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Introduction

In the European Union, social innovation is currently 
widely debated and considered an important element 
in all efforts to meet the "grand challenges" advanced 
societies are facing today: environmental degradation, 
climate change, declining birth rates, high levels of im-
migration, the rising costs of healthcare, the increasing 
number of elderly people, rising costs of healthcare, 
poverty and social exclusion, security of the citizenry, 
protection of critical infrastructures against terrorist at-
tacks, etc. Given the complexity of these problems, no 
simple and politically uncontroversial solutions are 
available. Efforts to introduce major changes in the so-
cial welfare system, in healthcare and pensions, and in 
energy and mobility systems become bogged down in 
political conflict or end up in compromises that satisfy 
no one. 

In contrast to such efforts toward reform undertaken by 
the public sector, social innovation is seen as a matter 
of private initiative. All over Europe, private initiatives 
that aim to tackle social problems and contribute to a 
more inclusive, more secure, and more sustainable so-
ciety are flourishing. Social innovation is seen as com-

plementary and sometimes as corrective to changes in 
public arrangements, but also as a source of inspira-
tion, experimentation, and a catalyst for change, for-
cing the public as well as private actors to change their 
behaviour. Against this background, there is also a 
growing interest in what is called "social entrepreneur-
ship" (Dees, 2001; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Seelos & 
Mair, 2005; Short et al., 2009). As we demonstrate later, 
there are many different definitions of social entre-
preneurship, but they all concentrate on entrepreneur-
ial action with social intentions. 

In this article, we focus on the connection between so-
cial entrepreneurship and social innovation. In the 
first two sections, we discuss the concepts of social in-
novation and social entrepreneurship in more detail. 
In the third section, we argue that the distinction 
between social entrepreneurship and "normal" entre-
preneurship is far from clear, especially if the focus lies 
on actual social impact instead of intentions. In the 
fourth section, we test our insights by looking at the 
characteristics of 20 enterprises in The Netherlands 
that are generally considered to be "social". In a final 
section, we offer our conclusions and suggestions for 
further research.

Social innovation is now considered an important element in the search for solutions to 
pressing social problems. Inspired by Schumpeter’s conceptualization of innovation, "so-
cial" entrepreneurship is thought to contribute to "social" innovation in more or less the 
same way that "normal" entrepreneurship consists of the introduction of "normal" innova-
tions. In the literature as well as in practice, the definition of concepts such as social innova-
tion and social entrepreneurship has led to considerable confusion. We aim to bring clarity 
to the debate, arguing that every entrepreneurial action results in some measure of inten-
ded or unintended social innovation, regardless of whether the entrepreneurs in question 
are considered or consider themselves "social" or not. We test our insights in an investiga-
tion of 20 social enterprises that have a commercial business model.

Nobody talks of entrepreneurship as survival, 
but that's exactly what it is.

Anita Roddick (1942–2007)
Founder of The Body Shop

“ ”
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Social Innovation

Considerable literature on social innovation has come 
into existence over the past two decades, recently cul-
minating in The International Handbook on Social In-
novation (Moulaert et al., 2013). In North America, 
social innovation is usually associated with initiatives 
in and by the public sector, sometimes also in the form 
of public-private partnerships. In the European con-
text, the concept of social innovation usually refers to 
private initiatives to solve specific problems and fulfil 
specific needs, originally mainly in the field of social 
care and security (Leadbeater, 1998). Some of these 
problems and needs had come to the surface as a con-
sequence of the retreat of the welfare state starting in 
the 1980s. Others had never been adequately covered 
or solved by the institutions of the welfare state: loneli-
ness among the elderly, petty crime and violence 
among high school dropouts, or diminishing social co-
hesion in multi-cultural neighbourhoods. Social innov-
ation took the form of local initiatives to tackle these 
problems, often at the level of a single neighbourhood. 

