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Tutkimus paneutuu yhteiskunnallisten yritysten yhteiskunnallisen vaikutuksen kansainvälistämiseen 

ja erityisesti ulkomaiseen toimintaympäristöön sopeutumiseen yhteiskunnallisen vaikutuksen 

näkökulmasta. Työn tavoitteena on selvittää, millä tavoin yhteiskunnalliset yritykset pyrkivät 
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on yhteiskunnallisen yrittäjyyden tutkimuksessa uusi aihe, minkä vuoksi tämän tutkimuksen tulokset 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the topic of this research and give an 

overview of social entrepreneurship field. The main goal of this chapter is to 

articulate research questions clearly and to give an outline on the structure of this 

paper. This introductory chapter also shortly describes the methods used for 

examining the topic area and conducting the research. Furthermore, the motivation 

and research gap for this study are clarified.  

1.1 Introduction to the topic 

Social entrepreneurship is a phenomenon which has existed for a long time the 

concept being invented by William Drayton already decades ago (Barendsen & 

Gardner, 2004). Today the importance of social entrepreneurship is significant and 

thousands of people around the world are involved in social entrepreneurial activity 

(Terjesen, Lepoutre, Justo, Bosma & Global Entrepreneurship Research Association, 

2012). However, the interest to research on the topic has been increasing just during 

the 21st century (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011), the research still having mainly a 

conceptual focus instead of empirical outlook (Short, Moss & Lumpkin, 2009). Most 

of the social entrepreneurship literature focus on defining the concept of social 

entrepreneurship (Mair & Marti, 2006; Martin & Osberg, 2007; Peredo & McLean, 

2006), and therefore, a study based on empirical data has the potential to provide 

with plenty of new insights as well as to contribute to the future research and theory 

building on the field.   

Although the literature on social entrepreneurship focuses mainly on defining the 

concept, the definition is still argued about and deviations do exist (Dacin, Dacin & 

Matear, 2010). The definitions vary in both approach and content (Neck, Brush & 

Allen, 2009) which is illustrated by Dacin et al. (2010), who show in their article the 

variety of interpretations by listing almost 40 different definitions and descriptions of 

social entrepreneurship found from literature. However, the concept has been 

developing further throughout its history (Barendsen & Gardner, 2004) and it is 

apparent that social innovation and social value creation, in other words social 

impact, are central to the phenomenon (Austin, Stevenson & Wei-Skillern, 2006). 
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Regardless of the variety of definitions, the main characteristic distinguishing social 

entrepreneurship from traditional entrepreneurship, and the common characteristic 

for all the definitions seems to be that the principal motivation for social 

entrepreneurship is to create social value instead of only focusing on profit 

generation (Zadek & Thake, 1997). According to Zahra et al. (2008) social value is 

defined broadly to include economic, social, health and environmental aspects of 

human welfare. Certo and Miller (2008, p. 1) continue that this social value has little 

to do with profits but instead “involves the fulfillment of basic and long-standing 

needs such as providing food, water, shelter, education, and medical services to those 

members of society who are in need”. Santos (2012), however, states that contrary to 

some definitions (e.g. Certo & Miller, 2008) helping disadvantaged segments of the 

population is not essential for social entrepreneurship but more important is to 

address the neglected problems with positive externalities. In this study, social value 

and social impact are used as synonyms. 

Not only is the definition of social entrepreneurship argued about but also the 

theoretical development dealing with especially international social enterprises has 

fallen behind and there are only few guidelines for the potential social entrepreneurs 

looking for internationalization possibilities (Chen, 2012). Social entrepreneurship 

has existed also as a global phenomenon for long but what has changed, is that an 

increasing number of social enterprises have international activities (Marshall, 2010) 

and, besides, social entrepreneurship has recently become more widespread also in 

emerging economies (Terjesen et al., 2011) since globalization has increased 

awareness of social improvement opportunities in them (Zahra, Rawhouser, Bhawe, 

Neubaum & Hayton, 2008). However, the international aspects of social 

entrepreneurship are largely lacking in the literature leaving a significant research 

gap on the field.  

What is more, the few studies conducted on international social entrepreneurship 

have taken mostly a local, regional or national point of view (Marshall, 2011) leaving 

the global perspective out of the scope. For example, Tukamushaba, Orobia and 

George (2011) study social entrepreneurship in Ugandan context, Weerawarden and 

Mort (2006) in Australia while Madill, Brouard and Hebb (2010) focus on Canadian 

social enterprises. Nonetheless, as Zahra et al. (2008) say, social entrepreneurs’ 
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innovative solutions that are validated in their local context get also often imitated in 

other geographies and thus can drive global industries. This is to say that filling this 

research gap can facilitate future social entrepreneurs to internationalize faster and 

create greater social value for the society. “Social entrepreneurship is not about 

exerting pressure or raising awareness but rather about developing and validating a 

sustainable solution to problems that often have a local expression but global impact” 

(Santos, 2012, p. 14).  Social opportunities are global in nature (Zahra et al., 2008) 

and the locally used innovative solutions to social problems could work in other 

environments as well. A great example of this is the microfinance sector that was 

first started by Muhammed Yunus in 1976 in Bangladesh (Grameen bank, 2014) but 

has from then on grown to be a worldwide tool to empower the poor (Seelos & Mair, 

2004). 

In the future, our needs will grow rather than decline and the welfare system is all the 

time more and more stretched (Thompson, 2002), which indicates that social 

entrepreneurship is needed. In the developed world social entrepreneurship is 

increasing due to the decline of the welfare state whereas in less developed 

economies social entrepreneurship arises from the distrust on non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), apathy within the private sector and disability of the 

government to provide services (Robinson, 2006). Katzenstein and Chrispin (2011) 

suggest that as traditional development aid has proven to be a failed strategy for 

generating development at least in African countries, social entrepreneurship could 

be a replacing process that would truly allow development to occur. Also 

economically advanced societies can benefit from social entrepreneurship that seeks 

to enhance psychological wellbeing or community development (Zahra et al., 2014). 

This is to say that the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship has the potential to 

influence greatly on the global economy and international social ventures can 

become a catalyst for economic and social change (Zahra, Newey & Li, 2014). 

Concluding from the data in the article of Harding (2006) it is possible that social 

entrepreneurship will become globally almost as important a phenomenon as 

commercial entrepreneurship. Social value can be generated basically anywhere as 

long as it responds to an established need of a community or people and has the 

ability to improve the welfare or wellbeing in that society. 
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Even though the practice and definitions of social entrepreneurship vary between 

different countries and regions depending on the culture and business environment 

(Kerlin, 2010), the core idea is the same everywhere and therefore taking a global 

perspective is the only way to find the common characteristics between social 

enterprises, which is the key to understanding the phenomenon thoroughly. 

Furthermore, Kalinic and Pater (2013) suggest that social enterprises have a distinct 

internationalization pathway when compared to traditional entrepreneurship, which 

also means different challenges during the process. Also commercial enterprises face 

a variety of challenges when starting to have activities abroad, but many times they 

are rather different or get a new aspect in the case of social entrepreneurship due to 

resource scarcity and the nature of the problems addressed. This means that in order 

to create social impact abroad, social enterprises need to adapt to a special 

environment overcoming the distinct challenges they have. Hence, this study is 

taking a global perspective on the internationalization of social impact, in other 

words social value creation, and adaptation processes of social enterprises when 

working in foreign environments, having the objective of making the 

internationalization process easier for future international social ventures and 

revealing the implicit better practices when adapting to foreign environments. 

It is important to note that internationalizing the social value creation can mean a 

different thing than internationalizing one’s operations even though oftentimes these 

two are simultaneous processes. Furthermore, social enterprises may internationalize 

their sales, production or other operations in some cases in the same manner as 

commercial enterprises do, facing also the same challenges and maybe using the 

same adaptation methods but the difference comes when discussing 

internationalization from the point of view of social impact. This is why the topic of 

this study is specified to focus on internationalization of social impact. As will be 

shown later on, some traditional internationalization theories can be applied to social 

impact internationalization, too. Nonetheless, also certain differences, like not taking 

the psychic distance into account, are found. Social entrepreneurs evaluate the 

context in a fundamentally different way and therefore social enterprises often end 

up to business-wise challenging environments, which causes distinct challenges, 

especially in relation to cultural and social issues, to them as well as requires 

different methods of adaptation. 
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1.2 Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this paper is twofold: to find out how social enterprises adapt to 

foreign environments when creating social impact abroad and to turn that 

information into guidelines facilitating internationalization of social enterprises. The 

aim is pursued through analyzing the ways of choosing the environments within 

which social enterprises operate as well as the faced challenges and the process of 

overcoming them. The main objective is to recognize the possible similarities in 

actions taken, when adapting to a foreign operating environment, in order to establish 

guidelines for future international social enterprises and help them avoid or at least 

be prepared for the common challenges and provide with possible ways to tackle the 

challenges. In other words, the study aims to make it easier for social enterprises to 

internationalize and, thus, enable understanding of how social enterprises can create 

bigger impact globally and advance global social and economic development with 

new innovations.  

The thesis aims to add to the existing discussion of social entrepreneurship by using 

the following as the leading research question: 

How do social enterprises adapt to foreign environments in which they 

are creating social impact? 

In order to achieve the objective of this study, three additional sub questions have 

been used to support the construction of the discussion: 

SQ1: What are the characteristics of international social opportunity? 

SQ2: What kinds of challenges do social enterprises face in foreign 

environments in which they create social impact? 

SQ3: How can the enterprises tackle these challenges? 

Social enterprises’ adaptation process to foreign markets was chosen as the topic for 

this research firstly because during the recent decades, social entrepreneurship has 
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been on increase (Bornstein, 2007, p.1) and therefore its influence to global economy 

is growing. Secondly, it is possible that social entrepreneurship and social 

innovations can tackle many of the world’s problems that have not been solved with 

the traditional solutions like development aid (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011) and 

therefore it is important to facilitate the internationalization of social impact creation 

in order to be able to create greater impact. Social enterprises have barely been 

researched from global perspective and especially the adaptation process to foreign 

environments lacks in the current literature. Therefore, the results of this study will 

contribute to the discussion of understanding the characteristics of social 

entrepreneurship more thoroughly. What is more, the results may be used as a 

managerial tool or advice for future international social entrepreneurs. 

This paper is a Master’s thesis and its objective is to collect and report good 

examples for future international social entrepreneurs as well as to point out the 

needed actions related to adaptation to foreign markets. The focus of the study is 

only on social enterprises creating social impact abroad and therefore commercial 

enterprises are discussed only to the extent that is necessary in order to understand 

why the field of social entrepreneurship is distinct. Also nongovernmental 

organizations are left out of the scope, however, keeping in mind that some social 

enterprises are non-profits and therefore an important part of the study. 

1.3 Research design and methods 

This is a qualitative multiple-case study using interviews as the main source of 

empirical data.  As the aim of the study is twofold, both descriptive and normative 

approaches are applied. The research focus is on descriptive approach since the paper 

pursues to describe the phenomenon of social enterprises’ adaptation to foreign 

environments in order to create better understanding of the phenomenon  (Silva, 

Healey & Harris, 2014, p. 63). However, since the research also aims to establish 

guidelines for social enterprise internationalization, normative approach alongside 

with descriptive approach is justified. The study leans mainly on inductive reasoning 

since it aims to frame a generalizable theory or suggestions drawing from individual 

cases. However, as the topic is not well understood, the empirical part follows only 
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after creating preliminary theory basis through literature review giving the study also 

a slight deductive point of view.   

The theory basis for this study is constructed as a literature review utilizing multiple 

previous studies regarding social and international entrepreneurship in order to 

understand the characteristics of internationalizing social impact and the type of 

challenges faced by social enterprises within that process, as well as the innovative 

ways to tackle these challenges. The findings from literature are complemented with 

the material collected from semi-constructed interviews conducted to chosen 

international social entrepreneurs creating social value in different parts of the world. 

