 

processes how we handle social and environmental issues, rather than 

creating new technology, but it could potentially be as well the company 

with technical solution to the social problem.” (ACC1) 

 

Social entrepreneurs are driven with idea, that comes from either their personal experience, 

where they have been the part of target population experiencing some kind of social 

problem, or they have been encountering that kind of issues on their workplace or 

surroundings. Often, they use their education and skills to approach the problem in a new 

way. 

 

“I saw, that it is like a problem in millions of families around the world; 

children, they just play isolated, in the corner, using the mobile phone; and 

the trends, the statistics show that children are getting ill because of that, 

and it is actually a global pandemic, inactivity. So, I decided to create, […], 

to use the problem that is out there, and the fact that children love those 

games and the games are something positive to them. So, what we make, it 
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merges augmented reality and experiences that are super fun, super 

engaging, and that makes children to move a lot.” (SE1) 

 

“If you have the company whose main goal is to do something for society or 

for people, then I would say, you are a social entrepreneur. So, the business 

parties want to achieve the social goal rather than a goal itself. So, in my 

case, we are taking up on ourselves the challenges that are present within 

the small group of people, where the business companies wouldn’t go into 

that because it would be too small for them. But for us, we see the social 

benefits, both for the kids because they could participate in the education 

and in life, but also for the society that spent a lot of money both for extra 

support but also for kids that are in the high risk for being excluded from a 

society. It is something that should be dealt with, but no one else is doing it, 

so society doesn’t do enough, so then we come in.” (SE4) 

 

Formalization of their appearance, in terms of company registration or having particular 

legal form, are not required when defining who the social entrepreneur is. “They can be a 

company, non-profit, foundation, as long as they have the main goal to contribute to the 

society in one way or another”, explains ACC2, when asked who are the entrepreneurs that 

join their accelerator program. Social entrepreneurship can take a form of intrapreneurship 

as well (ACC2), were social entrepreneur is developing the idea within the company. From 

the perspective of social entrepreneur, who consider himself being intrapreneur during his 

whole career, intrapreneurship is however not the right way of being social entrepreneur. “I 

am tired of being intrapreneur. As intrapreneur you don’t have the chance to scale up. That 

is why I started my own companies.” (SE3) 

 

➢ Entrepreneurial process of social entrepreneurs 

  

In the development process of SEs four stages are identified: emerging of the initial idea, 

idea refinement, establishing business and scaling. However, delimitation between stages is 

not made by clear cut, and some of the activities can overlap, particularly in the first three 

stages. 

  

As already mentioned in previous paragraphs, everything starts with the idea that has the 

purpose to contribute to society and individuals facing societal challenges. It is not seldom, 

that idea is very raw, and entrepreneurs themselves do not understand it completely (SE3). 

In this phase company is not registered yet, sometimes SEs are acting as intrapreneurs. 

 

In the idea refinement stage, SEs need time, financial support and to meet business 

partners, in order to refine and shape the initial idea until it becomes simple to grasp, 

attractive to business partners and investors and useful to indeed target the challenge that 

social entrepreneurs want to solve. In this stage, SEs try to test their idea, where the process 

itself and how much external support they need, depends from the size of the team, their 

background and skills they might deploy to enhance this process. SE4, thanks to his 

education, was used to work close to customers, which helped him to test his concept by 

conducting interviews with potential customers, to sort out how to improve and further 

develop his solution. SE3 had very broad knowledge thanks to his professional experience 
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with working in public and private companies, which influenced that his initial idea was 

very wide, and he found it not explainable without having a longer meeting with interested 

parties. Thus, he considered that idea needs to be simplified and narrowed down. When 

testing and refining initial idea, social entrepreneurs run a pilot, kick starter, applied for 

contests etc. in order to collect funding and proceed with development process. In this 

stage, social entrepreneurs start putting business model together. 

  

Third stage is establishing business. In this stage registration of the company represent 

formalization of the efforts that SEs made so far. SEs are interested in defining their 

business model (all respondents emphasized this). They run a company and test their 

solution on the market. Here, the SEs also usually seek to find both financial and non-

financial resources. 

  

Last stage, that is identified, is concerned with scaling. Scaling is perceived in terms of 

formalization of process, introducing new product or services, adopting new technologies 

(SE1), having more customers etc. The need for resources is increasing in order to be able 

to finance growth. SEs are interested in attracting investors, meeting new customers and 

business partners, and nurturing already made connections. This is the phase where they 

measure scaling with two kinds of parameters, traditional growth parameters and scaling of 

positive impact parameters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

42 

 

Table 5: Entrepreneurial Process of Social Entrepreneurs 

 

Stages of the entrepreneurial 

process of SE 

Stage summary 

  

Emerging of the initial idea 

  

  

  

Initial idea as a driving force.  

Company is usually not registered yet. 

In this stage social entrepreneurs are sometimes acting 

as intrapreneurs. 

Idea refinement Making the idea clearer and easier to be 

communicated. 

Researching and trying to understand who their 

customers are and how they react on the suggested 

idea. 

Running a pilot or kick starter. 

Putting the business model together or improving 

existing business model. 

The funding is needed in this stage. 

Establishing business Business model is established. 

Social entrepreneurs are looking for partnerships. 

Effort to find financial and non- financial resources. 

 

Scaling Growing the business. 

Developing network and establishing partnerships 

with stakeholders. 

Additional funding to finance growth is necessary. 

  

Source: Authors’ Elaboration  
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➢ Challenges of social entrepreneurs 

 

Social entrepreneurs have several challenges during their development process. One part of 

the challenge is coming from the contextual factors, and the particularities that are related 

with the strong public sector, and lack of private investors. These factors are named as 

“Swedish context” by respondent ACC1 and will be referred to later on as well.  

 

“The key issue is how can entrepreneurship build partnerships and business 

with the public and it has to do with public procurement processes, which 

are usually very big and complex, and it is not so easy for small 

entrepreneurs to have a bid in such a process.” (ACC2) 

 

“Big problem for social entrepreneurs in Sweden is the gap between public 

sector and social entrepreneurs. The public sector in Sweden is rather 

strong so the public sector in a way owns the problem. They have 

responsibility and also resources to take care about the problems in the 

society. But they are lacking new methods to do that. And, social 

entrepreneurs usually have a new way to solve the problem, but what they 

lack on the other side, they don’t have the knowledge and the understanding 

of the limitations, legal limitations, organizational limitations, that 

municipality or city has when it comes to dealing with problems.” (ACC1) 

 

As ACC1 explains SEs are innovative and have the ideas how to target societal challenges. 

However, they lack particular knowledge, in Sweden, particularly the knowledge how to do 

the business with public sector. One challenge here is relational, where gaining the access 

to municipalities, public investors etc. is not easy. Other part is related with formal and 

legal obstacles to collaboration. 

 

Moreover, SEs have different needs when it comes to investments, where their investors are 

not exclusively profit oriented, but rather interested in impact they make in the society, 

meaning that value proposition that would attract them is different (SE1). This is valid in 

case of business partners and customers as well, especially due to the fact that customer is 

not the end user of product and services of SEs (ACC2). 

 

4.3. Incubator and Accelerator Programs 

 

Programs for supporting social entrepreneurs differs mutually in terms of duration. While 

incubator programs are more long term oriented and could last for few years, accelerator 

programs, on the other hand, have a shorter lifespan and last few months. Some of the 

programs are oriented toward all kinds of entrepreneurs, while other have focus, for 

example focus on tech entrepreneurs, focus on SEs etc. Focus is further influencing the 

knowledge present in organization (i.e. exemplification of SE1 when she is talking about 

her experience with business incubator “they have a very, very little knowledge about social 



 

 

 

44 

 

entrepreneurship”). Moreover, types of networks that incubator /accelerator has differ (i.e. 

different investors).  

 

Programs mutually differ as well in terms of selection criteria, where socially inclined 

programs are not strict when it comes to selecting entrepreneurs into the programs as long 

as they share the common goals in terms of their business outcomes (when it comes to 

selecting entrepreneurs into the program “we have been quite open” (ACC1); “We have run 

6 programs in total 42 entrepreneurs participating, and the ones who apply, they can be a 

company, non-profit, foundation, as long as they have the main goal to contribute to the 

society in one way or another” (ACC2). Moreover, participants who are entering the 

programs might be in different stages of their business development (ACC1).  

 

However, for social entrepreneurs, the need to join the program apparently exists mostly in 

two phases, in the beginning of the endeavor and when it comes the time to scale the 

company as well as its impact: “I joined the incubator at the beginning when we were 

interested in business model’s development” (SE2). SEs are aware what needs they have 

when joining the programs, which is mostly the need for contacts and need for investments. 

It is not rarely that SEs join different programs several times, focusing on different needs 

emerged during their journey: “They are offering me to enter one incubator, because we 

are focusing now on tech, and yes, probably I will enter…” (SE1). For programs 

specialized in social entrepreneurship it could be said that they develop themselves, as well, 

during the time and collaboration with social entrepreneurs and other stakeholders, since 

these programs are relatively new in comparison with programs specialized in conventional 

entrepreneurship. They learn and adjust the content of the program, where in the beginning 

activities were very much alike ones in traditional programs, but later on their relevance for 

SEs increased. 

 

4.4. The Roles of Incubators and Accelerators to the SE 

 

During the identification of findings, based on participants perspectives, several roles 

played by the incubator and accelerators to the SE was identified. These roles where 

grouped into three main categories namely, Education, Making contacts and facilitating 

meetings, and Office space. This section presents the findings on these main roles and their 

corresponding sub categories. 