The International Handbook on Social Innovation ar-
gues that social innovation “means fostering inclusion 
and wellbeing though improving social relations and 
empowerment processes: imagining and pursuing a 
world, a nation, a region, a locality, a community that 
would grant universal rights and be more socially in-
clusive” (Moulaert et al., 2013). The European Union, 
which has recently supported various activities in the 
area of social innovation, defines social innovations as 
"new ideas (products, services, and models) that simul-
taneously meet social needs (more effectively than al-
ternatives) and create new social relationships or 
collaborations” (Dro et al., 2011). This definition is very 
similar to textbook definitions of innovation with the 
addition of the adjective "social". The reference to "new 
social relationships" brings it close to the definition 
from the handbook. However, in the handbook ap-
proach, social innovation tends to be located in the so-
called "third sector", which consists of non-govern-
mental and non-profit organizations. Texts published 
by the European Commission, however, show that the 
meaning of social innovation is expanding in two direc-
tions (European Commission, 2010; Dro et al., 2011). 
On the one hand, it is argued that social innovation can 
be initiated everywhere in the economy, not just in the 
non-profit sector, but also in the public and private sec-
tors. On the other hand, social innovation is, in these 
texts, not limited to issues of welfare and social inclu-
sion, but may also be concerned with issues of environ-
mental protection and sustainable development. Thus, 

a program matching students looking for accommoda-
tion with older people living on their own in Oporto, 
Portugal, is considered just as much a social innovation 
as a cooperative enterprise set up to revive beekeeping 
in Copenhagen, Denmark (European Commission, 
2010). Social innovation is seen to be concerned with 
“the development of what are currently viewed as as-
sets for sustainable development: environmental, hu-
man and social capital” (Dro et al., 2011).

What are measures of success for social innovation? Ob-
viously, an innovation needs to survive for some period 
of time in order to be recognized as successful and in-
deed to be recognized as a social innovation in the first 
place. But is survival enough? Shouldn’t there be some 
kind of diffusion of the innovation, a spreading to other 
locations and maybe even other countries? And what 
about funding? What if the social innovation only has 
survived because it has attracted public funding? Social 
innovation has attracted interest because it was based 
on private initiative and promised to supplement and 
even replace public arrangements. It would become 
less interesting if it were to depend on public funding. 
On the other hand, one can argue that an important 
measure of success for privately initiated social innova-
tion is that it becomes institutionalized. Institutionaliz-
ation can involve public funding of similar initiatives in 
other places and communities, outside its original 
place of invention. But, institutionalization can also 
take the form of a change in behaviour by a substantial 
number of people (e.g., refusing plastic bags in super-
markets) or a new code of conduct for multinational 
corporations (e.g., purchasing textiles in developing 
economies). Successful social innovation will indeed be 
characterized by some form of formalization, institu-
tionalization, or by changes in behaviour by a substan-
tial number of people or companies. Differences may 
arise with regard to questions of scale. How many 
people should be involved in a local initiative before it 
can be called social innovation? What share of the pop-
ulation must change their behaviour before we speak of 
successful social innovation?

Social Entrepreneurship

As noted, social innovation is usually a result of private 
initiative. The initiative can also come from people 
working in the public sector, but new social legislation 
initiated by politicians is usually not seen as social in-
novation – however innovative it may be. The people 
engaged in social innovation have an idea – a product, 
service, or model (Dro et al., 2011) – to meet an unful-
filled need. In line with Schumpeter (1934), who argued 
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that innovation is the essence of entrepreneurship, so-
cial innovation is therefore associated with "social en-
trepreneurship". 

There is a considerable literature on social entrepren-
eurship, which partly overlaps with the literature on so-
cial innovation. However, although definitions of social 
innovation have been relatively uncontroversial, there 
is considerable debate on the definition of social entre-
preneurship (Mair & Marti 2006; Dacin et al., 2010). For 
some authors, social entrepreneurship is by definition 
not for profit (Dees et al., 2002; Weerawardena & Mort, 
2006), whereas others argue that there is no such thing 
as entrepreneurship without profit (Acs et al., 2011; 
Marshall, 2010; Wilson & Post, 2011). Some authors em-
phasize that the concept should not be constrained by 
the profit/not-for-profit discussion (Dees & Battle An-
derson, 2006; Kramer, 2005; Santos, 2009). Moreover, 
on closer inspection, the meaning of "non-profit" ap-
pears far from clear. Does it imply living off charity and 
subsidies? Does it include making no profits, but gener-
ating income to cover costs? Or making profits, but 
sharing profits with stakeholders? 