The findings from literature and empirical data are combined in order to construct 

better understanding of international social impact creation and social 

entrepreneurship and articulate best practices and guidelines for future international 

social enterprises.  

This paper aims to be a multiple-case study telling the stories of four international 

social enterprises and then bringing these stories together with the literature in order 

to establish a theory basis for the topic. Interviews have been considered in this case 

the best way to find out the reasons why some specific actions have been so 

significant and also to understand the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship more 

deeply. Thus, conducting interviews will be the main source of empirical data in this 

study. Using only numerical data would provide with too narrow scale information to 

describe also the linkages between different processes leading to success and also the 

managerial decisions behind them. 

1.4 Structure of the paper 

In the following chapters the research questions are examined and approached both 

through literature review and empirical data. Discussion of the research topic 

constructs of two theory chapters that are purely based on findings from literature 

and of three chapters describing and analyzing the research process and its findings 

in relation to the literature. The paper starts with an introductory part explaining the 

backgrounds of the topic and defining shortly the concept of social enterprise as well 

as social entrepreneurship as a field of study. Also the structure of the paper and used 
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research methods are described in this chapter in order to give the reader a general 

view of the research.  

After introduction, literature review based theory parts follow, first defining the 

concept of social entrepreneurship and explaining the special characteristics of social 

entrepreneurial opportunity. Also internationalization of social enterprises in regards 

of social impact is discussed already in the first theory chapter in order to provide 

with understanding of the special characteristics of social entrepreneurial field. The 

third chapter is divided into two subchapters the first one describing the challenges 

that social enterprises face when expanding the social value creation to new markets 

in order to provide with broader knowledge of social entrepreneurial business 

environment. The second subchapter describes the adaptation methods used by social 

enterprises in order to tackle those challenges.  

After the literature review, the fourth chapter explains in detail why multiple-case 

study and interviews were chosen as the research method for this study as well as 

how the collection of empirical data has been implemented. Also the chosen case 

companies are shortly described in the fifth chapter. This part focuses on giving an 

objective view of the case companies and their operational environments. The fifth 

and sixth chapter analyse the data from the interviews combining it with the findings 

from literature. The analysis is divided into two chapters first discussing the reasons 

to choose a specific international social opportunity and the methods of 

internationalizing social value creation then proceeding to the experienced challenges 

and overcoming them.  

After the main chapters, follows the final and concluding chapter, indicating clearly 

the main results of this study. Also the contribution of this study to existing research 

will be evaluated and the limitations of this study as well as suggestions for future 

research are discussed in order to indicate better the importance of these results and 

provide with the tools for further research. Articles, webpages and other research 

material used are listed in the end of this paper, and they have been searched from 

academic journals and books in the fields of international business and social 

entrepreneurship. The main database used has been EBSCO Business Source 

Complete. Also an earlier study of the same author, Challenges in international for-
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profit social entrepreneurship (2013), conducted as a Bachelor’s thesis has been in an 

important part when deciding the topic and especially as a source for the third 

chapter of this paper, however, only using the parts that can be applied seamlessly to 

the topic of this study. The empirical data has been collected from four international 

social enterprises: FairMail, Monkey Business, Seed and Sproxil. 
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2 INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURIAL OPPORTUNITIES 

The aim of this chapter is to clarify why the field of international social 

entrepreneurship has its special characteristics and why it is worth conducting this 

study. This chapter serves as background knowledge for understanding the 

distinctive characteristics of social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurial 

opportunity, and in addition the internationalization patterns deriving from those 

characteristics. The discussion in this chapter outlines the focus for further discussion 

of social enterprises’ adaptation to foreign environments.  

In order to understand the field to witch this research contributes, the first subchapter 

defines the concept of social entrepreneurship in relation to general entrepreneurial 

field. After that, the distinctiveness of social entrepreneurial opportunity is explained 

with the aim of clarifying the context of social entrepreneurship and linking the 

concept to practical business environment. In the last part of this chapter, the 

internationalization of social enterprises and social impact is examined in order to 

create understanding of what is the motivation behind social enterprises’ 

internationalization and how the foreign locations are chosen. This adds as 

background information for further theory building in relation to what the challenges 

faced by social enterprises are when internationalizing social impact, and how the 

enterprises can tackle them.  

The argumentation is built on both international business and social entrepreneurship 

literature discussing the relevant internationalization theories in relation to 

internationalization of social value creation. Since social enterprises often 

internationalize both their operations and social value creation simultaneously, 

majority of the discussion in this chapter focuses on this common internationalization 

strategy. Furthermore, very little research has been done on internationalization of 

only the social impact but instead it has been assumed that internationalizing the 

enterprise and social impact are the same thing, which limits the amount of source 

material for this specific discussion.  
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2.1 Definition of social entrepreneurship 

The concept of social entrepreneurship consists of two components ‘social’ and 

‘entrepreneurship’. According to Katzenstein & Chrispin (2011) entrepreneurship is 

generally characterized as the exploitation of an opportunity to create value. 

However, there is variation also in the definitions of entrepreneurship. On one hand, 

Thornton (1999) describes entrepreneurship simply as a context-dependent social and 

economic process of creating new organizations. On the other hand, Cunningham 

and Lischeron (1991) indicate that there is no agreement on all self-employed or 

business owners being entrepreneurs but rather small-business proprietors.  Shane 

and Venkataraman (2000), in turn, claim that the creation of new organizations is not 

a defining factor for entrepreneurship as business opportunities can be sold for 

others. Coulter (2001, p. 6) goes further with his definition combining all the factors 

discussed above: “entrepreneurship is the process whereby an individual or a group 

of individuals use organized efforts and means to pursue opportunities to create value 

and grow by fulfilling wants and needs through innovation and uniqueness, no matter 

what resources are currently controlled”. Oxford dictionaries (2013) add one more 

aspect by stating that entrepreneurship includes taking financial risks in the hope of 

profit. 

The ‘social’ of social entrepreneurship is, if possible, even more debated part of the 

concept. Austin et al. (2006, p. 2) define social entrepreneurship as “innovative, 

social value creating activity that can occur within or across the nonprofit, business 

or government sectors”. Austin et al. (2006) continue that social entrepreneurship 

involves the recognition, evaluation and exploitation of opportunity resulting in 

social value instead of personal or shareholder wealth. “The tipping point for why a 

company would be viewed as a social venture is whether in its total decision making 

it prioritizes social outcomes over financial ones” (Zahra et al., 2014, p. 7). Santos 

(2012) explains the difference between commercial and social entrepreneurship by 

stating that social mission organizations maximize the value creation instead of value 

capture, sacrificing the possible financial profits that are not necessarily needed to 

sustain the business, in order to create as much social value as possible.  
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In addition, Austin et al. (2006) claim that social enterprises can be for-profit, non-

profit or hybrid that combine both of these approaches. However, drawing from the 

definition of entrepreneurship, it is essential that also social enterprises take financial 

risks in order to keep the business going even though social businesses can be 

financed partly through donations and grants. In the case of social enterprises, the 

pursuit for profit is needed to the extent of securing the future operations but beyond 

that, financial profit is not a defining factor since the principal motivation for social 

enterprises is generating social value. Thus, the decisions need to be made in a way 

that prioritizes the overall social value creation over profit. With that said, 

commercial and social entrepreneurship are not dichotomous but instead on different 

points on the continuum of entrepreneurship alternating from purely economic to 

purely social (Austin et al., 2006).   

2.2 Social entrepreneurial opportunities 

Seelos and Mair (2004) state that there is no such a thing as “non-social” enterprise 

because all the enterprises contribute to social development creating job 

opportunities or generating tax revenue. However, since social impact is the primary 

goal of social enterprises instead of financial goals, the field of social 

entrepreneurship can be considered as distinct domain under the entrepreneurship 

field and, therefore, it has some special characteristics. Austin et al. (2006) have built 

a frequently cited theory contributing to the discussion of differences between social 

and commercial entrepreneurship, and state that the main difference between social 

and commercial enterprises is opportunity, owing to differences in missions and 

responses to market failure. Also Zahra et al. (2008) contribute to that discussion by 

analyzing the reasons behind globalization of social entrepreneurship opportunities. 

Robinson (2006) claims simply that social entrepreneurial opportunities are special 

because they are embedded in social sector market. 

”What might be deemed an unfavorable contextual factor for market-

based commercial entrepreneurship could be seen as an opportunity 

for a social entrepreneur aiming to address social needs arising from 

market failure.” (Austin et al., 2006, p. 16) 



20 

Both commercial and social enterprises are concerned about customers, suppliers, 

entry barriers, substitutes, rivalry and the economics of the venture when considering 

an opportunity, but maybe to different extents due to the differences in market 

dynamics (Austin et al., 2006). Social and environmental problems create 

opportunities for social entrepreneurs, and solutions to social problems like 

healthcare, education and hunger are opportunity spaces for social enterprises (Neck 

et al., 2009). According to Austin et al. (2006), one theory explaining the social 

entrepreneurship existence states that social enterprises emerge when social-market 

failure exists, in other words, when commercial market forces do not meet social 

needs, which is often due to the fact that people needing these services are unable to 

pay for them and therefore the possibility to generate profits is limited. What is more, 

Robinson (2006) states that in developed countries the decline of welfare state and 

gaps in the social safety net as well as changes in institutional environment have led 

to social entrepreneurial opportunities. “A problem for the commercial entrepreneur, 

is an opportunity for the social entrepreneur” (Austin et al., 2006, p. 3). 

As Austin et al. (2006) propose, market failure is creating divergent entrepreneurial 

opportunities for social and commercial entrepreneurs and therefore context affects 

social entrepreneurial opportunity probably more than commercial opportunity. 

Actually, social entrepreneurs may well choose to take on opportunities to address 

social change not despite of, but due to, an inhospitable context (Austin et al., 2006). 

This is because during difficult economic times, social needs are often intensified 

which provides with more opportunities to social enterprises (Austin et al., 2006). To 

summarize, “an adverse context may often lead the social entrepreneur to seek to 

change the context itself, as often the social problem is deeply embedded in 

contextual factors” (Austin et al., 2006, p. 9). 

Evidently, social enterprises recognize different opportunities than commercial 

enterprises and the decision to pursue an opportunity is different. Zahra et al. (2008) 

claim that social enterprises use five different criteria to determine global 

opportunities: prevalence, relevance, urgency, accessibility and radicalness of the 

solution. According to them prevalence of the needs in human society is the major 

reason for the existence of social opportunity, which may not be the case always with 

commercial entrepreneurs who may as well focus on niche markets (Zahra et al., 
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2008). This is to say that, for example, poverty being a major and prevalent social 

problem, many social enterprises focus on economic empowerment activities. 

However, Zahra et al. (2008) also comment that prevalence of an opportunity is a 

subjective concept for an entrepreneur. Second, Zahra et al. (2008) mention 

relevance of the problem affecting to the opportunity recognition. Similar to 

prevalence, also relevance is largely subjective concept indicating that some social 

problems are more relevant to specific entrepreneurs in certain situations since they 

meet the skill set, connections and objectives of the entrepreneur (Zahra et al., 2008). 

To illustrate, Erzébet Szekeres, who has a disabled son, has founded several assisted 

living centers for disabled people (Bornstein, 2007, p. 102) and Jeroo Billimoria 

whose dad, before passing away, had helped street children in their community 

founded Childline to help the street children in her home town Bombay (Bornstein, 

2007, p. 77).  