 4.4.1. Education 

 

Incubator and accelerator programs have an important role to play in educating SEs. It is 

not seldom that SEs have no previous knowledge neither from the business side, nor from 

the societal one, and for those who have the background that is helpful in terms of 

establishing and developing social enterprise, there are still particularities that can be 

further explained. Teaching, coaching and knowledge sharing are the instruments of the 

education. 
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4.4.1.1. Teaching 

 

When it comes to teaching, identified themes important for social entrepreneurs to learn 

more about are business model, sources of funding, social impact and the importance of 

having a good relationship with the stakeholders. Besides, they are taught about 

particularities regarding the language of social entrepreneurship.  

 

➢ Business model 

 

“Business idea”, “business plan”, and “business model” are the terms identified as being of 

concern when it comes to motivation of social entrepreneurs to join the incubator and 

accelerator programs. Without intention to consider these terms as synonyms from the SEs’ 

point of view, we rather understand them as indicator of the different stages, participating 

companies encounter themselves. As mentioned, SEs emphasize importance of the help 

they received within the program they participated in, with making the business model or 

improving the existing one. Besides, they express the interest in business model as one of 

the need they have before joining the program. 

 

 

“We also looked for the business model, to see how we could finance the 

company, and these where strategic meetings so we had advice and help 

where we went through different payment models for the company.” (SE4) 

 

“I wanted to make a clearer business model, because like I told you it is a 

very wide work area I have created and I have been working with, so to 

make a concrete business idea, the idea that everybody could understand, 

when you meet municipality, so that they could understand right away, ok, if 

we invest in your company we will have this effect in the society. So that one 

was my question, how to make it understandable without having one hour or 

30 minutes chat before.” (SE3) 

 

For SEs, the underlying idea that aims to improve conditions of endangered target groups, 

society etc., is the driving force for their actions. However, some of them do not have 

understanding of the clear set of actions that follows in order to bring out the idea on the 

market. First of all, it is important to make the idea simple and possible to communicate to 

other people and interested parties. Initial ideas are closely related with the purpose of the 

social enterprise, which has the central role in the social entrepreneurship, where is it is 

important “Why” the social entrepreneur wants to build that company, explains ACC1. 

Except of having clear idea about their business, the accelerator programs provide 

education related to the sources of funding, customers of the SEs, marketing strategy etc., 

explains program director of accelerator program (ACC1). Sources of funding will be 

presented more in the following paragraph, while herein the customers of social 

entrepreneurs will be additionally presented. 
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“Another important thing is that social entrepreneurs rarely have just one 

customer, often they have a target group, or end user, which is connected to 

the social issue they want to solve. Let’s say, they want to solve 

homelessness, so the homeless people would be the target group. But then 

on the other side, they don’t have a traditional customer either. Maybe the 

one paying for the service is the public organization or it’s a private 

company that does that as a part of their CSR (Corporate Social 

Responsibility) work, so we have divided instead of having just customers, 

as one block [in the business model], we have divided in customers and end 

users or target group.” (ACC1) 

 

“The social entrepreneurship is usually so, that your solution is targeting 

some social challenge, and usually your customer, who is paying, is not 

necessarily the end user of product or service that you are selling. That 

might be different, you might have the municipality as your customer, the 

department for social care might be the customer…so the business model 

would be different, I mean, if you use a business model canvas, paying 

customer is one, but end user is another[…] you involve the end user a lot 

more when developing your product or service.” (ACC2) 

 

 

Emphasizing particularities around the customers of the SEs and distinguishing them from 

end users have implication on the investments as well, and measuring ROI, because return 

on investments is not perceived in classical sense. Moreover, having municipalities as 

customers and explaining their purchase as investments in the future savings in case they 

purchase the product or service that target particular societal issue is important part of the 

company-customer relationship in case of SEs, elaborated ACC2. 

 

➢ Sources of funding, types of investors and obstacles for investments 

 

Providing the sources of funding is equally important for SEs as for CEs. Nevertheless, 

several particularities exist when it comes to investments within the social 

entrepreneurship. To meet investors is not enough, but also to learn what is specific when it 

comes to investments in social entrepreneurship in Sweden (“Swedish context”, which will 

be more explained by ACC1), what type of investors exist, how to apply for investments, 

which investment is most suitable when it comes to particular social entrepreneurship idea 

etc. Teaching around the topic of investments is found to be on the agenda of incubator and 

accelerator programs. 

 

Private investors, public investors and private companies are identified as sources of 

funding for SEs. When it comes to private investors, situation in Sweden is specific, 

because there are not many private investors, as we found out from ACC1. When making 

this statement, respondent is making comparison with number of private investors in other 

countries, (i.e. UK or USA), where this number is significantly higher. In “Swedish 

context”, explained by ACC1, the public sector is very strong, which further influence the 

type of investments SEs might expect and look for, meaning that public investors shouldn’t 

be overlooked in this context. Moreover, private companies, that are not having 
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investments maximization as core business objective, are appearing as investors for SEs. 

For above mentioned companies, this type of investments is the part of their CSR activities. 

For all three types of investors, it is important that return on investments is not the same as 

conventional return on investments. Instead of profit, investors ready to collaborate with 

social enterprises, are interested in impact and eventually potential savings that could be 

make in the future if investing in particular solution of societal problem (SE1; ACC2). 

Those investors are sometimes called “impact investors”. 

 

Except of teaching on different types of investors and related particularities around them, 

SEs recognized as beneficial the help they can get from experts from the side of incubator 

and accelerator programs, when it comes to application for investments, both in terms of 

application writing and in terms of targeting the suitable investors. SE3 found it very 

helpful to learn which type of investors is compatible with his company, instead of looking 

on the internet “what to apply for and what to do”. 

 

However, this participant considers that public investors are indeed complex to cooperate 

with, and that the accelerator program, he participated in, need to develop itself the 

practices when it comes to collaboration with this type of investors, in order to be able to 

provide better help for program participants (SE 3). 

 

Related to social entrepreneurship, additional obstacle for investments is recognized. This 

obstacle is presented with the legal form of social enterprise. Even though, there are no 

particular limitations when it comes to registration of the enterprise, it is found that legal 

form of the company has influence when it comes to collaboration with stakeholders, in this 

paragraph, investors, but additionally, SE1 found this obstacle as well related to the 

customers, who are hesitant to collaborate if the company is for profit (registered as limited 

liability company). When it comes to investments, two obstacles are related with the legal 

form of the company. First one is related with perception of investors, and second with 

legislations and bureaucracy limitations public institution face when it comes to investing 

money. As already mentioned, specific type of investors is interested in investing in 

socially inclined enterprises, rather looking for impact than profit. For this reason, investors 

might be skeptical when giving money to for profit companies. Secondly, public 

institutions are not allowed to give money to for profit companies. Importance of this 

obstacle is addressed in the accelerator program, through the teaching around possibilities 

that legal form might generate or influence negatively. 

 

 

“It is very complex when it comes to different sources of 

funding. In some cases, you need to be a business to get funding, 

in some cases you have to be NGO, and then in some cases you 

need to be both. So, I actually often recommend to social 

entrepreneurs in Sweden to make some kind of hybrid 

organization, where they use, both NGO and some kind of 

business form, to kind of be able to collaborate with different 

partners, depending from what works in different cases, but that 

creates a lot of complexity as well. For organization, how they 
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keep it together, there is a lot of legal aspects and transparency 

issues coming from that.” (ACC1) 

 

As stated by ACC1, hybrid form is something SEs ought to be aware of as a possibility to 

overcome shortcomings related with providing of funding. As ACC1 explains, SEs might 

register both for profit (limited liability company) and non-for-profit company (NGO), thus 

creating the hybrid organization which can benefit from both worlds, business and non for 

profit one. Nevertheless, often, SEs are skeptical with registration of the hybrid form, since 

they consider it as “tricking the system” (ACC1), while on the other hand public 

institutions are more than happy with that possibility that opens the doors for collaboration 

for a good cause. 

 

“My understanding from talking to people that are working with start-up 

public finances is that they are very open to working with this kind of hybrid 

organizations. If they are for example able to give money only to NGOs they 

can say to social entrepreneurs, but you should start an NGO as well, and 

then you can get money, because we are not allowed to give it to AB (limited 

liability company).” (ACC1) 

 

 

➢ Social impact, creating impact and measuring impact 

 

Social impact is an important feature for SEs. Incubator and accelerator programs have the 

teaching about the social impact as one of the main themes on their lecture schedule. Social 

impact can be explained both as the consequence and the essential output of the activities 

that SEs undertake for helping their target group and improving the society as a whole. 

Since follow up of those activities may be very abstract, social impact serves equally as a 

way to express and measure the influence that SEs make. 

 

“One thing that is important and that I couldn’t learn from [ business 

incubator] is how to measure the social impact. Because it is about how you 

measure things when you are running social enterprises. That was a great 

way, how I learned […] there is no formula or a way how you do it 

perfectly, but there are the ways to measure it…and that was very helpful.” 

(SE1) 

 

“With accelerator [social accelerator] first part was to make a strategy 

what kind of social impact we are creating and how to measure it. So, we 

had multiple discussions and followed some guidelines to figure out how to 

[…] We needed some method for quality measure, like how the kids that we 

talk to can increase their educational success for example. So that is an 

impact that you can measure. If you just say that we helped kids, you can’t 

really measure that if you don’t know what to look for.” (SE4) 

 

Once the SEs have formulated and understood what kind of impact they are making, they 

have to be aware that the impact is not only positive and that their entrepreneurial idea may 

be harmful for some parts of the society, which implicates that the ideas has to be modified 
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and improved. The next step is clarification and quantification of the social impact, where 

the role of the teaching reflects in the help to SEs to figure out how to express their impact 

as well how to build in that quantification in their product or service if possible (i.e. in 

mobile application).  