Circular definitions abound in the literature, with "so-
cial" appearing on both sides of the equation. Social en-
trepreneurs are, for instance, defined as producers of 
social value – where social value remains largely un-
defined. Sometimes, social value is considered purely 
separate from economic value, but in other cases, eco-
nomic value is seen as a type of social value, and then 
there are various options in between (Auerswald, 2009; 
Lumpkin et al., 2013). Obviously, there is no metric 
scale for happiness, active aging, social cohesion, or se-
curity. Some authors therefore underline that "social 
entrepreneurs" and "business entrepreneurs" have dif-
ferent ways of measuring performance. Contrary to 
business entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs have a 
"double bottom line" in which social value appears 
next to financial value (Acs et al., 2013; Lumpkin et al., 
2013). Other authors emphasize that social entrepren-
eurship is also a question of governance: both in the 
business process and in performance measurement, all 
stakeholders should play a role. Social entrepreneur-
ship is then closely related to economic democracy. 

Because of the lack of clear definitions, the literature is 
full of examples and case studies that are used to illus-
trate the authors’ understanding of social entrepreneur-
ship (Dees, 2001; Mort et al., 2003). Others criticize this 
approach (Mair & Marti, 2006; Peredo & McLean, 2007; 
Seelos & Mair, 2005) because it tends to focus on suc-
cessful "heroes" and therefore fails to include the 

countless initiatives that falter or fail. Central to the dis-
cussion is the use of the adjective "social". In practice, 
people have different ideas of what is social and what is 
not. The term social appears to be inherently subjective. 
The meaning can differ between countries, but even 
between different regions of one country. It is negotiable 
and stakeholders can agree on what it is and what it is 
not (Lumpkin et al., 2013; Santos, 2009). 

Social Entrepreneurs and "Normal"
Entrepreneurship

Here, we focus on social entrepreneurs, who aim to be 
independent of public funding, charity, or gifts. They 
may receive some initial public funding or soft loans 
from a supportive patron, but they have a business mod-
el that aims at long-term survival without such support. 
In fact, we agree with other authors that, only in such 
cases, it is justifiable and interesting to speak of entre-
preneurship. These social entrepreneurs aim to bring 
about change in society and support movement towards 
sustainable development by means of activities that 
raise so much income that all costs are covered and the 
enterprise remains financially independent. Looking at 
these social entrepreneurs, two important observations 
can be made. 

First, these entrepreneurs need to be profitable in order 
to survive. Social entrepreneurs want to meet social 
needs, stimulate social change, or induce responsible be-
haviour. Therefore, making a profit may seem less relev-
ant to them (Dees & Battle Anderson, 2006; Kramer, 
2005; Santos, 2009). However, just like other entrepren-
eurs, they must find resources for their business: human 
capital, money, knowledge, etc. (Austin et al., 2006). Ac-
quiring these resources involves costs. Social entrepren-
eurs will need to make some sort of profit in order to run 
a sustainable business, cover their costs, and manage 
their own risks and the risks of their investors, even 
while they are constantly led by their social mission. 
They have indeed a "double bottom line" with social 
and commercial purposes. Social entrepreneurs may 
need investors who step in for the long run and support 
them until they are able to pay the money back – but 
they do have to pay it back. From this perspective, social 
entrepreneurs do not differ very much from normal busi-
ness entrepreneurs. Making profit is not their main aim, 
but they need to be profitable, or at least cover all relev-
ant costs, in order to survive. In fact, there is a category 
of "social" enterprises that have been explicitly set up to 
make maximum profits for the benefit of some specific 
charity, for example, the commercial activities under-
taken by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF). 
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A second observation is that quite a few business entre-
preneurs may not see themselves as social entrepren-
eurs, but are similarly less interested in profits and are 
more interested in, for instance, selling their invention 
or maintaining jobs in the business they have built up 
or inherited from their parents. The adjective "social" 
suggests that normal "business" entrepreneurs are not 
social or are even anti-social – something most of them 
would emphatically deny. And, what to do with "nor-
mal" entrepreneurs, who realize innovations with posit-
ive social impact? Take the Internet service Skype. A 
large number of elderly people have been able to be in 
regular contact with their children and grandchildren 
and even see them on screen without having to pay ex-
pensive telephone bills. For eliminating the isolation of 
elderly people, Skype could be called a social innova-
tion. However, it is seldom classified as such, because 
its creators did not have "social" intentions. Unless we 
want to define social entrepreneurship purely in terms 
of declared intentions, it turns out to be far from easy to 
distinguish the social entrepreneur from the normal 
business entrepreneur.