Thirdly, urgency of the issue is a factor affecting to social entrepreneurial 

opportunities differently than to other types of opportunities since an urgent need 

might also disappear rapidly, which is not ideal for creating profits (Zahra et al., 

2008). For example, typhoons, natural disasters and wars can cause an urgent 

problem that can be seen as a social entrepreneurial opportunity that needs to be 

acted on quickly (Zahra et al., 2008). What is more, also accessibility affects to the 

evaluation of social entrepreneurial opportunities but slightly different way than in 

other types of possibilities. The more difficult the problem is to address with the 

traditional welfare mechanisms like governments or NGOs, the better opportunity it 

is for a social enterprise (Zahra et al., 2008). This leads to the fifth aspect of the 

opportunity: radicalness. When a social opportunity is inaccessible, it probably 

requires radical innovation to address it, which might not work with the established 

organization structures or stakeholders of the traditional welfare mechanisms (Zahra 

et al., 2008). However, “the more radical the product, the wider is the window of 

opportunity” (Srinivasan, Lilien & Rangaswamy, 2004, s. 3).  

Moreover, in international context accessibility of a social opportunity can reduce the 

liability of foreignness since it gives the possibility to collaborate with other 

organizations that already exist or are willing to start their operations addressing the 

issues of common concern, which is the opposite of what commercial entrepreneurs 
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are looking for (Zahra et al., 2008). As Santos (2012) claimed, real social 

entrepreneurs should actually invite competition instead of resisting it, as replication 

of these innovative solutions will increase the generated social impact. “The pioneer 

can establish a large network, spur the development of complementary goods, and 

increase the utility of its product to customers” (Srinivasan et al., 2004, p. 3). 

To conclude, the opportunities in general are different for social and commercial 

enterprises. Often social enterprises operate on neglected problems with positive 

social externalities (Santos, 2012). These areas have a much higher potential for 

value creation than value capture because the benefits for society are larger than the 

financial benefits captured by the entrepreneur (Santos, 2012) which makes it 

unattractive for commercial enterprises to base their businesses around these 

problems. Dealing with the externalities usually is perceived as something that 

governments need to deal with but sometimes they do not realize the extent of 

positive externalities and therefore fail to act on them (Santos, 2012). Moreover, the 

governments in some countries are weak and state failures are common (Zahra et al., 

2008). Additionally, traditional market solutions to persistent social problems are 

generally impractical since they are expensive, complicated and unprofitable (Zahra 

et al., 2008). Social entrepreneurial opportunities are different from other 

opportunities since they are highly influenced by the social and institutional 

structures both in market and the community (Robinson, 2006). “Where most people 

see difficult problems and complex issues, social entrepreneurs seem to be able to 

see solutions and opportunities” (Robinson, 2006, p. 24). 

2.3 Internationalizing social impact 

International entrepreneurship research has largely focused on profit making 

companies and especially on those based in developed economies (Zahra et al., 2014) 

that way ignoring a big part of the social entrepreneurship field. Furthermore, 

although social entrepreneurship is distinct from other types of entrepreneurship and 

the number of social enterprises in the international arena is increasing, researchers 

have largely ignored the internationalization pathway of social enterprises (Kalinic & 

Pater, 2013). As was discussed earlier, social entrepreneurial opportunities are so 

distinct from other types of entrepreneurial opportunities that it can be assumed that 
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also the reasons and patterns for internationalization are different, which makes it 

important to research on this topic. Kalinic and Pater (2013) suggest that social 

enterprises follow a distinct internationalization pathway compared to traditional 

companies due to the social mission’s influence on many aspects of the 

internationalization process. In addition to the different pathway, the literature 

indicates clearly that also the motivation for internationalization and criteria for 

choosing the target market are different than in the case of commercial enterprises. 

International social enterprises exist to minimize social costs or to otherwise provide 

special benefits more efficiently than market solutions (Chen, 2012). 

Generally, internationalization can be seen as a synonym for the geographical 

expansion of economic activities over national borders (Ruzzier, Hisrich & Antoncic, 

2006). This is partly true also in the case of social enterprises but, however, 

internationalization of social value creation can sometimes mean a different thing 

than, for example, internationalizing sales or other operations, which needs to be kept 

in mind. This is to say that the business itself or some parts of it can be located in one 

place but the social value is actually created in another, as is the case of FairMail 

who sells mainly within Europe but has been creating social value mostly in Peru, 

India and Morocco (FairMail, 2014). This example will be discussed more in detail 

in the empirical section. Nonetheless, there are also many cases in which the social 

impact is created in the place where the product or service is sold and used which 

means that internationalization of both sales and social impact happen 

simultaneously possibly following some of the traditional theories of 

internationalization common to commercial enterprises. Hence, in spite of the 

differences, the traditional internationalization theories combined with social 

entrepreneurship aspects can help to understand also internationalization of social 

value creation even though they do not explain the whole phenomenon. 

Among the best known internationalization theories are the gradual 

internationalization model called Uppsala model (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977), and the 

theory of international new ventures – the so called born globals (Oviatt & 

McDougall, 1994). The Uppsala model bases on the idea of gradual learning and 

step-by-step commitment to international markets (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) 

whereas the theory of global new ventures is rather the opposite showing that some 
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companies are international already from the inception in order to gain competitive 

advantage (Oviatt & McDougall, 1994). In addition, Johanson and Mattsson (1988) 

present a network based theory of internationalization stating that when companies 

internationalize, they get involved to the target market networks that way changing 

the established dynamics between different parties. Hence, Johanson and Mattsson 

(1993, p. 306) describe internationalization to be a “cumulative process, in which 

relationships are continually established, maintained, developed, broken and 

dissolved in order to achieve the objectives of the firm”. 

Oviatt and McDougall’s (1994) theory of international new ventures states that one 

of the reasons for new ventures to go international is establishing a foreign location 

advantage to generate more profits. On the contrary, social enterprises recognize 

social issues rather than economic opportunities to be the ‘advantage’ and 

internationalize their social impact because the social opportunity can be responded 

only on the location (Kalinic & Pater, 2013). In other words, the motivation of social 

enterprises to start operating on foreign markets is to take advantage of the 

possibility to create larger social impact and to execute their social mission, which is 

rather distinct from the traditional idea of exploiting the international arena to gain 

more profits. Of course, internationalization can be beneficial also for social 

enterprises by providing with the possibility to spread risk, to exploit first mover 

advantage, to expand the brand awareness and to increase revenue generation 

(Mannebach, 2014) but these seem to be secondary objectives or side products for 

social enterprises or these gains are searched for from other markets than where the 

primary social value is created. 

Psychic distance, which means the cultural and institutional distance between home 

and host culture (Nizielska, 2013), has been often referred as the determining factor 

of choosing the target market when internationalizing, companies preferring to 

expand to markets that are culturally close to their own views in order to be less 

affected by liability of foreignness (e.g. Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Liability of 

foreignness means disadvantage a foreigner has in the host country due to the lacking 

market knowledge and it needs to be overcome by superior competitive advantage 

(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Nonetheless, as Zahra et al. (2008) showed earlier in 

their discussion of social entrepreneurs’ motivation to make use of the international 
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opportunity, social entrepreneurs are likely to establish their social value creation 

operations to countries where the help is necessary and this reduces the theoretical 

value of both, psychic distance and liability of foreignness in the case of social 

entrepreneurial internationalization. Depending on the social mission, some social 

enterprises have more markets to choose from and in the case that two markets 

provide with the same possibility to create social value, it is probable that the 

psychically closer market is chosen, but otherwise it is a secondary determinant. 

Furthermore, Johanson and Vahlne (2009) have since then revisited their theory and 

come to the conclusion that actually networks are the most important factor when 

internationalizing and instead of psychic distance, the companies may experience 

outsidership in relation to the relevant network while establishing their operations to 

new market areas, which is somewhat similar to the network based approach 

presented by Johanson and Mattson (1988). This appears to be the case also when 

talking about social enterprises, because they seem to care less about psychic 

distance and focus on networks instead. When compared to traditional entrepreneurs, 

strong networks are even more important to social enterprises since they face more 

challenges to mobilize resources (Kalinic & Pater, 2013) due to the resource-scarce 

environments. The presence of several organizations serving as intermediaries, 

connecting the social ventures with similar missions across borders, has facilitated 

the quick internationalization of some social enterprises and social missions (Zahra et 

al., 2008). Moreover, the presence of other organizations in the same field may 

increase the awareness of the addressed problem as well as the legitimacy of the 

social venture (Zahra et al., 2008).  

Dunning (1980) argues in his eclectic theory, basing on internalizing theory, how 

location- and ownership-related inputs can affect the company success abroad and 

why sometimes internalizing some ownership-specific resources may be essential for 

the company. Moreover, internalization theory explains that firms usually have 

distinct internalization advantages, like access to networks or well-skilled staff that 

can be exploited by going international (Zahra et al. 2008). Following the 

internalization theory, social enterprises would be likely to internationalize after 

developing certain capabilities that could be organized to serve unique social needs 

(Zahra et al., 2008).  Nevertheless, this internalizing theory works well when markets 
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exist and perform well but this is hardly ever the case with social opportunities and 

(Zahra et al., 2008) therefore does not explain well social enterprises’ 

internationalization as such. 

Zahra et al. (2008) continue that regime theory compliments internalizing theory in 

the case of international social entrepreneurship, explaining that when formal 

institutions fail, social actors often rely on their shared understanding of a social 

issue. This shared understanding basing on mutual appreciation of basic human 

rights can develop into an international regime among the interested parties, which 

then encourages international social ventures to take on the opportunity (Zahra et al., 

2008). In addition, Zahra et al. (2008) complement an aspect of Beck’s (2006) theory 

of cosmopolitanism, by explaining that even though humans usually identify with 

those who are close to them and want to help them when necessary, still ‘friendship 

to humanity’ prevails the local and nationalistic tendencies by underlining the 

universal human vulnerability to suffering (Beck, 2006 cited in Zahra et al., 2008). 

Hence, although people tend to be more immune to the suffering happening farther 

away, cosmopolitanism theory explains that we share an understanding of some 

human needs, for example feeding children, being universal and these beliefs can 

lead some social entrepreneurs to internationalize their social value creation 

processes (Zahra et al., 2008). Social entrepreneurs can be seen as the ‘altruistic 

agents’ driven by empathy that is triggered by increased awareness of the prevalence 

or urgency of a social opportunity (Zahra et al., 2008).  

Kalinic and Pater (2013) state that social enterprises use a mixture of gradualist and 

born global internationalization pathway and they also expand simultaneously both 

domestically and internationally. On the other hand, Zahra et al. (2008) suggest that 

some social enterprises start domestically exploring the solutions to global problems 

at first in home country and then gradually expanding internationally while other 

social enterprises may start by focusing on a world region and then expanding over 

time or begin international operations right from inception (Zahra et al. 2008) which 

goes hand in hand with the well-known internationalization theories presented above. 

However, sometimes an individual does not find entrepreneurial avenues in his home 

country and therefore launches the enterprise or social value creation directly in other 

country. This is worthwhile to note since this scenario is more common in social 
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entrepreneurship than in other types of entrepreneurship (Tukamushaba et al. 2011). 

According to Kalinic and Pater (2013), social enterprises tend to internationalize 

young and fast if the social value is created abroad. 

As Santos (2012) claims social entrepreneurs should invite competition since the 

broader their innovations spread, the bigger is the social value created. Therefore, 

sometimes internationalizing the social impact does not even require the enterprise to 

internationalize its operations but instead internationalize its idea and the way of 

implementing it, making it accessible for other people who can hence replicate it. 

Bornstein (2007) describes in his book this phenomenon of blueprint copying that 

basically means that the pioneers of a working social innovation distribute their idea 

and, most importantly, the knowledge of how to make it work, to others and that way 

the same idea, maybe with slight modifications if necessary, can be used on other 

suitable locations, too (Bornstein, 2007, p. 262-270). Although Bornstein claims that 

blueprint copying is not yet really common among the social entrepreneurs 

(Bornstein, 2007, p. 266), it is another way to internationalize social impact and it 

differs radically from the commercial internationalization possibilities. Usually 

within commercial sector spreading a business idea and know-how on implementing 

it, is seen as a loss of profit if the original owner of the idea is not keeping the 

intellectual property rights to the idea and gaining income from it.  