 

When the social impact is understood and quantified, it can help to SEs for example when 

they communicate with potential investors, or customers to present themselves and to 

increase the credibility of their work. Nevertheless, this kind of knowledge about social 

impact is very specific and SEs haven’t been able to get it elsewhere, apart when 

participating in the accelerator and incubator programs with particular focus on social 

entrepreneurship.  

 

 

➢ Public procurement process 

 

Public procurement processes are related with public sector and they present the processes 

that public institutions use to provide products and services for the citizens. Process is 

conducted on the level of municipalities, that represent the government entities responsible 

for provision of numerous local services. 

 

“Public procurement processes, […] are usually very big and complex and 

it is not so easy for small entrepreneurs to have a bid in such a process. So, 

[important] is figuring out how we can be more innovative and how to apply 

to public procurement processes for social entrepreneurs with new ideas 

and solutions, to be tried out in the public.” (ACC2) 

 

“The difference between regular business and social enterprise, … often, 

not all of them, but often, you have to have for example, contracts with 

government, the municipalities, for example our case, if you want to work 

with schools. We need to have a public procurement. And that is very 

specific!” (SE1) 

 

Public procurement process is usually very complex, it demands time, and specific 

knowledge, particularly how to take part of the public procurement, write application, carry 

on further communication etc. Incubator and accelerator programs are teaching SEs how 

the process looks like, and how to take part in it, which is important because SEs have to 

relate to public sector in one way or another, as ACC1 explains. 

 

 

➢ Importance of relationships with stakeholders 

 

To identify whom to contact, who are the stakeholders involved around the particular social 

enterprise and what are their values is the important challenge in front of SEs, explain 

ACC2. In general, public and private stakeholders of SEs are identified. Teaching SEs 

about importance of nurturing relationships with once recognized partners is step forward 

from making connections with customers, investors, etc. This is as well related with 
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particularities of social entrepreneurship, where developing a different mindset, as ACC1 

suggest is needed. 

 

“In Swedish context it is very important for social entrepreneurs to build 

partnerships, so I think it is not just getting the contacts, getting the network, 

it is also mindset, how do you do, how you put up collaboration. Because in 

traditional business the partnership is maybe more a business relationship 

[…] but for social entrepreneurs it is more like getting resources for free, 

and what different organization get back is more that they are a part of 

solving the problem. […] It is about that logic, how you get resources, 

without paying for them and without owning them, and without buying them, 

but rather through partnerships and through collaboration, etc. […] This is 

more necessary for social entrepreneurs than traditional [entrepreneurs] 

because it is more difficult to create a business model that is economical, it 

is more difficult to get investments, so you are more dependent on other 

ways to do things.” (ACC1) 

 

Stakeholders are coming both from private and public sector and take different partnership 

positions. Private companies may be important for SEs as investors and collaborators in 

producing products or services, while public sector is very important as both investor and 

customer of the SEs’ products and services. 

 

 “One of our companies have partnership with tech company so she is working with 5 

developers, so that is a good example of partnership with private companies” exemplifies 

ACC1. For the incubator and accelerator program it is, as well, the matter of their networks 

and made partnerships, when it comes to appointing workshops, external lecturers etc. 

 

 

➢ Language of social entrepreneurship 

 

It is found that SEs can learn, when participating accelerator program, particularities related 

to the language they should use in order to present themselves and their social enterprise in 

the suitable way. 

 

“We don’t talk so much about pitching anymore, but rather present yourself, 

there are small differences actually, but we have taken a focus away little bit 

from quick start up, tech, language, and more towards something that is 

more,…that public sector can relate more to, because a lot of social 

entrepreneurs, at least in Swedish context, where the public sector is strong, 

SE, they have to relate to the public sector, one way or another. So, in the 

beginning, we did not take public sector so much in the considerations, we 

were much more focused on private capital and private investors and the 

language that they are using. So, that is a big shift in the mindset in our 

program.” (ACC1) 

 

The program organizers, themselves realized that the language social entrepreneurs use, 

have other audience and purposes and decided to teach about that participants of the 
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program, in order to increase their chances to connect with partners, customers and 

investors. 

 

4.4.1.2. Coaching 

 

Second instrument incubator and accelerator programs use when playing the role of 

education of social entrepreneurs is coaching. The reason we separate coaching as 

particular instrument of education is because the approach when it comes to coaching is 

different in comparison with above presented teaching. In coaching, each of the SEs have 

scheduled individual time to meet coaches, preferably specialized for particular need they 

have and that should be addressed through the program. Since it is individual, coaching, 

contrary to teaching is tailored based on the needs of program participants, which is as well 

important to be acknowledge, since SEs, attending the program in one point of the time, 

might be in very different stages of their development, as ACC1 told us. Except of 

beforehand scheduled meetings for coaching, advice, according to the emerging need or 

resolving of the current questions SEs might have, is available anytime (SE4).  

 

4.4.1.3. Knowledge Sharing 

 

Knowledge sharing is enabled in several ways for participants of the incubator and 

accelerator programs. Firstly, it is related with knowledge sharing with other people, that 

attend the programs, where, already mentioned different phases companies encounter 

themselves in, are beneficial according to ACC1, since more experienced entrepreneurs can 

help the novel ones.  

 

Secondly, program organizers and programs themselves develop based on the shared 

knowledge and experience with SEs, as well as other involved parties. This contributes to 

the knowledge present within the incubators and accelerators, where the new-coming SEs 

benefit from it. 

 

One more way the knowledge is shared is through the workshops that programs organize. 

As mentioned, except of teaching, “co-creative” process of learning is developed, during 

different workshops with municipalities, where mutual collaboration is encouraged and 

new ways to tackle the societal problems are discussed. This activity is the extension of 

making contacts, going one step further, with incubator and accelerator programs having 

the moderator role during mentioned workshops. Importance of this role reflects through 

the fact that SEs have very difficult times in approaching municipalities and taking part in 

the bid when it comes to public procurement, where it is easier for “bigger players” to offer 

lower prices and take the part in the process. This is why learning the new ways how to 

take part of these processes is very beneficial for SEs, but also for municipalities, that can 

learn about the new ways to address societal challenges and realize that they have equal 

need to collaborate with SEs. 
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4.4.2. Making Contacts and Facilitating Meetings 

 

SEs have the idea of their own needs and expectations when joining the incubator and 

accelerator programs. Among the highest needs they have, it is emphasized that they need 

to make contacts and be connected to the circles of both other SEs and related stakeholders. 

Meeting people, making contacts with them and working toward development of long-term 

relationships impacts SEs in a significant way. It affects them not only in terms of 

processes they go through during their social entrepreneurship journey, but also in terms of 

the outcomes of these processes. 

 

It is noticeable that getting access to necessary networks is not equally difficult to all 

respondents, which is related with their background, age, origin and their business 

experience. As SE2 explains, his solid network created for 40 years enable him to create 

company and attract funding. However, he worked from time to time with incubators (three 

business incubators in total), where mostly help was gained in the area of network 

development. When explaining what the accelerator program does in terms of connecting 

people, ACC2 says:  

 

“Big part is getting access to each other, because people don’t know how to 

meet”. We really try to facilitate those meetings.” 

 

As respondent explains, to meet people, even if they work within the same field and share 

same goals and values, is not easy. This is further emphasized in case when social 

entrepreneurs are foreigners, which makes the access even more difficult (ACC2).  

 

When it comes to contacts, it seems that social entrepreneurs need specific kind of contacts. 

This is influenced by particularities related to the social entrepreneurship, for example 

already mentioned necessity to relate with the public sector. SE1 emphasize that contact 

that social entrepreneurs need are indeed different and refers to them as “different 

ecosystem”. Moreover, due to the complexity of social entrepreneurship it is not easy to 

identify who are actually the actors related to the social entrepreneurship process (ACC2). 

Except other social entrepreneurs, important parties that social entrepreneurs need to meet 

are investors, municipalities and private companies who appear in the role of partners and 

investors.  

 

 

➢ Meeting other social entrepreneurs 

 

When participating in incubator and accelerator program first contacts that SES make are 

with other program participants. In case of programs that are particularly focused on social 

entrepreneurship these contacts are enhanced in terms of same social mission that 

entrepreneurs share. Even though not all SEs spent equally long period of time in programs 

(length vary from 12 weeks in accelerator programs to several years in incubator 

programs), they recognized as beneficial the role of these connections, which are both 

helpful in terms of sharing experiences and knowledge, which has already been presented 

in the role of education, as well as encouragement (SE4) from other entrepreneurs. This 



 

 

 

53 

 

encouragement is particularly important in the very beginning when many doubts and 

question are emerging. 

 

“It is really nice there, because you can meet a lot of people, and as well 

get encouragement, especially when you are starting something new, it is 

nice not to sit alone and work on it, but actually meet other people.” 

(SE4) 

 

 

➢ Meeting municipalities 

 

Another important actor in this specific ecosystem are municipalities. In Sweden, it is 

characteristic that social entrepreneurs have to collaborate with public sector, who is not 

only setting the rules and legislation but also represent the key customer of the social 

entrepreneurs’ services.  

 

“Municipalities around Sweden, they have the challenge to make in-house 

buying for the services for the citizens, and what we had as a question as 

small social entrepreneurs, how can we as small companies get in into the 

big municipality. So that was the question, how can we collaborate?” (SE3) 

 

As already mentioned, municipalities are usually used to work in one kind of way, where 

bureaucracy and inflexibility are usually the obstacles on the path of necessary changes. 