These two observations lead us to the conclusion that 
distinguishing social entrepreneurs from business en-
trepreneurs is not very useful if not impossible, because 
the two categories show considerable overlap. We also 
reject the idea that social businesses have a double bot-
tom line, whereas normal businesses do not. Instead, 
we think it is far more useful to acknowledge that every 
business has a financial as well as a social bottom line. 
Every company has some social and environmental im-
pact (positive or negative), regardless of whether it is in-
tended or not. Moreover, many "ordinary" enterprises 
today want to behave in a "socially responsible" way or, 
for example, have set themselves targets to reduce their 
CO2 footprint or mitigate other negative environmental 
impacts. If we move away from intentions and towards 
actual impact, some "normal" enterprises may turn out 
to be more social than some "social" enterprises. Ar-
guing along similar lines, Pol and Ville (2009) have ar-
gued that social innovations and what they call 
business innovations show considerable overlap. 
However, they insist on maintaining the distinction. 
Our point is that it is more useful to consider "social" 
and "business" as dimensions of all innovations. Some 
innovations may score low on social and high on busi-
ness or the other way around and many may score high 
on both, but any effort to draw a line between the two is 
arbitrary. 

Two important implications can be drawn from this 
line of reasoning. First, there is no a priori reason why 

social entrepreneurs should be less profitable than nor-
mal entrepreneurs. Second, if social entrepreneurs 
want to receive special treatment because of their so-
cial goals, it is useful and indeed necessary to judge 
them on their impact, not their intentions, and to com-
pare their impact with that of normal business entre-
preneurs. 

Examining Twenty "Social" Enterprises

With these implications in mind, we have taken a 
closer look at 20 Dutch social enterprises with a busi-
ness model based on generating revenue through sales 
to customers. All of them are widely considered as "so-
cial" enterprises. The cases were selected from the net-
work of the online community of ASN Bank (asnbank.nl), 
a medium-sized Dutch bank that focuses on sustain-
able investments, and the website of the Dutch organ-
isation Social Enterprise NL (social-enterprise.nl). The 
mission of the consumer bank ASN is to promote sus-
tainability in society. The economic conduct of the 
bank (i.e., investing the savings entrusted to it by its cli-
ents) is guided by that principle and is based on three 
criteria: i) promoting and defending human rights 
(people); ii) preventing climate change; and iii) main-
taining biodiversity on the planet. The bank does not 
lend money to enterprises, it only invests in various se-
curities, but it provides social entrepreneurs with net-
work linkages, knowledge, training, and some start-up 
money through its online community of over 50,000 
members and 1,000 projects and startups. We selected 
enterprises with paying customers and a business-to-
consumer strategy from four different areas, which re-
late to the themes of the online community: i) fashion 
and design; ii) food; iii) social cohesion; and iv) energy 
and technology. The enterprises vary in scope and 
scale from local to national and international. 

We are interested in three questions: 

1. What is the social impact of these enterprises? 

2. Is their social impact considerably higher than that 
of similar "ordinary" enterprises active in the same 
market? 

3. Are these enterprises financially viable? An enter-
prise that is financially viable, but has no extraordin-
ary social impact, cannot be called a "social" 
enterprise; an enterprise that aims to achieve an ex-
traordinary social impact, but fails to survive without 
permanent financial support, stops being an enter-
prise. 

http://asnbank.nl
http://social-enterprise.nl/


Technology Innovation Management Review December 2014

21www.timreview.ca

Does Social Innovation Require Social Entrepreneurship?
Asceline Groot and Ben Dankbaar

In this article, we focus mainly on questions 1 and 3; 
question 2 is an area of ongoing research.

We base our analysis primarily on information avail-
able on the websites of these enterprises, but we con-
tacted the companies if their website did not include 
some of the information needed (e.g., figures on 
turnover and number of sales transactions). Table 1 
provides a brief overview of the cases. 