To summarize, although the same theories may apply to some extent to both the 

social and commercial enterprise internationalization, important differences do exist 

due to the differences in opportunities. Context is a critical factor in social 

enterprises’ functions and therefore also when internationalizing (Kalinic and Pater 

2013). Due to the intensified need for social development in inhospitable 

environments, social enterprises may evaluate them to be more attractive operating 

environments than traditional enterprises do (Dart, 2004). Therefore, social 

enterprises also take less regard of psychic distance than traditional enterprises 

(Kalinic & Pater, 2013). As discussed before, social enterprises evaluate their 

international opportunities based on prevalence, relevance, urgency, accessibility and 

radicalness (Zahra et al., 2008), and therefore, psychic distance is meaningless or at 

least it is not seen as a determinant of the location because the goal is to create as 

much social value as possible, and that can be done only in that specific location no 
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matter how different or psychically distant the country is. Even though many social 

enterprises tackle issues in their own communities, many target areas with noticeably 

different values and socioeconomic structures overcoming cultural and psychic 

distance (Zahra et al., 2008).  



29 

3 ADAPTATION TO FOREIGN ENVIRONMENTS 

This chapter, basing on the earlier debate of internationalization and social 

entrepreneurship characteristics, deliberates the findings from literature in relation to 

challenges faced by social enterprises in new environments. After that the discussion 

continues to the ways these challenges can be overcome. Also the discussion related 

to adaptation methods is still basing on the information collected from different 

articles and, in addition, on a few case examples found from literature. The aim of 

the chapter is to illustrate what is known already about the challenges faced by social 

enterprises and the adaptation methods adapted by them in general, in order to 

structure the basis for analyzing the empirical data and constructing theory further in 

international context. 

The emphasis is on entry phase challenges since it can be assumed that most of the 

adaptation will be required during these early phases on new markets. The existing 

literature has fairly few insights about these issues from the international social 

entrepreneurship perspective and, therefore, the discussion is directed mainly to the 

general challenges faced by social entrepreneurs, however, limiting the discussion in 

this study to the challenges that may have special characteristics when the social 

enterprise is creating social impact in a foreign environment. These views are 

complemented with common challenges of businesses, especially when entering 

international markets in order to get enhanced understanding of the special 

characteristics of operating in foreign environments. 

3.1 Challenges of new markets to social enterprises 

Robinson (2006) explains that the other side of the opportunity coin are the entry 

barriers which represent some of the criteria how entrepreneurs evaluate business 

opportunities after discovering them. He continues that social entrepreneurial 

opportunities “are best analyzed in the context of the social and institutional factors 

that help to create them” (Robinson, 2006, p. 6). The social opportunities being 

distinct from other types of opportunities, also the entry barriers get their special 

characteristics. Although most entrepreneurs operate under resource scarcity, social 

entrepreneurs face a specific set of challenges since they intentionally locate 
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theiractivities in areas where markets function poorly (Di Domenico, Haugh & 

Tracey, 2010). Furthermore, because context is an essential part of the social 

business opportunity, as has been discussed before, the entry barriers cannot always 

be bypassed by choosing another market with less barriers, but instead, social 

enterprises need to deal with the challenges in order to pursue their social mission. In 

addition, to bring change to complex issues, the social entrepreneur must first 

address a number of broad challenges (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011). 

There are several different ways to define market entry barriers and 

internationalization barriers but only very few studies address specifically the entry 

barriers of social enterprises. Robinson (2006) applies the regular entry barriers to 

social entrepreneurship field mentioning economic, social and institutional entry 

barriers highlighting the significance of social and institutional ones. Furthermore, 

general international entry barriers are discussed in many studies (e.g. Sekliuckiene, 

2013; Karakaya & Stahl, 1989; Harrigan, 1981) and they can be classified in many 

different ways. However, in the context of social entrepreneurship, the classification 

into internal and external barriers functions the best. 

Deriving from these classifications, the entry phase challenges faced during or soon 

after entering the markets are classified here into two groups: 1) challenges related to 

the nature of the enterprise and 2) challenges related to the nature of the context. The 

Figure 1. in the end of this subchapter illustrates roughly the relation between the 

context of international social opportunity discussed earlier and different challenges. 

However, it needs to be kept in mind that not all the enterprises face all of the 

challenges and the interrelations between the challenges are not straightforward. 

3.1.1 Challenges related to the nature of the enterprise 

Even though social enterprises can be found in different types of contexts, they 

typically emerge as a response to limited access to resources and lack of services in 

communities (Di Domenico et al., 2010). Thus, it is clear that financial constraints 

and generating profit are more challenging for social than commercial enterprises, 

hence, making the economic entry barriers (Robinson, 2006) higher for them. Social 

enterprises in many cases target the bottom of the pyramid (BOP), which refers to the 
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poorest and largest socio-economic group in the economic chain, due to the extensive 

potential of creating social value (Pervez, Maritz & Waal, 2013). That makes it 

difficult to generate income since the customers are often not able to pay enough to 

finance the company, or charging the market price from them would not support the 

social mission.  

The profit margins tend to be small which makes it more difficult for social 

enterprises to access financial markets (Kettunen, 2013). Several organizations that 

generate great social value do not make profit or take longer to break even than 

investors can wait (Bornstein, 2007, p. 241). Due to the financial limitations, both 

human and financial resource mobilization require different approaches to managing 

financial and human resources than in commercial enterprises (Austin et al., 2006). 

Since the resources are very limited, the social enterprises often rely on voluntary 

staff (Thompson, 2002) and frequently have problems in holding on to skilled people 

because they are not able to pay market rate salaries nor to offer other incentives 

(Austin et al., 2006). Nonetheless, the importance of the team is seen as an essential 

asset in social enterprises (Kettunen, 2013), which makes the issue complex.  

Furthermore, measuring the performance of a social enterprise is problematic since it 

is challenging to put the outcomes in a measurable format or the results may be seen 

only after a long time (Kettunen, 2013). “The best measure to success is not how 

much profit they make but the extent to which they generate social value” (Hartigan, 

2006, p. 1). Nonetheless, measuring social effectiveness is complicated since social 

entrepreneurs should measure their performance by the outcomes achieved instead of 

activities done which means, to illustrate, not measuring the number of vaccinations 

given but rather the change in health statistics (Katzentein & Chrispin, 2011). 

Moreover, who can determine the value of clean water in a rural village or 

empowerment of women entrepreneurs in oppressive societies (Zahra et al., 2009)? 

This complicates accountability and stakeholder relations in social entrepreneurship 

sector (Austin et al., 2006) because it is more difficult to convince people to finance 

or in other ways help the enterprise when the results cannot be clearly seen or 

quantified.  
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3.1.2 Challenges related to the context 

The financial issues make it more difficult for social enterprises to overcome the 

social entry barriers that Robinson (2006) defines as barriers that are preventing the 

entrepreneur from using the social network that exists within the market as his 

advantage. Nevertheless, social entrepreneurial problems require collaboration with 

other stakeholders since social problems can rarely be solved independently (Neck et 

al., 2009). When taking an advantage of social networks, each organization can 

concentrate on what they do the best and rely on the others to provide assistance in 

areas where they have special competencies (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011).  

Additionally, social entrepreneurs work on issues that non-market actors are unable 

to solve or improve, and which are often somehow politically related (Marshall, 

2011), which makes it essential to have local networks in order to have the 

possibility to influence on the community. Often social entrepreneurs need the 

support and participation of policy makers in order to be able to pursue their mission 

but this is not always that simple, and requires overcoming both social and 

institutional barriers. Although the bureaucrats related to the issue addressed would 

be willing to help the entrepreneur, they will not do anything before they have the 

permission of the people who hold the power by controlling critical resources 

(Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011). This means that the social entrepreneur needs to 

invest plenty of time and effort trying to win over the support of the people highest in 

the hierarchy in order to gain active participation of the bureaucrats that really can 

make a difference in the project (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011).   

Moreover, social enterprises are often businesses that have a really innovative idea or 

business model or they can be even establishing a new industry and, consequently, 

many times when they enter the market the supportive structures to make it start the 

operations are still lacking. Aldrich and Fiol (1994) describe that these new kinds of 

businesses are even more vulnerable than the ones who are entering into already 

existing industry sector because the companies in the new industry lack sociopolitical 

and cognitive legitimacy. The basic problem is that creators of entirely new activities 

lack the familiarity and credibility of stakeholders and thus the basis for interaction is 

weak (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994) which is crucial to social enterprises due to the 
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importance of social networks. Furthermore, enterprises entering culturally more 

distant countries face greater difficulties in achieving local legitimacy and 

transferring their work practices (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999). 

Robinson (2006) states that institutional entry barriers are the ones that prevent the 

entrepreneur from knowing or understanding the norms and values, in other words 

formal and informal institutions, which contribute to the practices of a market. The 

institutional barriers can be either cultural or public institutional (Robinson, 2006) as 

in the case above. Katzenstein and Chrispin (2011) claim that possibly the most 

critical challenge confronting the social entrepreneur are the political and cultural 

issues that work against the effort, the entrepreneur is making towards the goal of 

creating social value. All enterprises face institutional barriers but, however, these 

often are more severe for social enterprises and especially when entering an 

international market or otherwise a cultural area that the entrepreneur is not familiar 

with. Since social value creation requires intimate knowledge both of locally 

available resources and local environmental conditions (Zahra et al, 2009), the 

institutional barriers may affect the social enterprises more severely. Consequently, 

especially international social enterprises need to have comprehensive understanding 

of the target market’s social, cultural and economic systems in order to pursue for 

their social missions (Marshall, 2011).  

As Robinson (2006) claims also cultural entry barriers are important. In accordance 

to that statement, Katzenstein & Chrispin (2011) emphasize that learning how to 

navigate the political and cultural environment is one of the challenges that 

international social entrepreneurs need to undergo. They continue with explaining 

that social entrepreneurs operate in different environments as well as under distinct 

rules than commercial entrepreneurs and therefore political and environmental issues 

define what the methods leading to successful operations in social entrepreneurship 

arena are (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011).  

International business literature considers the cultural distance as a significant source 

of challenges as well as a cost for the company (Beugelsdijk, Slangen, Maseland & 

Onrust, 2014). Especially in developing countries and emerging economies the 

formal and informal institutions can be quite different from what developed countries 
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have (Werhane, 2012) and therefore many social enterprises face the challenge of 

lacking knowledge of the operating environment. For instance, Horace Tipton, an 

American social entrepreneur, needed to deal with the position of men and women in 

Kenyan culture as well as the difficulty to explain to the Kenyan people why he 

wanted to help them when starting his social business empowering the poor farmers 

(Martin & Novicevic, 2010). Operating internationally is typically fraught with 

technological, political and socioeconomic uncertainties, which makes optimization 

infeasible (Zahra et al., 2008). Nonetheless, it is necessary to keep in mind that 

context varies also within domestic markets, which is to say that these problems are 

not only related to creating social value abroad.  

Pervasiveness of a problem means that the problem is widespread and there are 

several market opportunities to be exploited, but, however, the causes behind the 

problem are likely to be different in different market areas. This makes it difficult to 

internationalize social value creation with standardized methods, which then, in turn, 

raises operational costs because local adaptation is necessary and it requires 

understanding of local culture and institutions (Zahra et al., 2008). To illustrate, 

usually in western economies automating businesses is seen as increased efficiency, 

which could be provided as a solution to unprofitable farms. However in Kenyan 

context automating is seen as stealing a job from somebody and therefore, it is not 

culturally acceptable (Martin & Novicevic, 2010).  

Furthermore, the definition of the problem and tolerable solutions may be totally 

different on different environments. For instance, Horace Tipton learned that the 

Kenyan farmers define wealth as contributions to friends, culture, spirituality and 

relationships whereas Westerners usually see wealth in monetary terms (Martin & 

Novicevic, 2010). Due to this difference, donating big portions of one’s harvest 

seems rather irrational from western point of view, especially if a farmer does not 

have too much wealth for himself, but for the Kenyans it is really rational because 

that is the way how they perceive wealth (Martin & Novicevic, 2010). Thus, 

explaining the farmers that giving their harvest away for free is restricting them from 

financial sustainability will not make a big change as such. In other words, often 

recognizing a problem is not enough to start solving it but instead, the social 
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enterprises need to identify the problem from the local perspective in addition to 

overall national or international perspective (Katzenstein & Chrispin, 2011). 