ACC2 explains how the program connects municipalities with social entrepreneurs:  

 

“What we do is to conduct workshops together with municipalities and we 

have several venues and conferences where we bring and invite people from 

both municipalities, and entrepreneurs and researchers to come join us, to 

discuss different topic and new solutions.” (ACC2)  

 

In this way, both municipalities and SEs develop awareness on how they could help each 

other and working together on solving challenges society is facing with. 

 

 

➢ Meeting investors and funders 

 

To provide sources of funding is major concern of SEs as well as CEs. To make the 

contacts with different kind of investors is thus very important for SEs. This is recognized 

as well from the part of incubator and accelerator programs that organize this kind of 

meetings through different events, study visits and workshops. Some of the meetings have 

for purpose just to connect SEs with investors, other to facilitate to entrepreneurs to present 

themselves and pitch their idea, while some meetings have the learning and knowledge 

sharing component as already presented in previous section Education. When it comes to 

different types of investors, ACC1 notice that fewer investors are attending the events of 

their social accelerator program in comparison with events that similar programs organize 

in the tech sector. This is influenced by the fact that the private investors are lacking in 

Sweden. Beside private, public investors are very relevant for SEs, as well as different 
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foundations that are ready to invest or give resources to SEs. Moreover, instead of private 

investors, private companies are attending above mentioned events. Those companies 

“collaborate with social entrepreneurs as a part of their CSR, who either want to give 

money, or to offer resources” (ACC1). 

 

4.4.3. Office Space 

 

For SEs that recently started or plan to start their own company, office space is one of the 

needs in order to run the business. It is found that the role of office space is played in both 

incubators and accelerators in spite of differences in duration of these programs, but not 

equally through all programs. As mentioned elsewhere, total duration of programs is 12 

weeks for accelerator programs, till 2 years for incubators. 

 

The compensation that entrepreneurs have to provide for office space vary, but still it is less 

expensive that renting the offices elsewhere. Nevertheless, one respondent received the 

office space in incubator as a part of his scholarship (SE4). 

 

However, the need for office space is not as high as expected. This is equally noticed by 

social accelerator program organizer (ACC1), even though they don’t provide this kind of 

support for their participants. According to ACC1, SEs attending the program are mostly in 

the beginning of their entrepreneurial process, they are very busy and spend virtually no 

time in the offices. Moreover, they are dispersed in the region and would need to travel 

long distances in order to benefit from office space, which makes not much sense. Further, 

many cities in Sweden have Open spaces where entrepreneurs (and not only them) can sit 

and conduct some of the business operations. 

 

“Here is no so big need for the space as we thought will be, so instead we have 

been focused more on the days when we meet to make sure that is very intense 

and relevant, and then there is the individual support.” (ACC1) 

 

“Our participants have been quite spread geographically, and some of them 

have some part time job so just to be able to run the thing, so people who 

mainly show up if we have office are people who live in this city. But even then, 

they have so many meetings and different things, so they don’t spend so much 

time in the offices.” (ACC1) 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

Although there exists vast literature that addresses the role of incubators in the 

entrepreneurial process, most of the extant literature focuses on study on CEs. Limited 

studies have addressed the role of incubators to SEs. The purpose of this study was to 

examine the role of incubators play towards the development of social entrepreneurial 

ventures. We did so mainly through the use of qualitative interviews. Our study contributes 

to the entrepreneurial literature in at least three ways. First, we show from the extant 

literature that social entrepreneurs are distinct in that they seek to create value that address 

societal problems. We also show that although incubators do perform similar roles when it 

comes to conventional and social entrepreneurs, the role they perform are distinct in terms 

of their specifics.  We provide more details to the discussions of our finding and 

contribution subsequently.   

 

5.1. The Entrepreneurial Process of SE 

 

This section elaborates on our findings related to the Entrepreneurial process of the SE. To 

discuss these findings, it is important for us to refresh our minds on the previously 

discussed SE stages in the literature review. Based on previous research we were able to 

develop five stages of entrepreneurship namely, the opportunity identification, evaluation, 

formation, exploitation and scaling up of venture. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Entrepreneurial Process of SE; Source: Adopted from Perrini et al. (2010, p. 

521-526) 

 

From our research we were able to identify these four main stages with different labels. 

These labels are based on the entrepreneurial activities discussed. They include: the 

emergence of the idea, refinement of that idea, establishing the business and scaling up. 
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➢ Emerging of the initial idea 

 

Usually, SEs depend on their environment as their source of the initial idea and rely on 

personal motivation as a boost factor. These initial ideas stem from them being watchful of 

their environmental problems (surrounding problems which affects the SE and the 

community negatively), a personal experience of a social problem or through information 

transfer. Some entrepreneurs identified the problem in their environment or from the 

personal experience (SE1), others have experienced the social problem and saw the need to 

find a solution (SE4), while third were told about the idea and afterwards, they began to 

carry out research on the possible solution (SE2). This confirms Mair & Martı (2000, p. 

267) and Certo & Miller (2008, p. 516) viewpoint that SEs are more interested in 

identifying problems whose solution can provide a social benefit. This analysis supports 

Perrini et al. (2010, p. 517) viewpoint that, SEs need to possess the critical ability of 

detecting the value from an identified problem related to the society or environment which 

yields social benefits. For the SE, his motivation to act stems from personal determination 

and willingness to sacrifice time, energy and resources. The “motivation to act often 

precedes from entrepreneurs’ spirit or personal motivation than rigorous cost–benefit 

analysis, leveraging on a shared sense of belonging to the social cause” (Perrini et al., 2010, 

p. 521). All four SEs were “motivated” or possessed an “entrepreneurial spirit” to help 

solve a social problem. The main distinction between the SE and CE process here is made 

by their values. For the social entrepreneurial process, value should be socially inclined or 

able to contribute in solving a social problem. This is contrary to the CEs who are 

interested in opportunities which permits them to maximize profits and not necessarily need 

to contribute to solving a social problem. Usually, social opportunities are not driven by a 

profit motive (Austin et al., 2006, p. 6-7). 

 

 

➢ Idea refinement 

 

In this stage, SEs focus on refining or developing their idea. This process of refinement can 

be done in several ways. While some SEs engage in thorough research and studies in order 

to understand the identified problems (especially in cases where they are not verse with the 

problem sector), others go on to develop business plans and carry out feasibility studies to 

make their business idea more attractive. In a nutshell, they all struggle to make their 

business idea clearer, more organized and understandable in order to facilitate 

communication when pitching their idea to potential partners. Apart from refining 

themselves, they also inquire about information’s related to customers (customer’s needs) 

investors (what investors are more suitable for the SE type of business venture), all legal 

information (regarding company registration and legal form). From all these information’s 

obtained, the SE develops a business model. While some SEs develop business model by 

themselves, others received aid from the CE business incubators. The accelerator program 

for SE mostly assisted the SEs by refining the already existing business model to reflect the 

social value.  According to our previously established model (Perrini et al., 2010, p. 521), 

they are supposed to carry out feasibility studies in this stage which involves the cost-

benefit analysis (the SE engages into thorough research in order to minimize losses). This 

cost - benefit analysis consist in quantifying social impact by allocating prices to values 

(Snellman, 2016, p. 3). Through this study we confirm that, SE with a for profit legal form 
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(SE2) carry out evaluation and feasibility studies. SEs who aim at making profit take a 

longer period in this stage than the non-for-profit organizations. For instance, we notice that 

SE2 identified the idea 5 years before its establishment, while SE1 acknowledged carrying 

out an evaluation process by existing as a pilot business for two years before registration. 

There is a possible risk here for-profit oriented SE is that while pursuing profit they might 

tend to neglect the social value.  

 

 

➢ Establishing the business 

 

This stage is a combination of the formalization and exploitation stage of the previously 

presented entrepreneurial process of the SE. This is because the stages can occur 

simultaneously within the same period. The company is formally created at this stage. The 

vision, mission and objectives are officially declared in this phase. While some SEs choose 

to be for profit, others are non for profit while third discuss the possibilities of becoming a 

hybrid. As earlier explained in the literature, this legal form can be: nonprofit organizations 

that enter into the business sector to be able to finance their social service operations, for-

profit organizations which are both economic and socially inclined, and hybrid legal form 

which uses collaborative initiatives that engage non-profit, for-profit and public 

organizations to solve challenging social problems (Austin et al., 2006, p. 371; Dorado, 

2006, p. 321). Becoming a formal organization permits the SE to address the business 

world as a legal entity. Thus, the SE is able to approach the customers to propose their 

product or services, investors to seek investment, public sector to seek public funding or 

subsidies. Registration of the company improves the value of the company and creates 

some level of legitimacy (Sundin and Tillmar 2008, p. 216). However, it should be noted 

that, while all the SEs acknowledged being officially registered companies with a clear 

vision, mission and purpose in the time of interviewing, our findings also showed that a 

company can exist without being officially formalized, for instance SE1 existed for two 

years as a kick starter before being formalized. Their legitimacy can be easily questionable 

in this form. Another type of entrepreneur with a questionable legitimacy is the 

intrapreneur. The intrapreneurs’ ideas which are generated within another legal company 

exist without legal form. The SE3 identified this aspect as the key limitation of 

intrapreneur. This limitation equally kills SE possibilities to scale, hence limits social 

impact.  

  

According to previous literature, formalization is followed by exploitation. However, we 

grouped this two as one for the simple reason that they can occur interchangeably or 

simultaneously. Interchangeably means that exploitation can come before formalization. 

For instance, SE3 immediately started operations on the idea once he obtained funding 

(simultaneously), while SE1 existed as a kick starter for two years before becoming 

officially established. Hence entrepreneurial process proposed by Perrini et al. (2010) is not 

stagnant and it can change from one SE business to another. 