All of these enterprises have paying customers. Al-
though some of the companies also engage in business-
to-business activities, they all operate in the consumer 
market. The number of customers varies greatly, as 
measured by the number of consumers buying the 
company's product in shops or through other sales 
channels. Because some of the enterprises did not want 
precise figures to become public, we distinguish three 
different ranges: small (up to 5,000 customers); medi-
um (between 5,000 and 25,000); and large (more than 
25,000 customers per year). These ranges allow rough, 
relative comparisons; but of course, it is easier to reach 
a large number of customers selling chocolate bars 
than solar lights. 

Looking at the aims of the enterprises, we distinguish 
between "people" (e.g., social cohesion, human rights) 
and "planet" (e.g., saving energy, recycling, improving 
biodiversity) on the one hand and between enterprises 
aiming to change the behaviour of individual con-
sumers and enterprises promoting institutional change 

(e.g., influencing large corporations or policy makers). 
Based on these two dimensions, we have placed the 20 
enterprises in a 2x2 matrix (Figure 1) based on their 
primary focus. Obviously, some of these enterprises 
aim to help people as well as the planet, and it is not al-
ways easy to say where their primary focus lies. 
However, we use this matrix only as a heuristic device, 
to see if grouping enterprises along these lines leads to 
additional insights. The enterprises with a large num-
ber of customers (i.e., more than 25,000) or that are op-
erating on an international level are printed in bold and 
italics. 

Fourteen of the enterprises studied aim to influence 
consumer behaviour as their primary focus and they in-
clude several large enterprises with over 25,000 custom-
ers a year. Six enterprises focus primarily on 
influencing institutions, three of which have an interna-
tional scope. First, note that there are large enterprises 
in each section of the matrix. Size (i.e., turnover, num-
ber of customers, international presence) is obviously a 
measure of social impact. Apparently, it is possible to 
be successful regardless of whether the primary focus 
of the enterprise is on people, the planet, influencing 
behaviour, or effecting institutional change. A second 
observation is that there are many more enterprises 
combining a focus on the planet and influencing beha-
viour. Of course, this bias may be a result of our selec-
tion, and we cannot claim to present a representative 
sample. Nevertheless, we do not think this finding is a 
coincidence. It seems to be far easier to convince con-

Figure 1. Primary focus of the 20 enterprises in this study. 
(The names of large or international enterprises are printed in bold and italics.)
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Table 1. Details of the 20 enterprises in this investigation (continued on next page...)

http://www.tonychocolonely.nl
http://chocolatemakers.nl
http://debuurtboer.nl
http://grunschnabel.nl
http://studiojux.nl
http://abeautifulstory.nl 
http://omybag.nl
http://grannysfinest.nl 
http://rescued.nl
http://oatshoes.com 
http://roetz-bikes.com
http://dopper.nl 
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Table 1. Details of the 20 enterprises in this investigation (...continued from previous page)

* Small = up to 5,000; Medium = 5,000 – 25,000; Large = > 25,000 customers

http://demantelaar.nl 
http://zorgvoorelkaar.com
http://taxielectric.nl
http://thuisafgehaald.nl
http://peerby.nl
http://waka-waka.com
http://snappcar.nl
http://fairphone.com
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sumers to buy products with a positive environmental 
story than products with a story that focuses on people. 
For the latter purpose, consumers are more inclined to 
think in terms of either donations and charity or in 
terms of state responsibilities. Similarly, there are fewer 
enterprises having a primary focus on institutional 
change than on influencing individual behaviour, but it 
is interesting to note that promoting institutional 
change can be the focus of profitable entrepreneurial 
activities and not just of non-governmental organiza-
tions and non-profit organizations.

The 20 enterprises clearly differ in their social impact. 
Apart from the number of customers they reach, they 
differ in geographical scope and in the breadth of their 
impact on people, the environment, or both. Waka 
Waka, for instance, scores high on all of these points. It 
has distributed 97,209 solar lights and chargers in 25 
countries. Its product is environmentally friendly and 
allows people to (learn to) read in the evening hours in 
places where no electricity is available. An enterprise 
such as Granny’s Finest has a far more limited scale 
and scope, but we do not argue here that Waka Waka is 
more social than Granny’s Finest. It would be easy to 
develop a scale on which Waka Waka could be shown 
to be more social, but it would probably be as contro-
versial as earlier efforts in that direction. The point we 
would like to make here, is that such scales should and 
can be applied to ordinary enterprises just as well as to 
so-called social enterprises. It should be possible to 
measure the social impact of normal enterprises with, 
for instance, an ambitious corporate social responsibil-
ity strategy just as easily as measuring the impact of so-
cial enterprises. 