The cultural issues may also involve some ethical or value based questions due to the 

different viewpoints. For example, Veronica Khosa explains that she faced a problem 

with her enterprise, Tateni, concentrating on home nursing of people with AIDS in 

South-Africa, because every time she went to help somebody at his home, others 

around could observe that somebody in that house has AIDS since that is what the 

organization was known to exist for (Bornstein, 2007, p. 188 – 204). That was a 

problem because it stigmatized the people that were helped by Tateni for AIDS being 

seen as something shameful in their culture and, therefore, Khosa needed to change 

the focus of her company to be all the people having a chronic disease and needing 

home care nursing services, instead of focusing only on patients with AIDS 

(Bornstein, 2007, p. 198). As can be seen, in the social entrepreneurship context, “the 

social and institutional barriers are of highest importance because they are usually 

the factors that are driving the social problem the entrepreneur is attempting to solve” 

(Robinson, 2006). 

Figure 1. The context of international social opportunity and challenges 
deriving from it. 
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3.2 Adaptation methods 

As the discussion of internationalization theories showed, many challenges root from 

outsidership in relation to the relevant network in the foreign environment and 

therefore are related to social networks, which can be seen from the Figure 1, too. 

Therefore, it is logical that most of the adaptation methods are related to taking 

advantage of the social network and actively building relationships and partnerships. 

In addition, also legal and cultural issues seem to be of great importance and thus, 

changing both the host environment and organizational culture and practices of the 

enterprise may come in handy. 

The boundaries between different adaptation methods overlap to some extent but still 

seven different methods have been identified based on the main characteristics of 

each.  As the number of different adaptation methods found from literature is limited, 

it is probable that the list of methods in this section is not exhaustive. Therefore, 

empirical evidence may reveal more details and suggest partly other type of listing 

emphasizing different characteristics than current literature does.   

3.2.1 Innovation 

Social enterprises look for business solutions to often traditionally managed social 

problems and, hence, it is important for them to be innovative in various ways (Chell, 

Nicolopoulou & Karatas-Özkan, 2010). Yet some definitions of social 

entrepreneurship highlight the term innovative as a core of the process (e.g. Zahra, 

Gedajlovic, Neubaum & Shulman, 2009), which indicates that without innovation 

there is no social entrepreneurship. Furthermore, relatively big a part of social 

entrepreneurship literature concentrates on innovation aspects (e.g. Hartigan, 2006; 

Chell, Nicolopoulou & Karatas-Özkan, 2010) making it obvious that in addition to 

social value creation, also social innovation is central to the social entrepreneurship 

phenomenon (Austin et al., 2006). Yunus, Moingeon and Lehmann-Ortega (2010) 

note that challenging conventional wisdom is in the core of building a social business 

model that way emphasizing the importance of innovative thinking. This is exactly 

how Grameen bank got started when Muhammed Yunus challenged the functions of 

conventional banks and started, after reinventing the rules of the business, giving 
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microcredits to people who were not eligible to have credits from the traditional bank 

sector (Yunus et al., 2010).  

“Innovation is the process of applying a novel and creative solution to the specific 

field, to create something new or significantly improved, and successfully delivering 

its value to the intended market. Innovation can be incorporated into a product, 

service, process or the business model itself” (Pervez et al., 2013, p. 3). In other 

words, innovation does not mean only a new product but it is also related to the 

delivery of the product as well as the whole business model. Social enterprises 

overcome their financial limitations caused by the inadequate market returns and the 

governance gap by innovative strategies in order to satisfy the previously unmet 

demand (Di Domenico et al., 2010). This often means that it is not enough to have a 

product or a service that has the potential to create social value, but in addition, also 

the issues around the product need to be solved (Kettunen, 2013). This is to say that a 

social enterprise may need to innovate ways to educate the people about the issue 

and how the enterprises’ solution can help or organize funding possibilities and 

maintenance to make the product applicable (Kettunen, 2013) to a foreign 

environment, as illustrated in the Kenyan farmer example in the previous chapter. 

3.2.2 Social bricolage 

Social bricolage is closely related to innovation. Di Domenico et al. (2010) define the 

process of social bricolage to be the process of creating social value with innovative 

solutions utilizing whatever resources are at hand. Di Domenico et al. (2010) divide 

the social bricolage process into three different constructs: 1) making do, 2) refusal 

to enact or be constrained by limitations and 3) improvisation. ‘Making do’ refers to 

a process in which bricoleurs acquire resources and recombine them in innovative 

ways to solve problems and respond to opportunities (Di Domenico et al., 2010). 

‘Making do’ can mean creating something from nothing, reusing unwanted resources 

or using hidden or untapped local resources (Di Domenico et al., 2010).  

Refusal to enact or be constrained by limitations in turn refers to efforts to test or 

counteract existing limitations enforced by institutional or political surroundings and 

the available resource environment (Di Domenico et al., 2010). This action is shown 
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in many of the cases in Borrnstein’s book (2007), illustrating that often social 

enterprise are even changing the local legislation making it possible to create social 

value in an environment where it was not possible before. The third construct of 

bricolage, improvisation, according to Di Domenico et al. (2010), means adapting 

standard ways of working with creative thinking in order to counteract environmental 

limitations.      

3.2.3 Stakeholder participation 

As discussed earlier, involving members of the local community in decision making 

and governance of the enterprise seem to be an important priority to social 

enterprises (Di Domenico et al., 2010). The stakeholders are not only used for 

understanding better the characteristics of the problem but especially for building the 

social networking strategy and building relationships with the key players in the field 

or people with suitable expertise that could benefit the enterprise (Di Domenico et 

al., 2010). Zahra et al. (2009) describe a case of, Oswaldo Tello, a Peruvian social 

entrepreneur addressing poverty with North Peru Investment Company and state that 

his local understanding and social connections have made the new project possible, 

which articulates well the essentiality of social networks in the context of social 

entrepreneurship. Besides, social capital that is present in networks, norms and trust, 

is needed to earn the trust of foreign communities that may be concerned about the 

intentions or business practices of the newcomer (Zahra et al., 2014) as was in the 

case of Horace Tipton discussed before. Social ties are thought to lower the 

transaction costs, risk and uncertainty related to foreign market entry, at the same 

time promoting reliability and trust among exchange partners (Ellis, 2008). 

Even though there was a parallel public project with the same mission as the one of a 

social enterprise, the social entrepreneurs seem to succeed better with their projects 

because they listen to the ‘voice of the community’ and thus respond in meaningful 

ways (Thompson, 2002). Understanding the value created to the most relevant 

stakeholder is extremely important to social ventures since the problems addressed 

are complex (Neck et al., 2008). Zahra et al. (2014) warn that social entrepreneurs 

should not go to the markets to sell something or to impose a solution but it seems 

that empowering the community works better. In other words, the social enterprise is 
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only a facilitator of the change but the local people actually make the change, which 

makes it necessary to collaborate with the stakeholders.  

3.2.4 Partnerships 

Since social enterprises operate with limited resources, partnerships are useful 

making it possible for the entrepreneur to access necessary resources without needing 

to purchase or develop them by themselves (Yunus et al., 2010). There are also great 

examples like, Grameen phone and Grameen Danone which show that the 

partnerships between a social enterprise and a commercial enterprise can lead to 

great results and mutual benefit: Grameen Danone is a partnership between Groupe 

Danone and Grameen Group. It is not creating direct profits to either of the parties 

but the initial investment is being paid back to the investors.  

With the combination of Grameen Group’s understanding of social business and 

social development and the business and production knowledge of Danone Groupe, 

Grameen Danone was able to organize low-cost production utilizing the products and 

transportation resources of the local community in Bangladesh, in order to provide 

with a healthy yoghurt affordable also for the poor.  That way they were 

implementing the social mission of helping the local farmers with buying their 

products as well as the rest of the local society with providing a low-cost healthy 

yoghurt in Bangladesh. Furthermore, Groupe Danone has probably been able to 

benefit from the project with gaining wider brand awareness and positive publicity 

for its name. (Yunus, 2010)  

3.2.5 Persuading changes in current institutions 

Social entrepreneurs use persuasion to acquire resources and implement their 

strategies, as well as to convince stakeholders of the potential usefulness of the 

business for creating social value (Di Domenico et al., 2010). Di Domenico et al. 

(2010) explain the three different ways of doing persuasion as follows: 1) seeking to 

influence other key actors and looking for the support of people who own the 

resources, 2) engaging in political activity to control local agendas and, thus, 

reinforcing the legitimacy of the enterprise and 3) seeking to appropriate new 
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resources by applying influence through leveraging stakeholder participation. “The 

use of persuasion can be considered as an essential tactic to counteract the limitations 

imposed by a resource-poor environment in order to create social value” (Di 

Domenico et al., 2010, p. 17).  

As noted in the challenges section, institutional challenges include challenges related 

to both cultural and public institutions and therefore adapting to a new environment 

requires either changing or accepting them. Ashoka, the global organization 

supporting social entrepreneurs, states that more than a half of the social 

entrepreneurs in the Ashoka network influenced national legislation within five years 

of launching their enterprise (Sen, 2007), which is reasonable since many of the 

social problems are politically related. In addition, also Santos (2012) claims that 

social entrepreneurs take economic action to demonstrate a solution to the addressed 

problem and then often influence the governments to create legislation to legitimate 

and support their organization. 

Zahra et al. (2014) state that social enterprises often need to develop social system 

change capabilities which mean particular knowledge, skills and routines utilized 

when needing to change the social system built around the social problem or 

opportunity. In this sense, social enterprises function as institutional enterprises that 

mobilize resources to influence or change institutional rules with the objective to 

support an existing institution or the establishment of new one, or even to destroy 

prevailing ones (Dacin et al., 2010). Furthermore, Dacin et al. (2010) explain that 

institutional entrepreneurs introduce operating models that differ from conventional 

or established methods, which was discussed in relation to innovation in social 

enterprise earlier. 

3.2.6 Establishing new institutions 

As mentioned, social enterprises are often pioneers in their industry sector and 

therefore oftentimes there are no existing institutions within that industry and social 

enterprises need to tackle this issue in order to succeed. Therefore, it may be useful 

for them, for example, to help also the competitors and collaborate with them in 

order to build up the market (Chen, 2012). As Aldrich and Fiol (1994) explain, new 
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organizations can promote the development of the industry sector on different levels 

examples being intraindustry, interindustry and institutional level. On intraindustry 

level the enterprise develops knowledge base by encouraging convergence around a 

dominant design and using collective actions to develop the perception of reliability 

among the stakeholders (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994), which is extremely important to 

social enterprises due to the significance of stakeholders. With interindustrial 

strategies the activity is promoted through third parties in order to build a good 

reputation for the industry and negotiating and compromising with other industries 

whereas institutional level strategies work for creating links with established 

educational curricula and organizing collective marketing efforts (Aldrich & Fiol, 

1994). 

3.2.7 Acculturation 

In addition, as was mentioned already in the discussion of challenges of social 

enterprises, social entrepreneurs need to learn to learn culture (Katzenstein & 

Chrispin, 2011). This process can be called acculturation. Acculturation is the 

process of changing the original cultural patterns of either or both parties when 

people of different cultural backgrounds are interacting with each other (Redfield, 

Linton & Herskovits, 1936), thus, in other words, learning to adapt to the cultural 

differences. This can involve, for example, changes in attitudes, social structure or 

behaviors (Martin & Novicevic, 2010). For acculturation to happen, it is important 

that the different cultural groups keep interacting (Redfield et al., 1936).  
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4 RESEARCH PROCESS 

This chapter explains how the research has been conducted and why it has been 

designed as multiple case-study. The chapter starts with justifying the choice of 

multiple-case study as the research approach, and then it proceeds to the 

implementation of interviews as the data collection method. After that, the selection 

process of the case companies is explained. In the final part of this chapter, each of 

the case companies is described shortly introducing the basic characteristics of them 

as well as the important facts necessary to understand how they are placed in the 

foreign markets. 