 

Another particularity of SE process is that, some SE do not undergo a thorough feasibility 

studies like with the case of CE. They learn about the business as they go on and develop 

new challenges each day. This is because they are not orientated towards profit 

maximization but rather inclined towards being sustainable in order to create social benefit. 
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It is for this reason that Perinni (2010, p. 521-522) argues that, in order to be exploitable, an 

SE opportunity must create neither an adequate economic expected value nor an 

exclusively social one; rather, it should be sustainable and seeking to make the social 

change. Therefore, having access to the resources is the key role of this stage. Some 

participants (SE1 and SE2) acknowledged that they needed intellectual resources such as 

assistance with the development of their business model. Others needed coaching, while 

third needed connections. 

  

  

➢ Scaling up the business 

 

Given the objective of maximizing social change, the SE address the growth aspect. They 

identified a number of methods to grow, such as finding investors. Scaling is one of the 

main challenges of SE. Given their social value and the difficulties involved in presenting 

financial information, finding investors who are willing to support them with huge 

investment isn’t easy to come through. It is for this reason that the accelerator programs 

orientate the SE towards the public sector. The public sector is considered being one of the 

biggest investors and customers of the SE. Being able to obtain public funding can go a 

long way in scaling up a venture. The funding can permit the SE scale through one or 

several methods proposed by the OECD (2016, p. 6-9) and Lyon & Fernandez (2002, p. 8-

9) which includes; expansion, replication, partnership and knowledge sharing. While the SE 

are still at the early stages, they however agree to have practiced some level of knowledge 

sharing and collaboration with fellow SEs. 
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5.2. The Roles of the Incubator and Accelerators in Order of 

Importance 

 

This section identifies the roles played by incubators and accelerators to SE, where the 

roles are presented in terms of their relevance. From the findings we realize that they are 

called or labeled with similar titles if compared with the CE, however they are different in 

content. This section equally brings out the differences in these roles for the CE and SE. 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4: The Roles of Accelerators and Incubators in Order of Importance. Source: 

Authors’ Elaboration  

 

5.2.1. Education 

 

From our data we identified the main role of the accelerator and incubators as providing 

education (as shown on figure 4). They achieve this in mainly three ways, through teaching, 

through coaching and through knowledge sharing. The accelerator programs in this study 

were well structured and organized to teach the previously registered SE. Meanwhile the 

SEs equally admitted receiving intellectual aid from the business incubators. This role a 

confirmation of Torun (2016, p. 8), who identified education as one of the main activities of 

the incubators and accelerators.  

 

 5.2.1.1. Teaching  

 

One of the ways used by accelerators and incubators, to educate SEs, is through teaching. 

Both the accelerator programs and the SEs admitted experiencing this teaching role, the 

accelerator program as the teacher and the SE as the learner or student. According to Peter 

et al. (2004, p. 86) this teaching take place during workshops, seminars or programs, 

offered for a fee or free of charge, by the incubators to the tenants. To teach SEs, 

accelerator programs have to constitute a wide range of topics influencing SE. SEs gained 

knowledge and insights on business model, sources of funding, social impact and the 
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importance of their relationship with stakeholders. For the accelerator programs, a 

previously established learning program was distributed through several workshops and 

seminars, while the incubators taught the SE during launch meetings and periodic seminars. 

This teaching process is particularly important for the SEs who possess inadequate 

knowledge in several areas, such as business plan, legal issues, measurement of social 

impact, organizational limitations, investment related issues and knowledge regarding the 

municipalities.  

 

  

➢ Business plan 

 

The four entrepreneurs acknowledge receiving assistance from incubator and accelerator 

programs, while the accelerator program emphasized providing lessons on the creation or 

refinement of a business plan as part of their program. Transferring business ideas into 

concrete business plans is one of the main limitations of the SEs, especially because of the 

difficulties of allocating a price to an item or valuing and object which was gotten free of 

the charge. Also, the right way to present information greatly influences stakeholder’s 

decision to work with the SE. A business plan which is based on social entrepreneurship 

requires the ability of the SE to be persuasive. Given that the business plan might lack the 

profit motive and thus will not be able to provide quantifiable statistics to convince the 

investors. Hence accelerators and incubators help in making a business idea more concrete 

and delivered in the right format. Necessity to teach on the business plan is aligned with the 

fact that many entrepreneurs find it difficult to develop a business plan which have a 

comprehensible format and a convincing verbal presentation (Mason & Harrison, 2001; 

McAdam & Marlow, 2011, p. 455). Moreover, to obtain funding, the entrepreneurs must 

present a more convincing and attractive business plan which captures the essence of the 

venture and makes sense to the potential investor (McAdam & Marlow, 2011, p. 450). 

 

SEs, who had previous experience with business incubators specialized for commercial 

entrepreneurship, were able to clearly identify the difference in the teaching role between 

Incubators for CE and the Accelerator programs for SE when it comes to the business plan. 

Firstly, while the business incubators for CE created or helped in developing the business 

plan, the accelerators for SE further refined these business plan. Also, the manner of 

presenting this business plan is different in both cases. While the Business incubators for 

CE encourage pitching events where the entrepreneurs have to persuade with relevant 

points why they should partner with them, this manner of presenting the business plan for 

the SE during such events is different especially due to the limited financial nature of the 

business plan. They therefore have to rely on their passion and “entrepreneurial spirit” to 

attract partners. 

 

 

➢ Sources of funding, types of investments and obstacles for investment 

 

Concerning the investments, some of the important contributions of the accelerators 

program included which investors were important, how to approach them and how to 

measure investors impact. For the CE, just getting investors is a problem, however, for the 

SE it goes beyond that. The SE who is not aimed at making profit needs to get investors 
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and resources without a bargain or allocating a future exchange value. Hence, as stated by 

Levisohn (2014), in practice, a majority of accelerators includes event where SEs are 

introduced to potential investors. Nevertheless, not all accelerators provide entrepreneurs 

with investments. 

 

The SEs also learnt from these Accelerator programs what is the type of investors which 

they need. In comparison with CE, SE need investors who are more socially inclined. They 

need investors that, even if being interested in making profit, can understand the social 

nature of the business. It is for this reason that the incubator and accelerator programs under 

study teach that the right and most secure investor is the public sector. This includes public 

funding through municipalities which can be both investor and the customers of SE. 

 

The obstacle to investments identified by the interviewees was relating to the legal form of 

the business. The main problem of SE with a profit objective legal form is benefiting from 

these public investors and customers. This is because the public sector prefers to work with 

non-for-profit organizations which have a sole objective of producing social benefits.  

 

 

➢ Social impact 

 

Measuring social impact is declared in several literatures as the main limit of SEs. It is 

difficult to measure the changes brought to the community especially in financial terms. 

The accelerator program taught the SEs how to measure their social impact as well as how 

to measure savings impact. The main challenge to learning how to measure the social 

impact for accelerator will be the short time frame of accelerator programs. 

 

 

➢ Public procurement 

 

Furthermore, the entrepreneurs who acknowledge having problems benefiting from public 

funding were taught about the procurement process. During, the programs, they were 

proposed to use the hybrid legal form which permits them to benefit from both the angel 

investors and the public sector.  

 

 

➢ Importance of relationships with stakeholders 

 

Teaching on the importance of the stakeholders is equally an integral aspect of the teaching 

role provided by the accelerator program. This helps the SE to get into contacts with 

potential stakeholders and how to value these relationships. 

 

 

➢ Language of SE 

 

One of the particularities about SEs is the language. The Accelerator programs taught the 

SE, the right language and manner of presenting the business plan, the right language to use 
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when convincing potential investors, learning about the procurement process is equally a 

business language. 

 

5.2.1.2. Coaching 

 

Another form of education is coaching. This role is sometimes used interchangeably with 

teaching. However, based on our findings, we decided to distinguish it from teaching. 

Educating through group meetings, conferences and workshops are considered as teaching 

while one on one meeting between the accelerator and the individual social Entrepreneur is 

considered as coaching. The accelerator programs and some SEs identified that they had 

individual meetings with their respective coaches. The meeting times and number of 

meeting vary from one participant to the other. These meetings were tailored to the 

individual needs of the entrepreneurs with the aimed of understanding the SE in order to be 

of assistance. In order to give useful advice, the coaches often spent some time trying to 

identify the gap.  

 

However, from our findings, we realized that social accelerators are still in their growing 

phase, so they don’t yet possess a mastery of the social entrepreneurship and this hampers 

the education of the SE. This is because both SE and social accelerators are relatively new 

as compared to the CE and business incubators. They are still lacking complete grasp on the 

social entrepreneurship field. Another point on coaching is the approach used. As earlier 

stated in the literature, they are several differences on how incubators act with the 

entrepreneurs.  

 

5.2.1.3. Knowledge Sharing 

 

During seminars, workshops and meetings, apart from the one on one meetings with the 

Accelerators, SE equally can exchange knowledge with one another. This includes the 

exchange knowledge between social entrepreneurs, incubators, investors, customers as a 

result of being the same physical space together other mediums of exchange Through this 

exchange in knowledge, they can either find new investors, customers or suppliers. Also, 

knowledge sharing can result in productive partnerships. Hence, the incubators and 

accelerator provide the medium of exchange. Several theoretical literatures on business 

incubators have identified the incubator and accelerators as mediators between the 

Entrepreneurs and potential partners. The accelerator programs brought the entrepreneurs 

together and enabled them to meet one another and benefit from one another. Cooperation 

and possibilities of being innovative can occur as a result of sharing knowledge. This also 

provides the entrepreneurs to pitch their ideas with the relevant people.  