Conclusions

The main contribution of this article is a clarification of 
the concept of social entrepreneurship. We propose 
that "social" should not be used as an adjective to entre-
preneurship, which suggests that some entrepreneurs 
are social and others are not, but as a dimension of the 
results of entrepreneurial action. Entrepreneurship can 
have social results, intended (by what are often called 
social entrepreneurs), but also unintended (when a 
business idea leads to social change) or maybe half-in-
tended. New ideas, new products, or new services, may 
turn out to be social innovations regardless of any so-
cial impact intended by the inventor. It may well be far 
easier to define, distinguish, and compare the social im-
pact of enterprises than to come up with a solid cri-
terion to distinguish "social" enterprises from "regular" 

enterprises. At the same time, focusing on impact in-
stead of on intentions makes it far easier to treat "so-
cial" entrepreneurs as "normal" entrepreneurs, who 
have to meet certain standards to stay in business. 

Our investigation of 20 social enterprises shows that 
these companies with a variety of social intentions can 
be successful in terms of their customer base, their 
turnover, and indeed their profitability. Conversely, we 
argue that "normal" enterprises can also be successful 
in terms of their actual impact on human rights, cli-
mate, biodiversity, etc. Therefore, social enterprises 
should allow themselves to be compared with normal 
businesses with regard to their impact. If they are truly 
"social", they should perform much higher on various 
indicators of social impact than ordinary businesses, 
while at the same time showing a financial perform-
ance that guarantees survival. The aim of this article is 
therefore to put an end to considerable confusion in 
the literature concerning the definition of social entre-
preneurship. At least for the category of social entre-
preneurs that do not want to depend on charity or 
government subsidies, we have shown that it is more 
fruitful for all stakeholders to consider "social" as a 
"normal" dimension of all entrepreneurship, regardless 
of the intentions or self-image of the entrepreneur. 

We see several important practical implications arising 
from our research. First of all, it is important to encour-
age would-be social entrepreneurs to learn from "nor-
mal" entrepreneurs. Instead of thinking of themselves 
as incomparable, the social entrepreneurs should learn 
to see themselves as not that much different from or-
dinary entrepreneurs. This perspective will in all likeli-
hood lead to more attention for the financial aspects of 
the business and therefore contribute to the viability 
and success of the social enterprise.

Second, "normal" entrepreneurs should be encouraged 
to think about possibilities to engage in social innova-
tion instead of thinking that social innovation is 
something for government, foundations, charity, or 
non-profit organizations. By uncovering the social di-
mension of their activities, companies may find ways to 
increase their impact and at the same time improve 
their competitive performance.

Third, political actors have been encouraged to think of 
social change as the result not just of legislative action, 
but also of social entrepreneurship. It is important for 
them to realize that social innovation can also be a 
product of normal business entrepreneurship. 
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Finally, further research is needed to compare avowed 
social enterprises with normal enterprises. For this pur-
pose, efforts to create valid indicators for the social im-
pact of enterprises need to be intensified. Such efforts 
can build on the work done in the fields of corporate so-
cial responsibility, quality of work, fair trade, and sus-
tainability. 

Social innovation is apparently happening in many 
places: in the public sector, in the non-profit sector, 
and also in the private sector. It can result from actions 
undertaken by public authorities and political actors as 
well as from private initiatives, both profit and non-
profit. Thus, the answer to the question raised in the 
title of this paper should be "no". Social innovation 
does not require social entrepreneurship, because 
there are other sources of social innovation. And, if we 
limit ourselves to the private sector, we have seen that 
social innovation can also be a product of normal busi-
ness entrepreneurship. Social innovations should not 
be considered hugely different and separate from other 
innovations that are constantly being introduced by 
businesses. Thus, also in the private sector, social in-
novation does not require social entrepreneurship, but 
like any other innovation it does require entrepreneur-
ship. 
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