4.1 Choice of multiple case study 

The research aims to answer to the question of how social enterprises adapt to 

foreign environments and, therefore, multiple-case study was chosen to be the best 

way to complete the research because it has the advantage of facilitating derivation 

of deeper and more profound insights about the phenomenon (Martin & Novicevic, 

2010). The objective is to explain in-depth the field of internationalizing social 

impact focusing on how social enterprises adapt to foreign markets, and thus, case 

study provides with the most valuable information for the study as well as gives the 

possibility to have information detailed enough. In addition, the research focus is on 

contemporary events that cannot be controlled by the researcher and, hence, case 

study is the most suitable research method (Yin, 2014, p. 14). 

To explain the phenomenon, which has not really been researched before, properly, 

one case would not have been enough and therefore multiple cases are used in order 

to gain knowledge that can be generalized into a theory with better reliability. 

Furthermore, it was necessary to interview international social enterprises from 

different regions in order to minimize the effect of unique cultural settings of each 

company. Using only one case could have resulted with more biased views providing 

information related to only one specific country of origin, a specific target market or 

a specific industry. Analyzing data from a variety of cases helps also to understand 

the different aspect of the phenomenon, which would not be possible when analyzing 

only one case. 
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4.2 Collecting empirical data 

Interviews were chosen as the method to collect empirical data because it is one of 

the most important resources of collecting case study evidence as well as provides 

with the possibility to hear personal stories of the entrepreneurs in a conversational 

manner (Yin, 2014, p. 110). Interviews were conducted with five case companies 

through Skype during a short period of time in November and December 2014. In 

three of the interviews, English was used as the communication language whereas 

one interview was conducted in Finnish.  

The interviews were semi-structured, the basic structure being the same for all 

companies, however, adding more detailed questions when necessary and 

maintaining the conversational approach in order to have as objective responses as 

possible. The interview structure, although the framework being the same for all, has 

been in all the cases rather flexible leaving enough space for the personal stories and 

experiences in the companies. Furthermore, the interviews mainly consisted of open 

ended questions in order to allow the respondents to provide broader answers without 

bias. Each of the interviews has been recorded. The basic interview structure can be 

found in the Appendix 1. 

4.3 Choosing the case companies 

The principal selection criteria for the case companies was that each of them needs to 

fit under the definition of social enterprise presented at the beginning of this study 

regardless of how social entrepreneurship is defined in their home countries. 

Furthermore, it has been essential that the companies create social value also outside 

of their home country, however, not necessarily having permanent physical resources 

abroad. Moreover, it has been kept in mind that the companies need to represent a 

variety of countries of origin as well as operate in different destinations in order to 

reduce the possibility of cultural or social bias. However, otherwise the country of 

origin or countries of operation have not affected the selection process. The type of 

social impact sought or specific business model have not been a part of the selection 

criteria. 
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4.4 Introduction to chosen case companies 

This subchapter introduces the case companies describing the relevant characteristics 

of each in relation to this study’s theme. In the end, Table 1 summarizes the basic 

characteristics and differences between the companies.  

4.4.1 FairMail 

FairMail was founded in Peru in 2006 by the Dutch Janneke Smeulders and Peter 

den Hond who had already been entrepreneurs of another type of business in Peru 

before. FairMail aims to help troubled teenagers by providing them with a job and 

training in photography, as well as making them use the earned income in education 

and other ways to improve their lives. FairMail is a social business headquartered in 

Netherlands and it does not accept any donations but instead generates its incomes 

from selling the photography, taken by the teenagers, as post cards to customers in 

14 different countries the biggest markets being Belgium, Switzerland, Netherlands 

and Germany.  

For several years, FairMail has employed teenagers in Peru, Morocco and India but 

at the moment, due to some challenges, FairMail has workers only in Peru. The 

social value is created in the locations where the teenagers are even though the sales 

and income creation happen in other destinations. The interview was conducted with 

the other director Peter den Hond. 

4.4.2 Monkey Business 

Monkey Business is a Finnish educational social business launched in 2008. The 

mission of Monkey Business is to help different kinds of organizations to innovate 

and solve wicked problems through developing leadership capabilities and courage, 

and that way improve working environments. Monkey Business implements its 

mission, for example, by working on projects providing entrepreneurship education 

for students that way trying to address also the problem of juvenile unemployment. 

The enterprise is specialized on educating companies and different groups of 

customers mainly about organizational culture and communicational issues.  
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The enterprise functions as a B2B company and its income flows come mainly from 

the customer companies. The working method of Monkey Business is project based 

and it does not have permanent resources abroad. Some of the projects may gather 

people from different organizations or even countries together and, thus, the created 

social value is spread also outside of the project itself into the organizations of the 

participants. In addition to Finland, it has had projects in Brazil, Spain, Tanzania, 

Germany and France depending on the need of each market. At the moment, Monkey 

Business is mostly active in Finland, Brazil, Tanzania and Spain. The interview was 

conducted in Finnish with the co-founder Ville Keränen. 

4.4.3 Seed 

Seed is a non-profit social enterprise active in the fields of education, digital 

technologies and international and social development. Seed operates as a service 

provider and also as a consultant to both non-profit and for-profit organizations. Seed 

functions mainly with a business to business model (B2B) but has collaboration with 

the end customers as well. The financial flows into the company come from different 

grants and donations as well as from selling their services to the customer 

companies. The pricing of the services varies depending on the customers so that the 

sales to for-profit companies have larger profit margin than the sales to non-profits. 

Seed was launched in 2007 and is based in Switzerland. International operations have 

been a part of Seed already from the very beginning and at the moment it has 

projects in Switzerland, Italy, Croatia, Macedonia, Brazil, Mexico, Ecuador and 

Ghana and is constantly looking for future projects in new regions. Seed does not 

have physical offices outside of Switzerland but much of its actions are taken in 

other destinations abroad. This is to say that the social impact is internationalized 

through collaboration with foreign partners in foreign locations even though its 

administrative functions are located mainly in Switzerland. The interview was 

conducted with the executive director and project manager Chiara Bramani and 

project manager Isabella Rega. 
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4.4.4 Sproxil 

Sproxil is a social business using SMS-based mobile technology to combat 

counterfeiting for example in pharmaceuticals and agribusiness. With its services 

Sproxil wants to tackle the issue of counterfeiting that causes a lot of income losses 

for enterprises and, especially in the case of pharmaceuticals, can often lead to a 

death of the end user. “Sproxil's mission is to work with organizations and industries 

to provide innovative technology solutions that improve the quality of life of 

individuals and societies” (Sproxil, 2015). 

The company was founded in 2009 and is headquartered in the United States. Sproxil 

has operations and physical offices in Nigeria, Ghana, United States, India and East 

Africa and they are looking for possibilities to expand further. Hence, the social 

impact is always created on location also in foreign markets. Sproxil is a for-profit 

social enterprise and it is selling its services to other businesses being a B2B 

company. Therefore, all the income comes from the paying customer companies and 

for the end user the service is free of charge. The interview was conducted with the  

Table 1. Summary of the case companies. 

Enterprise Home 
country 

Locations where social 
value is created 

Presence abroad Business model 

FairMail Netherlands Peru (earlier also 
Morocco and India) 

Office in Peru For-profit social 
business 

Monkey  
Business 

Finland Finland, Spain, Brazil, 
Tanzania, Germany and 
France 

Projects abroad For-profit social 
business 

Seed Switzerland Switzerland, Italy, 
Croatia, Macedonia, 
Brazil, Mexico, Ecuador 
and Ghana 

Projects abroad Non-profit 
social 
organization 

Sproxil The United 
States 

The United States, 
Nigeria, Ghana, India 
and East Africa 

Offices in Nigeria, 
Ghana, India and 
East Africa 

For-profit social 
business 
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5 ANALYSING INTERNATIONALIZATION OF SOCIAL VALUE 

CREATION: SELECTING THE LOCATION AND PRESENCE ABROAD 

The purpose of this chapter is to first verify if the pursued social opportunities abroad 

are really chosen based on the reasons indicated in the theory section and after that to 

understand more profoundly the different methods to internationalize social value 

creation. Both of these aspects contribute largely to creating understanding of how 

the operating environment is when pursuing a social opportunity abroad, and 

therefore serve as important background information for analyzing the adaptation 

methods used in these environments. 

Choosing a specific international social opportunity means also choosing the foreign 

location for social value creation. As indicated in the theory section, social 

enterprises are not primarily seeking for environments that are ideal for business but 

instead places where as much social value can be created as possible. Therefore, it is 

essential to understand the reasons behind selecting an international social 

opportunity because they determine the operational environment which then affects 

radically to the experienced challenges. The challenges in turn define the 

environment to which the international social enterprises need to adapt. 

5.1 Criteria for selecting the foreign location for social value creation 

Even though the case companies have chosen different methods to internationalize 

their social value creation, the reasons to expand to specific foreign locations seem to 

be similar in all the companies and the empirical results verify that the primary 

motivation to create social value on certain location abroad is definitely the need and 

demand for that kind of a solution in the foreign market. However, this as such, does 

not often limit the number of possible target markets and therefore, when the need 

exists, social networks seem to be more often than not the reason to choose a specific 

location. Figure 2. in the end of this subchapter summarizes the hierarchy between 

different reasons to choose a specific operating environment. 
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5.1.1 Need for the solution 

As was discussed in the theory part of social entrepreneurial opportunities, Zahra et 

al. (2008) claim that social enterprises use, among others, prevalence and relevance 

of the social problems as criteria to determine global opportunities, which seems to 

be proved by the empirical data collected.  

“We’ve entered countries where there is a really big counterfeiting 

issue and there is a strong demand for some sort of solution or 

alternative to help encounter that.” (Sproxil)  

Also both Bramani and Rega from Seed tell that the need for the service is one of the 

main criteria for choosing the market. 

5.1.2 Social networks  

In addition to the need, the networks facilitate internationalization also in the case of 

social enterprises and sometimes work even as a pulling factor to expand the social 

value creation to a new environment. This confirms that the network based approach 

to internationalization of Johanson and Mattsson (1988) as well as the revisited 

theory of Johanson and Vahlne (2009) discussing the outsidership in relation to the 

existing social networks abroad can explain also social impact internationalization.  

“Since the beginning we didn’t have an idea of working in Macedonia. 

This came out, not from strategic thinking, but because of the network. 

We work a lot on creating networks and then from the networks every 

time it becomes that someone of our network says that ‘Do you know, I 

know an organization that would need your help?’ And the given 

contact can be in Ecuador, in Mexico, in Asia… So it’s not that we 

decided to work in Africa or South America.” (Seed) 

Also Keränen from Monkey Business states that without that specific project and 

Partus Oy, who was already involved in the project before Monkey Business came 

in, they would not have expanded to Tanzania at this point even though they already 
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had the interest in testing their service in African markets and wanted to see if their 

working method could fit into that type of an environment too. The necessity of a 

previously known partner indicates that the outsidership of local social network 

would have been a hindering factor to expansion as discussed in the theory section. 

Furthermore, this example alongside with the citation of Seed above shows that the 

existing social network can work as a pulling factor to internationalizing social 

impact. Keränen also summarizes that for them the opportunities to go abroad come 

purely through social networks and based on the demand indicated by their contacts, 

nonetheless, Monkey Business is actively maintaining their social networks and 

looking for new opportunities. 

5.1.3 Infrastructure 

When starting operations in a new market, the existing infrastructure and supporting 

technology in the market can also play an important role. Infrastructure may be an 

absolute necessity for social value creation – especially to some types of businesses – 

and therefore infrastructure may be considered as an important factor affecting 

accessibility. 