 

The SE admitted experiencing a co-creative process of learning during the different 

workshops with municipalities. This co-creativity encourages cooperation between SE and 

partners which can result in identifying new solutions in solving social problems. The 

importance of this role reflects through the fact that social entrepreneurs have very difficult 

times in approaching municipalities and taking part in the bid when it comes to public 
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procurement, where it is easier for “bigger players” to offer lower prices and take the part 

in the process. Therefore, being educated on the new ways and a grasp of these processes is 

very beneficial not only for SEs, but also for municipalities, that can encounter the new 

ways to address societal challenges and realize that they have equal need to collaborate 

with social entrepreneurs. This also provides a medium for the public sector to understand 

the objective of the SE and their need for public investments. 

 

5.2.2. Making Contacts and Facilitating Meetings  

 

Another quite important role identified by the SE and the accelerator programs as one of 

the facilities provided by incubator and accelerators to the SE is connections. This is one of 

the main reasons why SEs join incubators and accelerator programs. Finding partners 

require contacting them, hence the need for a medium. Accelerators and incubators provide 

a medium for SE, public and private investors, customers and supplier to meet and 

exchange contacts. Through their meetings, seminars and workshops, SE are able to meet 

other stakeholders, interact and establish a long-term relationship which can be beneficial 

to the SE or both parties. 

 

Looking from a different angle, it can also be argued that the quality of investors and 

partners is very important. SE might possess a vast network base, however if they don’t 

understand the social values, then they will be of little or no value to SE and his/her 

business. Likewise, on and off meeting with incubators specialized in CE could be equally 

fruitless especially for an SE with a purely non-for-profit legal form. This is because the 

investors and partners related to the incubators are often out to maximize profit, hence will 

not want to partner with SE when they have little or nothing to benefit. Through the 

incubators and accelerators, SE can meet other SEs, investors and funders, municipalities. 

 

 

➢ Meeting other social entrepreneurs 

 

Through their participation in incubator and accelerator programs during seminar, 

workshops, events and meetings, they are able to meet each other. This can involve the 

exchange of ideas and knowledge with might result into a long-term collaboration among 

the SE. The non-competitive nature of the SE facilitates this relationship. For instance, the 

accelerator programs lasted for average of 12 weeks, during this period the SE meet each 

other frequently. 

 

 

➢ Meeting investors and funders 

 

Given that finance is one of the main setbacks of SE activities, finding a potential investor 

becomes indispensable. Finding an investor who understands the SE values and is willing 

to abide to those values is equally essential. Through their presentation during events of the 

accelerator programs, they are given the opportunity to pour out their passion and convince 

potential investors to join them. This can result into a long-term investor-SE relationship. 
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This can equally lead to a snowball effect whereby investors found during such seminars 

further link the SE to other investors. The limiting factor here is that few investors attended 

the accelerator programs. This is in line with the literature review which states that the 

accelerator must not necessary result to finding investors. 

 

 

➢ Meeting municipalities 

 

Sweden has a particular system whereby the public sector and private sector work together 

to develop each other. Hence the public sector through municipalities projects offers a 

helping hand to SE. The constraint becomes how to meet them and how to convince them. 

Through the accelerator programs, the SE are able to meet the municipalities and share 

their vision with them. With the previously learnt business model, a better understanding of 

the procurement process and the appropriate language and tricks to use, the SE- 

municipality relationship can result into a long-term relationship. This long-term 

relationship can guarantee the sustainability of the SE business over a longtime. 

 

5.2.3. Office Space 

 

The accelerator programs indicate that they don’t usually provide office space for their SE 

because of the vast number of SE who are scattered geographically. Hence, they organize 

several seminars and meetings usually in an open space for the needed period. Their focus 

is on how much information is exchanged during their meetings. 

 

On the other hand, the SE admitted having previously benefitted from office space. They 

either obtained the office space for free (through scholarships) or paid a very small amount. 

However, most of them admitted that they didn’t stay long in the incubators and preferred 

to rent their own place. The reason was because they belonged to a business incubator of 

CE who have different values from the SE. Another reason could be the highly competitive 

rate of incubators specialized in CE. As earlier stated, there is high competitivity to get into 

the business incubator to benefit from Office facility. This high competitiveness can be one 

of the reasons why SEs are not often incubated since they can’t compete. From all our 

interviewees only one participant still makes use of the office space provided by the 

incubator. Another reason for not staying could be an improvement in staff and resources 

which makes them want to move. Some earlier theories disagree about the impact of 

cooperation between incubates in incubators. Cohen (2013, p. 19) as well as Peters et al. 

(2004, p. 84) argues that incubates that are physically located under the same roof make 

collaboration among SE much more likely. Therefore, the analysis of the physical resources 

has found that although incubators and accelerators provide office space for SE, contrary to 

the CE, the SE don’t often stay in this office for long. We realize that they can leave 

because they cannot compete with the highly competitive CE. Another reason is that they 

want to scale. We notice that scaling for the SE is highly dependent on having access to 

funding. The moment they obtain funding from their investors, they would rather prefer to 

work from as external point with accelerators and incubators from time to time in order to 

improve themselves and obtain contacts instead of being incubated. 
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5.3. Summary of Discussed Findings 

 

The main roles identified include education, making contacts and facilitating meetings and 

office space. Another important role, interpreted from the findings though not shown on the 

table, is the role of “improving credibility”. This role is not shown in the model because the 

SE and Accelerators did not identify it as a role. Hence measuring the degree of importance 

was a challenge. However, through the structure of the accelerator programs which 

involves some degree of selection as well as the educating activities of the incubators and 

accelerators, the credibility of the SE is improved. This is quite interesting given that as 

previously explained in the literature, selection criteria greatly influence the credibility of 

the entrepreneur. From our findings, we realized the accelerator programs didn’t put the SE 

through this strict selection criteria. The only requirement was that they have to be socially 

inclined in order to participate the program with SE from different sectors such as the 

cultural sector, climate change, integration, or human rights. Credibility is attained here by 

teaching, coaching them and providing a medium for them to grow. Hence, our research 

further contributes to Aerts et al. (2007, p. 24 - 25) who encourages lesser screening as 

previously explained in the literature review. Sweden follows the typical European culture 

of limiting screening.  
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Table 6: Summary - How the Roles Differ in Commercial and Social Entrepreneurship  

Roles Social Entrepreneurship Commercial Entrepreneurship 

Educating through 

Teaching 

 

Usually more socially inclined. 

Different business model (i.e. 

end user and customer are 

separated, model involves 

cumbersome social impact 

measurement; investor types 

include the public and private 

sector). 

 

Usually more profit oriented 

Traditional business model. Uses 

existing profit measurement tools 

and usually takes a shorter period 

to compute. Investors are mainly 

private especially in the long term. 

Educating through 

Coaching 

Tailored coaching. 

The language used here is more 

passionate and convincing. 

Tailored coaching. 

The language used here is usually 

aggressive and persuasive. 

Educating through 

knowledge sharing 

Facilitates cooperation with other 

stakeholders. 

Competitive nature of CE can limit 

knowledge sharing. 

Making contacts and 

facilitating meetings 

Requires wide network since 

social entrepreneurs need 

socially inclined investors and 

extensive collaboration with the 

public sector. 

Requires a more target type of 

investors for instance venture 

capitalist. 

Office space Lesser use of office space. More use of office space. 

Improving credibility 

/ Screening) 

Little or no screening criteria. Usually involves some degree of 

meaningful screening. 

 

Source: Authors’ Elaboration 
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5.4. Model Proposition: The Roles of Incubator and 

Accelerator through the Entrepreneurial Process of SE 

 

After analyzing the Entrepreneurial process of SEs and the general roles played by 

incubators in assisting these startups, based on this knowledge, we propose a conceptual 

framework showing the relationship between the roles through the previously explained 

process.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: The Roles of Incubators and Accelerators Through the Entrepreneurial Process 

of SE; Source: Authors’ elaboration  

 

From our model, we notice that the roles that incubator and accelerator programs play in 

the entrepreneurial process of SE, occur at different stages. In the case of SE who were 

previously with incubators, the main activity which they benefited from the incubators was 

the Teaching role which was done at the idea refinement and the establishment stage. Other 

participants who periodically got into contact with the incubators were at the establishment 

or scaling up stage and they were interested in the contacts incubators could provide to 

them. Still with the role of the incubator, the SE benefited from office space both at the 
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business idea refinement and the business establishment phase. This office space was either 

free of charge or cheaper in comparison with commercially rented offices. Despite those 

facilities, most of the SE still prefer to rent their own office spaces of the Incubator. 

Another reason provided by literature is that the office space can become small as a result 

of expansion. This is however contradictory with the definition of scaling which involves 

an increase in output with little or no corresponding increase in internal cast such as labor 

cost, fixed capital etc. The Accelerators on the other hand existed for a short period (12 

weeks) during this period, they handle SE of different stages. When it comes to teaching, 

coaching, networking, knowledge sharing, and office space, we realized that the incubator 

and accelerator do not play any role in the initial stage. This is because SE ideas are often 

based on identifying a loophole in the society and attempting to fix it. Each community or 

environment is different from one to another and each SE business idea is adapted to its 

environment. Hence for incubators to be able to help them at the beginning, they must have 

a full understanding of the community or environment and guided by passion. This is 

usually not the case since incubators and accelerators which are strictly socially inclined 

and guided by passion relatively scarce in Sweden.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

69 

 

Chapter 6:  Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, we will begin with making the concluding remarks regarding the thesis 

project in hand. Secondly, we will present theoretical and practical contributions as well as 

the societal implications of this study. Thirdly, we will assess the quality of this thesis 

project with the help of the truth criteria. Lastly, limitations and suggestions for further 

research will be presented. 

6.1. General Conclusion 

 

Firstly, we review past literature in the fields of entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, 

incubators and accelerators and their role in the development of CEs. We noticed, when 

examining the previous body of knowledge, that social and commercial entrepreneurship 

differ in terms of mission, vision, values, legal form and objectives they have. Further, 

differences are present through the entrepreneurial process of the SEs and CEs, where the 

stages of the process are rather similar, but however, the content of this stages is different in 

terms of activities and approaches that SEs and CEs take. Moreover, the role of incubators 

and accelerators in assisting to CEs through their entrepreneurial journey is acknowledged 

and widely discussed in the previous literature. However, the same is not the case when it 

comes to Social Entrepreneurship. This guided our efforts when framing the research 

question that is underlying this research project: “What are the roles of incubators and 

accelerators in the entrepreneurial process of SE and how they differ from the roles in the 

entrepreneurial process of CE? 

 

To answer our research question, we embraced qualitative research approach and conducted 

6 semi – structured interviews, having 4 Social Entrepreneurs with multiple experience in 

participating in incubator and accelerator programs, both socially and commercially 

inclined, as well as 2 experts form the side of Accelerator programs inclined toward social 

entrepreneurship. Collected data are analyzed with the help of grounded theory and NVivo 

software that assisted us in data analysis.  

 

Resulting from our empirical findings, entrepreneurial process of SE is developed and 

subsequently compared with the entrepreneurial process theorized from the literature. Roles 

that incubator and accelerator programs play in the entrepreneurial process of SE are 

identified and discussed. Moreover, those roles are differentiated from the roles in the 

entrepreneurial process of CE. Finally, the model which shows the roles played through the 

entrepreneurial process of SE is proposed.  

 

Regarding the entrepreneurial process, we identified four stages of the entrepreneurial 

process, contrary to the five stages previously explained in the literature review. The 

entrepreneurial process stages are however aligned with the previously discussed process of 

SE. The only difference discovered is that the stages can occur interchangeably, meaning 

that exploitation of the business can come before the formalization of the business. 
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Concerning the roles that incubator and accelerator programs play in the entrepreneurial 

process of SE, we have been able to identify three main roles which include Education 

(learning, coaching and knowledge sharing), Making contacts and facilitating meetings and 

Office space. We have also been able to establish that these roles played here for the SE are 

fundamentally different from the roles played by accelerators and incubators in CEs. 

Firstly, we noticed that SE mostly work with accelerator programs instead as compared to 

incubators. Further, we found that some of these roles are more important to the SE than 

others, where the role do Education is the most beneficial one.  Also, concerning the Office 

space role, we realize that contrary to CEs, SEs exploit this role in the lesser extent if 

compared with CEs, often by not being incubated for several years, but instead benefiting 

occasionally from the programs.   

 

Finally, when we link both the roles played by the incubators and/or accelerators and the 

Entrepreneurial process of SE, we realize that apart from the fact that some roles are more 

important than others, not all the stages of the entrepreneurial process are influenced by the 

accelerator program or incubator. The emergence of the idea stage of the SEs was not 

influenced by the accelerator nor the incubator. 

 

6.2. Theoretical Contributions 

 

From our study, we have been able to contribute to the literature on SE entrepreneurial 

process and on the roles of Incubators and accelerators have in the SE process. Regarding 

the entrepreneurial process we realized that the stages can occur interchangeably. Contrary 

to the CE process where they have a fixed set of stages which determines the success of the 

business. The SE in Sweden are more flexible as compared to the CE. Our previously 

developed model in the literature on the SE process indicated that formation must come 

before the exploitation stage. However, we realized from our findings that it is not always 

the case since we identified a company was exploiting resources before formally being 

established. Regarding the roles, the results of the findings show that screening is not such 

an important role for social accelerators as it is the case with business incubators and 

accelerators. Furthermore, the language used in the SE sector is different from that used in 

the CE. This is because their targets and investors are potentially different.  

 

6.3. Practical Contributions 

 

This research can be beneficial for incubators, accelerators, SEs and the policy makers. The 

research will educate the SE on what are the roles of the incubator and accelerator 

programs that are important to them as Entrepreneurs, what type of incubator and 

accelerator they should meet, how to find investors and the appropriate language to use as a 

SE. This study is equally relevant for the incubators. It will help them realize that SE are 

different from CE and therefore should be approached differently. Also, incubators can 

make more effort in finding the right investors for SE. The policy makers will equally 
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benefit from this research. The difficulties faced by SE because of their legal form which 

limits them to fully exploit and solve environment problem is related to the laws and 

policies which creates this difficulty. Through this research, policy makers can think about 

ways to help the SEs establish and run their business in order to target societal challenges. 

6.4. Societal Implications 

 

The accelerator, incubators and SE all make certain societal implications. With the 

accelerators and incubators and their multiple roles which include educator, mentor, funder 

and provider of connecting facilities, a wide group of people such as educators, students, 

universities etc. are able to benefit knowledge from them. Also, the incubator, accelerators 

and SE are the source of jobs for the Swedish population.  SEs through their activities are 

able to benefit the population by providing social services which improves the living 

conditions of the people.  

6.5. Truth Criteria 

 

We examined reliability, validity and trustworthiness as the truth criteria for qualitative 

research. Reliability is concerned with accuracy and precision of the measurements and the 

absence of differences if the same research would be repeated (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 

52). Reliability is very high in case of positivist studies, while in interpretivist study 

reliability can be interpreted in a different way, meaning that emphasizing of establishing 

protocols and procedures helps researcher to establish the authenticity of the findings 

(Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 52). As suggested in Saunders et al. (2009, p. 328) notes 

regarding research design, the reasons underpinning the choice of strategy and methods, 

and the data obtained are provided in order to increase reliability. 

 

Validity is questioning whether the findings are really about what they appear to be about 

(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 156). Qualitative data are usually qualified with low 

generalizability but high validity. When conducting interviews, we clarified questions, 

meanings of responses have been probed, and topics are discussed from variety of angles, 

in order to increase validity as recommended in Saunders et al. (2009, p. 327). 

 

Trustworthiness is criteria for assessing qualitative study and it consists of four criteria: 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 117). 

Credibility means ensuring that the research was carried out according to the canons of 

good practice and by submitting research findings to the members to be sure that the 

researcher has understood their social world properly since multiple accounts of social 

reality exist (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 117). Credibility is assured by restating respondents 

answers and by asking to follow up questions every time the respondents answer was not 

clear, or it left some space for biased interpretation. As well recoding and careful 

transcription of the interviews contributes to fulfilment of credibility criteria. Once finished 

report will be available to respondents which is aligned with credibility criteria. 

Respondent’s validation is as well a part of credibility criteria, meaning that full transcripts 



 

 

 

72 

 

are sent to respondents in order to get their confirmation (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 117). This 

is however found to be time consuming both for researcher and participants. Moreover, as 

suggested in Saunders et al., (2009, p. 485) it is not recommendable because respondents 

tend to correct their own language, grammar etc., due to the differences in spoken and 

written language. Hence, we did not send the transcripts to further confirmation, but instead 

put additional time to transcribe with attention all interviews. 

 

Transferability is concerned with the extent that the findings can be transferred from one 

context to another (Bryman et al., 2011, p.117). Therefore, qualitative researchers pay 

much attention to thick descriptions of details to enable deep understanding of the context 

in which data are settled (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 117). Indeed, we provided description of 

the context of the research in hand, in order to increase its transferability. 

 

Dependability relates being detailed when carrying out a reporting about everything that 

has been done during research process (Bryman et al., 2011, p.117). Dependability is hence 

provided by keeping records and providing accessibility to the interview transcriptions, by 

describing undertaken stapes of data collection and analysis and so on. 

 

Finally, confirmability is supposed to ensure that researcher has acted in a good faith, and 

that is apparent that the researcher did not allow personal values and theoretical inclinations 

to affect the research process and resulting findings (Bryman et al., 2011, p. 118). 

Confirmability is achieved by effort from both researchers, to not be biased during the 

research process, particularly during data collection and data analysis, where previous 

knowledge, and preconceptions mostly interfere with the data. 

6.6. Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 

 

This study focuses on a limited number of 6 interviews including both SE and Incubators 

(4SE and 2 experts from the socially inclined accelerator). The limited nature of the sample 

might not fully showcase the outcome as it would have been the case if a larger sample was 

used. In order to further improve the credibility of the results, it will be meaningful if 

quantitative analysis was carried out on a larger number of SE who are working with 

incubators. 

 

Another dimension for further studies would be focusing on a social incubator who carries 

out the incubation process of SE. This means carrying out a case study research on an 

incubator specialized solely in SE. Alongside its tenant companies could be analyzed to 

compare the outcome with this analysis. Another sector for further research is how SE can 

handle social impact and the legal form challenges and how to tackle them. It would also be 

interesting to investigate further why SEs don’t want to remain incubated for long. 

 

Another interesting aspect is the duration of the entrepreneurial process for SE as compared 

to CE. The entrepreneurial process is based on the SE interviewed, these four stages might 

not be applicable to other SE since every entrepreneurial process is unique to each SE. A 

larger sample should be carried out to test whether the stages occur this way or there are 
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possibilities of being interchanged, lesser stages or new stages. Also, because SE processes 

vary from one type to another, it would be more meaningful if such a study is carried out on 

SE who all belong to the same business industry. Further studies could analyze an 

approximate time frame necessary for SE to go through the whole process by analyzing 

each stage duration. In addition to this further research could equally test our hypothesis 

that the stages can occur interchangeably. 