“Our target markets were emerging markets. So we have first launched 

the actual solution in Nigeria. Then from there we expanded to other 

countries where we felt there was a significant need for anti-

counterfeiting solution like ours and the appropriate infrastructure and 

sort of foundation in which we could enter that country. -- One big 

thing, because we are a SMS based, there has to be a high penetration 

of mobile    devices --.”  (Sproxil)  

5.1.4 Other criteria 

Only after these criteria and in the case that there are several markets where similar 

social value can be created is the psychic distance and for example language related 

issues considered. Nonetheless, at least language is seen as an important facilitator 

when choosing the target markets since common language increases the company 

specific accessibility of the market. The limitations of language can however be 
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overcome either by the language knowledge in the company or through partners with 

local language knowledge.  

“We always have to work with countries where we could speak a 

common language, like, such as English, or the language of the 

country.” (Seed) 

“Language hasn’t been a significant issue. In places where we are, 

English is a very popular or dominant language there. But when we do 

enter a new country, we do identify local staff and partners there who 

would be able to guide us though the process of entering a new country. 

If there is an official language that’s not English, we can navigate better 

if we have some local people who will be able to give us that support.” 

(Sproxil)  

However, in the case of Seed it is worthwhile noting that the eight workers of the 

enterprise have a varied language knowledge and at least somebody in the company 

can speak English, Italian, German, Spanish, French and Portuguese which means 

that this issue is not limiting a lot their possible operational area and thus it is not a 

huge restriction in creating social value. Therefore, it is impossible to say if language 

actually is that important a factor that social entrepreneurs would not pursue an 

opportunity to create social value when common language does not exist. Also den 

Hond from FairMail mentions that they have been studying Indian and Arabic 

languages in order to succeed better in India and Morocco. 

Besides, the location of the company as well as the foreign markets are sometimes 

chosen due to purely practical reasons, however, always prioritizing the above-

mentioned conditions. Mitra explains that Sproxil is based in United States due to the 

research and development work that has been done there. The international 

operations were started in Nigeria and then were expanded to Ghana, India and 

Kenya since they had a grant from Acumen to expand into those countries. One of 

the cofounders is also originally from Ghana, which has probably been an enabler in 

expanding to Africa.  





52 

provided in this subchapter. Some of the case companies have continuous operations 

and physical resources on foreign locations and others just go abroad when they 

recognize a possibility to create social value. However, the collected data also 

illustrates that internationalizing social value does not necessarily require taking any 

of the operations of the enterprise abroad, which partly contradicts with the theory.  

5.2.1 Operating on the foreign location 

Internationalizing social impact by going to the foreign location with the basic 

operations (e.g. sales) is the common method to reach international level social 

impact as discussed also in earlier chapters, and this happened in three of the four 

case companies. Seed and Monkey Business take their people and other necessary 

resources needed for creating social value abroad whenever they are participating to 

a project abroad. Their business models are project based so it is justified to say that 

their core operations are taken abroad when participating to a project in a foreign 

location. Also Sproxil has been internationalizing its impact taking its operations 

abroad and creating social value on location, however, due to their different business 

model, they have always established permanent physical offices on the location 

making the social value creation process to be continuous on the same place.   

5.2.2 Having other operations elsewhere than social value creation 

The story of FairMail provides an additional aspect to the discussion of 

internationalizing social impact. They present an exemplary case of social impact 

being created in the countries of production whereas the sales are targeted to normal 

commercial markets. Den Hond explains that the countries of production, which also 

means the countries receiving the social value created, were mainly chosen keeping 

in mind the marketing of the product. Since there are troubled teenagers basically in 

every country, they could have started their production in any country but, however, 

in order to sell their product and have more variety in the offering, they saw it to be 

important to have photographs from different cultural environments. Peru was a 

natural starting place for the business since den Hond and Smeulders had already 

been doing business there and after Peru they chose to expand the production to 

Morocco and India, all three countries representing very different environments. 
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However, den Hond adds that also the existing contacts influenced on choosing the 

markets especially in the case of India. Morocco was chosen due to its geographical 

location since den Hond and Smeuldeurs wanted to expand to a new continent and 

due to practical reasons to a developing country that is not so far away from Europe.  

The theory section has not taken into account the possibility to expand the social 

value creation abroad based on only marketing objectives, which indicates a lack of 

research on this area. However, as den Hond mentions, there are troubled teenagers 

in every country and therefore the prevalence and relevance of the problem are still 

taken into account and the social value creation is not sacrificed due to the marketing 

objectives. It could be also assumed, that the problem of troubled teenagers is more 

urgent and widespread in Peru, Morocco and India than, for example, in developed 

European countries and therefore the criteria of urgency described by Zahra et al. 

(2008) can explain the choice of social impact creation environments even though it 

is not explicitly mentioned in the interview.  

5.2.3 Blueprint copying 

In addition to their own projects abroad, Seed has also been internationalizing their 

social impact by funding other projects with similar mission to theirs abroad, which 

illustrates well that internationalizing social value creation does not necessarily mean 

internationalizing any operations of the enterprise itself. As an example, Bramani 

mentions a Macedonian institution which Seed has supported both financially as well 

as with providing training for them, and today this institution is a self-sufficient start-

up implementing a similar mission as Seed but being still an independent entity 

without any control of Seed’s.  

This method that could be identified as blueprint copying is an interesting way of 

internationalizing the social value creation because it does not provide Seed with any 

more income, maybe quite the opposite, more expenses. However, as discussed 

earlier, Chen (2012) states that collaboration with competitors can be useful for 

social enterprises in order to build awareness of the industry and, furthermore, as 

Santos (2012) claimed true social entrepreneurs should invite competition because 
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replication of the innovative solutions will increase the total social value created, 

which is the ultimate purpose of each social enterprise.    

5.2.4 Bringing the target group to the enterprise’s home environment 

Keränen mentions that Monkey Business does also some internationalizing of their 

social impact at home, meaning that they organize educational events to foreigners 

coming to Finland. Basically this means that some of their partners have a network of 

people who are interested in coming to Finland to learn from Monkey Business and 

later on they can use the things learned in Finland in their home countries. That is 

one more way the social impact Monkey Business is creating gets internationalized 

without any resources of the company being abroad. It is worth noting that this is 

totally contradictory to the statement of social enterprises internationalizing their 

social impact due to the possibility to respond to a social opportunity only on the 

location (Kalinic & Pater, 2013). Nonetheless, obviously, internationalization at 

home would probably not work with the target group being bottom of the pyramid 

because it would be impossible for the customers to afford going abroad. However, 

internationalization at home still implements the goal of social entrepreneurs to 

spread their social impact as largely as possible and the possible ways to do that 

depend on the customer groups and on the type of the business.  
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6 ANALYSING THE METHODS USED FOR ADAPTING TO FOREIGN 

ENVIRONMENTS 

In this chapter, the empirical findings covering the adaptation methods when creating 

social value in a foreign environment are presented and analyzed in relation to the 

findings from literature discussed in previous chapters. The chapter is divided into 

seven subchapters each one describing a different method of adaptation.   

6.1 Preparation before going abroad 

Something that did not come up in the theory part is the preparation process before 

actually stepping into the new environment. However, it is important to take it into 

account since it can already be considered as a part of the adaptation process because 

it helps the enterprises to understand where they actually are going. Furthermore, it 

might be that the social enterprises are even more careful with their due diligence 

and preparation phase than commercial enterprises since the environment may pose 

bigger challenges and, moreover, social enterprises rarely have money to be lost in 

opportunities that do not have the possibility to work. Thus, it can be said that 

preparation is the first step of adaptation and if this phase does not result, the whole 

project is abandoned. 

Keränen from Monkey Business explains that for example in the Tanzanian case he 

got in touch with another person who was already working on the project and met 

with him in order to gain better understanding of the project in practice as well as of 

Tanzanian business environment through discussion. Also, in general Monkey 

Business tries to learn from the people who have already been in the same business 

environment and maybe read from Internet about the country. Furthermore, Keränen 

says that sometimes before larger projects they may do a pre-visit to the host country 

or people from the host country come to visit them. Also FairMail and Seed report 

making pilot projects before starting the actual ones. Moreover, Bramani from Seed 

explains that for them it is extremely important to be well aware of the context before 

the project actually starts because otherwise they cannot apply for the funding. The 

case of FairMail illustrates an example of abandoning the market after the 
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preparation since they were doing pilot projects in Morocco but then in the end 

decided not to start permanent operations there.  

6.2 Maintaining organizational flexibility 

Even though flexibility did not come out in the theory section explicitly, it is 

mentioned in all the interviews, in one way or another, to be an important part of the 

capability to adapt to foreign markets. Hence, it can be stated that flexibility is an 

essential part of adaptation to foreign environments.  

“—Each country has its own, I guess unique, regulation, so that’s 

something that we keep in mind and it’s just different from each 

country so we kind of have to be very flexible when it comes to 

entering new markets.” (Sproxil) 

“What maybe is, I think, a key factor of our relative success is that 

we’re just really flexible.” (FairMail)  

Flexibility can be considered to be just an organizational characteristic and therefore 

not being part of the discussion of this study but, however, the case companies have 

clearly made a conscious decision to maintain the flexibility in order to be able to 

function and adapt better and therefore maintaining flexibility can be seen as a 

adaptation method as well. 

“We wanted to remain as a small organization because we like the 

flexibility, the flat structure that a small organization has and the 

creativity that an organization of this size can give to its members. And 

we always said, but, if we find interesting people around the world who 

are passionate about the things we are passionate, and are interested in 

doing something similar to Seed, we’d like to support them. So not 

growing ourselves but being an incubator for someone else who has a 

similar idea, with their own expertise, to create something that could be 

similar to Seed --.” (Seed)  
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“We definitely have a very base foundation of what we consider the 

appropriate protocol for going into a new country and operating there. 

And then everything else kind of changes, all the details are different 

for each new country. And we’ve obviously had to tweak the protocol 

for each context.” (Sproxil)   

6.3 Partnerships and social network 

In addition to the fact that networks affect into which markets social enterprises 

expand, they are also an extremely important part of the adaptation to new markets. 

The interviewed companies provide with different examples of adaptation through 

social networks ranging from partnerships and local staff to co-operation with 

authorities.  This emphasis has not been shown clearly enough in current literature 

and it should be researched more since social networks seem to be an essential part 

of social entrepreneurial internationalization, and many times the pulling factor or at 

least facilitator to start social value creation in another country. All of the 

interviewed companies work in close co-operation with partners. 

6.3.1 Partnerships 

The theory says that as social enterprises operate with limited resources, partnerships 

are useful making it possible for the entrepreneur to access necessary resources 

without needing to purchase or develop them by themselves (Yunus et al., 2010). All 

of the four companies recognize the significance of their partners and tell that much 

of their success is dependent on their partners and therefore it can be said that 

mutually beneficial partnerships are a key factor when social value creation is 

adapted to foreign environments. 

Mitra from Sproxil explains that they do identify local partners when entering a new 

country in order to have guidance through the entry process and possibly help with 

the foreign language, too. However, this depends on the country and in some 

countries partnerships are more essential than in others. Also FairMail trusts on the 

expertise of local organizations. 
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“We always say that having mutually beneficial partnerships is so 

important, they really did help thrive a lot of the success that we have 

now especially in the early stages. Certain partnerships have given us 

the support that we needed and the contacts and networking we needed 

to be able to be so successful.” (Sproxil) 

“One thing I hopefully have emphasized is our partnership building. 