 

Lastly, further studies could equally be carried out on the intellectual levels of the experts 

in the accelerator programs given that we leant from our research that the accelerators 

sometimes don’t have the answers to certain entrepreneurs’ problems. This limitation is 

worth studying in order to measure the assistance level these accelerators are able to 

provide to the SE. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide - Questions for Social Entrepreneur 

Interview guide - Questions for Social Entrepreneur 

Introduction 

Short introduction of researcher 

Restating the research topic and purpose 

Consent for recording the interview 

Introductory question 

Can you please tell us about your background? 

1. Can you please talk about your motivation to start this venture? 

Tell us more about initial idea? 

Did you know from the beginning what will be the outcome of your idea? 

When did you start the company? 

What is the mission and vision of your venture (name of the venture)? 

2. Tell us more about starting the company? 

How did you provide the funding? 

Challenges? 

Obstacles? 

Your team? 

3. Tell us more about your company? 

Who is using your product/services? 

The scope of the business? 

How old is the company? 

Number of employees? 

What are the plans for your company in 3 / 5 years? 

4. Can you please tell us about your experience with incubator / accelerator 

programs?  

How did you get in touch with incubator / accelerator? 

How long time did you spend within the program? 

In which stage of your company did you join the program? 

What was your reason to join? 

Can you tell us more about your needs from the incubator / accelerator program? 

What kind of help did you get from the program?  

Can you describe how did the program look like, processes, activities, etc.?  

Did you need some other kind of help that you couldn’t get? If yes, what? 

Did the program provided some services that you did not use? 

5. Is there something else we did not ask, and you find it important for our 

topic? 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide - Questions for Incubator and 

Accelerator Program 

Interview guide - Questions for Incubator / Accelerator program 

Introduction 

Short introduction of researcher 

Restating the research topic and purpose 

Consent for recording the interview 

Introductory question 

Can you please tell us about your background and the role that you have in 

incubator/accelerator? 

1. How did you started working with social entrepreneurs? 

Where did your interest come from? 

Do you have equal experience in working with business entrepreneurs? 

2. Do you perceive social entrepreneurs being similar or different to 

conventional entrepreneurs? 

3. Within your programs, what types of ideas are you interested in? 

4. How do you select companies that are participating in your programs? 

5. In which development stage companies join your programs? 

6. How does the collaboration with social entrepreneurs look like? What they 

need and what can you offer to them? 

Describe the program? 

Is the program generic or tailored? 

What kind of service social entrepreneurs need mostly? 

Is there some kind of service they don’t use? 

7. Is there something else we did not ask, and you find it important for our 

topic? 
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Appendix 3: Initial List of Codes  
 

 
 

1. Nodes\\advice which funding to ask for 

2. Nodes\\benefit from counselling 

3. Nodes\\benefit from funding 

4. Nodes\\benefit from knowledge diversity 

5. Nodes\\benefit from marketing 

6. Nodes\\benefit from motivation from others 

7. Nodes\\benefit of office space for free 

8. Nodes\\benefit of being NGO 

9. Nodes\\between public and private 

10. Nodes\\both business and SE start-ups apply for public funding 

11. Nodes\\building long term partnerships 

12. Nodes\\business models 

13. Nodes\\challenges of idea development 

14. Nodes\\changes needed by SE 

15. Nodes\\co-creative process of learning together with stakeholders 

16. Nodes\\companies join in different stages 

17. Nodes\\comparing Swedish and US concept 

18. Nodes\\cooperating with municipalities 

19. Nodes\\creating positive impact 

20. Nodes\\customer in SE 

21. Nodes\\customer, end user and target group 

22. Nodes\\definition of social entrepreneur 

23. Nodes\\development of the accelerator program 

24. Nodes\\difference between incubators and accelerators 

25. Nodes\\different culture in different municipalities 

26. Nodes\\different mindset 

27. Nodes\\different sectors should work together 

28. Nodes\\different stages of companies 

29. Nodes\\difference between CE and SE 

30. Nodes\\difficulties social entrepreneurs facing 

31. Nodes\\duration of the programs 

32. Nodes\\early stage 

33. Nodes\\encouragement 

34. Nodes\\entering business incubator 

  35. Nodes\\entering social accelerator 
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36. Nodes\\events during the accelerator program 

37. Nodes\\experience of being social entrepreneur inbuilt in accelerator program 

38. Nodes\\experience with incubators accelerators 

39. Nodes\\facilitating meetings 

40. Nodes\\focus on public funding 

41. Nodes\\future plans 

42. Nodes\\gap between small companies and municipalities 

43. Nodes\\getting resources for free 

44. Nodes\\going on your own 

45. Nodes\\help tailored based on the needs 

46. Nodes\\help to write applications for funding 

47. Nodes\\how municipalities buy goods 

48. Nodes\\how old is the start-up 

49. Nodes\\how the accelerator program looks like 

50. Nodes\\how the program for SE looks like 

51. Nodes\\how to approach founders 

52. Nodes\\how to measure social impact 

53. Nodes\\hybrid organisation 

54. Nodes\\idea emerged from concept 

55. Nodes\\importance of measuring social impact 

56. Nodes\\importance of programs 

57. Nodes\\importance of strategic partnerships 

58. Nodes\\important to identify what stakeholders value 

59. Nodes\\incubator and accelerator future plans 

60. Nodes\\individual mentoring 

61. Nodes\\intrapreneur has it difficult to grow 

62. Nodes\\introducing to funders 

63. Nodes\\investment form other company 

64. Nodes\\investors interested in SE 

65. Nodes\\investors interested in SE\looking for investors 

66. Nodes\\investment foundation 

67. Nodes\\it is difficult but not impossible to be SE 

68. Nodes\\knowledge transfer 

69. Nodes\\knowledge transfer from SE 

70. Nodes\\lacking of early stage investments 

71. Nodes\\lacking of investments 

72. Nodes\\lacking of private capital in Sweden 

73. Nodes\\lacking of guidelines how to run SE accelerator 
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74. Nodes\\learning 

75. Nodes\\learning as a two ways process 

76. Nodes\\learning\learned in accelerator for SE 

77. Nodes\\learning\learned in accelerator for SE\workshops 

78. Nodes\\learning\learned in business incubator 

79. Nodes\\legal form of SE 

80. Nodes\\limitation of for-profit SE 

81. Nodes\\main assistance of incubator 

82. Nodes\\main assistance from accelerator 

83. Nodes\\main challenge of measuring social impact 

84. Nodes\\making business model simpler 

85. Nodes\\making contacts 

86. Nodes\\making idea clearer 

87. Nodes\\many perceptions about SE 

88. Nodes\\meaning of scaling for social entrepreneur 

89. Nodes\\measuring impact 

90. Nodes\\meeting coach 

91. Nodes\\meeting investors 

92. Nodes\\meeting municipalities 

93. Nodes\\meeting other companies 

94. Nodes\\meeting people 

95. Nodes\\municipalities as customers of social entrepreneurs 

96. Nodes\\municipalities buy from big players with low price 

97. Nodes\\municipalities more open to collaborate with non for profits and NGOs 

98. Nodes\\new contacts 

99. Nodes\\new idea emerged during the accelerator program 

100. Nodes\\no need for offices in the accelerator program 

101. Nodes\\obstacles for investments 

102. Nodes\\partnerships with private companies 

103. Nodes\\positive aspects of programs 

104. Nodes\\positive impact 

105. Nodes\\potential savings as a way to measure impact 

106. Nodes\\private companies collaborate with SE as part of CSR 

107. Nodes\\program organiser experience in SE 

108. Nodes\\providing contacts with municipalities 

109. Nodes\\public investors 

110. Nodes\\public procurement 

111. Nodes\\realizing the importance of public sector 
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112. Nodes\\renting the office from incubator 

113. Nodes\\resistance to create hybrid organisations 

114. Nodes\\running the pilot idea 

115. Nodes\\scaling phase 

116. Nodes\\SE as the future topic 

117. Nodes\\SE have to work with public sector 

118. Nodes\\Se mostly join program in the first stage 

119. Nodes\\SE process can vary significantly 

120. Nodes\\Sharing knowledge with other participants 

121. Nodes\\social entrepreneurs are lacking knowledge about public sector 

122. Nodes\\social entrepreneurs are very busy in initial stage 

123. Nodes\\social impact 

124. Nodes\\social is not the right word, societal instead 

125. Nodes\\societal entrepreneur 

126. Nodes\\solution to intrapreneurs difficulties of scaling 

127. Nodes\\stage of the business 

128. Nodes\\strong public sector 

129. Nodes\\support for se 

130. Nodes\\sustainability goals 

131. Nodes\\the focus of SE accelerators 

132. Nodes\\the focus of tech accelerators 

133. Nodes\\the hubs orientation is more socially inclined 

134. Nodes\\the initial idea 

135. Nodes\\the key for implementing social innovations in different sectors 

136. Nodes\\the need for change 

137. Nodes\\the need for clusters 

138. Nodes\\the purpose is central question for social entrepreneurs 

139. Nodes\\the size of the team 

140. Nodes\\the Swedish context of SE 

141. Nodes\\the way of entering the accelerator program 

142. Nodes\\there are tech accelerators, let’s start one for SE 

143. Nodes\\there is no traditional customer in SE 

144. Nodes\\time of joining the incubator 

145. Nodes\\understanding of the own gaps 

146. Nodes\\unique language for se 

147. Nodes\\weaknesses of social entrepreneurs 

148. Nodes\\what is lacking in accelerator programs 

149. Nodes\\what is lacking in business incubators 
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150. Nodes\\workshop with municipalities 

151. Nodes\\workshops 
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Appendix 4: List of Main Categories and Subcategories (1/2) 
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Appendix 4: List of Main Categories and Subcategories (2/2) 
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