That’s really important for social enterprises, I mean, that’s really 

important just in general for businesses and especially for our business 

we found it to be very successful. You want to make sure that who 

you’re working with is legitimate, they are good, they are someone who 

you want to be aligned with, they have the same mission and values as 

you do.” (Sproxil) 

“We work with local NGOs who have many years of relationship with 

these teenagers. - - These local NGOs - - recommend teenagers to us 

that they think will perform well with us - - .” (FairMail) 

Also Bramani from Seed says that they always collaborate with another 

organizations when starting a new project abroad and since they are a non-profit 

organization, they also look for funding together with the other organizations. In 

addition, also Keränen from Monkey Business comments that they have never 

worked abroad without a partner. 

6.3.2 Using local staff 

From the case companies Sproxil and FairMail have permanent physical resources in 

foreign locations and both of them are using local staff in the foreign offices. All the 

entities of Sproxil abroad are staffed with local people, which they consider to be 

important in order to be able to operate on a foreign market. FairMail has its 

headquarters in Netherlands and the foreign offices are managed by the local people. 

This means that at the moment in Peru there are two ex-teenagers running the 

operations and executing the education and training of the photographers. In 

addition, the photographers are local teenagers. 
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“All of our non-US entities are staffed with the local people because 

that gives a significant advantage to have people who are very 

culturally attuned to the market.” (Sproxil) 

However, even though local staff can make it easier to adapt to a new environment, 

sometimes it is really problematic and may cause even more problems.   

“When we started FairMail, from 2008 till 2013, everything went 

marvelous - - but last year everything suddenly started going wrong 

both in India and Peru which ended up that we had to fire our manager 

and two assistant managers in Peru and we had to fire our manager in 

India and one of our co-managers is in the jail - -.” (FairMail) 

Den Hond speculates that the problems are probably due to them not being present at 

the offices more than a couple of months per year and, of course, different cultures 

explain a part of this. Furthermore, den Hond explains that one of the weaknesses is 

that due to the nature of the business, the local managers are in control of a lot of 

money since they are responsible of the teenagers’ funds and work as their financial 

advisor which makes it easy for them to take an advantage of their position and that 

has been an issue both in India and Peru. Den Hond summarizes that this problem is 

a combination of cultural differences, different ethics and them not being present in 

the country.  

This does not indicate that using local staff would not help in adaptation to a new 

environment, quite the contrary as the Sproxil case shows, but it needs to be kept in 

mind that having local employees also requires other type of adaptation and building 

a common organizational culture before it can work. Furthermore, the possibility to 

use local staff depends largely on the business model and organizational format and 

therefore many social enterprises cannot utilize this method to adapt better.  

6.3.3 Stakeholder participation 

As mentioned in the theory section, stakeholder participation is really important for 

social enterprises since social problems can rarely be solved independently (Neck et 
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al., 2009). This can be seen also from the empirical data even though the number of 

answers considering this topic is rather limited, which, however, can partly be 

explained by the fact that three of the four enterprises operate mainly on business to 

business sector and therefore they rely on partners instead of co-operating with all 

the stakeholder groups. However, for example Seed says that even though their 

services are targeted to other organizations, sometimes they co-operate also with the 

end users. 

“We always work with partners - - but could happen that in the capacity 

building process of the staff of our partner organization, we also get in 

touch with the end users that usually are pupils, children, teenagers.” 

(Seed) 

In addition, Mitra from Sproxil indicates clearly that stakeholder participation is an 

important part of their operations: 

“For us, we recognize the importance of having all stakeholders, 

including the government and regulators, be a part of anti- 

counterfeiting effort because it can’t just be one body doing all of the 

work.” (Sproxil) 

Since the industry of Sproxil is highly regulated, Mitra tells that Sproxil co-operates 

with regulatory bodies like the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Moreover, for 

example, in Nigeria the National Agency for Food and Drug Administration and 

Control (NAFDAC) put in a mandate requiring that all antimalarial products and 

antibiotics have a solution like Sproxil’s. Mitra says that Sproxil recognizes that this 

has been one reason for their success in Nigerian markets. In general, Sproxil sees 

the governments and other regulatory bodies to be important stakeholders in their 

business and see that these mutually beneficial partnerships are important. The other 

three interviews did not articulate co-operation with local authorities so probably co- 

operation with this specific group of stakeholders is largely dependent on the 

industry and the social mission of the enterprise. 
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6.4 Product adaptation 

Mitra from Sproxil explains that in order to succeed, the product or service needs to 

be the right one for the market. As an example, she mentions that it has been more 

difficult to expand in United States than in emerging markets because in United 

States people are less concerned with counterfeiting and many relate it mostly to 

fashion industry instead of, for example, pharmaceuticals that can actually become a 

question of life and death. 

“One of the big things is to make sure that what you’re providing is 

really culturally attuned to the target market because otherwise you 

may have a great product that makes sense for one market but really 

doesn’t seem relevant to the other market.” (Sproxil) 

As discussed earlier the same problem may root from different issues in different 

contexts, which makes it difficult to internationalize social value creation with 

standardized methods. In order to make sure that their product responds to the need 

on the market, Sproxil collects feedback from the end users and actively pursues to 

improve its service. 

“We are always collecting feedback and information from consumers. 

We have a call center so we do get a lot of information from there 

which has been really helpful with developing and enhancing a service 

that is very easy to understand for most people because we do 

recognize that education levels vary incredibly in these markets so we 

want something that is really accessible to most people.” (Sproxil) 

Mitra explains that their product is basically the same in all markets but the language 

may change, or depending on the market preferences, the service can be delivered 

through different mode of communication. Also Monkey Business has the same 

basic service to all but, no matter if the customer organization is abroad or in the 

domestic markets, the service is always modified to the customer’s needs, not 

necessarily to a specific country. However, even though the participants affect more 
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to how the service is provided than the national culture does, some small cultural 

fine-tuning is sometimes done. 

“In Finland we use the word ‘giving birth’ (Finn. synnytys) when 

‘giving birth’ to new knowledge, but in Tanzania it seems to be a taboo 

and thus it is not appropriate to use the word there. In Tanzania we use 

‘knowledge creation’.” (Monkey Business) 

Nonetheless, even though this cultural fine-tuning may look like a small thing in the 

adaptation process, things like this can make a huge difference in social impact 

creation as was shown also in the example of Tateni, given in the theory part, when 

the company needed to change its focus on all chronic diseases instead of only AIDS 

(Bornstein, 2007, p. 188 – 204). Furthermore, the ability to culturally fine-tune the 

product or service also shows high level of innovativeness, which supports the 

statement about the importance of innovation made in earlier chapters. 

6.5 Changing local legislation and regulations 

As presented earlier, Ashoka states that more than a half of the social entrepreneurs 

in the Ashoka network have influenced national legislation within five years of 

launching their enterprise (Sen, 2007) claiming that one of the adaptation methods 

used is changing the local regulations. This is likely, since even though only four 

companies were interviewed for this study, a similar example was found. 

Keränen from Monkey Business explains that their Tiimiakatemia model, which is 

an educational project for university students in several countries, requires the 

students to establish an enterprise during their studies. Keränen says that this has 

sometimes been problematic since it has not been legally allowed. 

“Actually, I know, that in Spain they needed to make some type of a 

legal change in order to make the project possible.” (Monkey Business) 

Keränen explains that the university needed to change their curriculum in order to 

make this project possible. He says that they themselves were not pursuing these 
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changes but basically without that specific workshop the university curriculum 

would not have been changed. Therefore, the social value creation process in Spain 

had an effect of changing the existing institutions to be more supportive to 

entrepreneurial learning.   

6.6 Raising awareness 

As was discussed in the innovation section social enterprises may sometimes need to 

innovate ways to educate the people about the issue addressed as well as how the 

enterprises’ solution can help them, in order to make the product applicable 

(Kettunen, 2013) to a foreign environment. Educating and raising awareness of the 

issue is changing the recipient environment to be more open to the new innovation 

and it that way gives the possibility for them to actually use the product and benefit 

from it. 

Mitra from Sproxil says that they see it very important to raise awareness of 

consumers in the issue of counterfeiting and therefore in Nigeria they have been 

working together with NAFDAC organizing consumer awareness campaigns as well 

as done joint marketing campaigns with their customer companies in order to educate 

the people in Nigeria and inform about the importance of the service. Educating 

people about the dangers of counterfeiting issue creates social value for the society 

already as such because people learn to be more careful and it may even save 

someone’s life, but it also creates the possibility for greater social value creation if 

people start to use the product. Naturally, the need for these supporting operations 

varies between markets and the product. 

6.7 Acculturation 

In accordance to the earlier definition, acculturation is the process of changing the 

original cultural patterns of either or both parties when people from different cultures 

interact with each other (Redfield et al., 1936). Hence, it can be assumed that this is 

one of the adaptation methods that needs to be used every time when staring 

activities abroad.  
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Keränen from Monkey Business explains that they have faced the cultural 

differences and feel, for example, that the difference in time conceptions may affect 

to the efficiency of a project. Also in general, the way of doing and planning things 

has been different from their own way in other countries but they have adapted to 

this rather flexibly understanding the differences.  

“My friend said that in Tanzania you should be prepared for nothing 

going the way you planned, and that has been a good rule of thumb. - -

You are not supposed to stress, instead trust that the things will go 

okay.” (Monkey Business) 

Keränen continues that at first people came late but after understanding their way of 

doing things, the people next time already came in time. These examples show that 

acculturation has taken place on both sides. 

“For example in India, the big cultural thing is that, FairMail and also 

my western cultural values are very much about honesty, and there it’s 

about honor, so it’s more important to save your honor, or your 

family’s honor or your friends’ honor than to be honest to your boss.” 

(FairMail) 

These examples show that cultural barriers are of high importance to social 

enterprises as Robinson (2006) stated and, thus in order to adapt to the host 

environment it is important to learn to learn culture as Kalinic and Pater (2013) said. 

6.8 Withdrawing from the markets 

FairMail had its social value creating operations earlier in Peru, Morocco and India 

but recently it has withdrawn the operations from Morocco and India leaving the 

production only in Peru. In Morocco FairMail was just on its early stages of entry 

executing pilot projects in order to get to know the market better. However, the bad 

global economic crisis did not allow FairMail to increase its sales enough to cover 

the operational costs in third country nor provide sufficient profits for the group of 

teenagers in Morocco and thus FairMail never established its operations there after 
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the pilot projects. This indicates that the financial constraints really can be a huge 

obstacle in creating social value as discussed in the theory section.  

FairMail was operating in India since March 2009 but in August 2014 it needed to 

withdraw from that market since they ran into severe cultural problems and it was no 

longer possible to continue the operations. 

“We ran into a lot of cultural problems - - it was no longer possible to 

continue operation because there was a dispute between two or three 

members of our team and instead of involving us they decided to 

involve the police, which meant that it was too dangerous to continue 

operation that is manifested by one of our managers actually still being 

in jail since August - - with charges which are totally, well some 

charges are true, but also a lot of false charges and corruption, horrible 

situation - -“ (FairMail) 

It can be argued if withdrawing from the markets is considered as an adaptation 

method or if it just a result of poor adaptation. However, when realizing that 

something does not work, the best way usually is to change the approach and 

withdrawing from the market is exactly that when other solution do not exist. In the 

case of FairMail, the withdrawal from Morocco and India made it possible to 

continue in Peru because the resources would not have been enough for three 

countries and therefore, at least in this case, the withdrawal can also be considered as 

adaptation to a foreign environment. On the other hand, the example of India shows 

that adaptation needs to be an ongoing process also after the entry phase in order to 

keep things going in the foreign location. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter concludes the whole research indicating clearly the main results and 

contribution as well as the limitations of the study and the suggestions for future 

research. The main results are discussed under two subchapters, first one discussing 

the internationalization of social impact as such and the second one presenting the 

results in relation to adaptation to foreign environments. 

7.1 Main results 

The aim of this study, as indicated in the beginning of this paper, was to find out how 

social enterprises adapt to foreign environments in which they create social value. To 

support the construction of the discussion three sub questions were used and 

therefore, the paper has discussed the characteristics of international social 

opportunities and challenges faced by international social enterprises before coming 

to the conclusions about the adaptation methods. The topic has been researched 

through both literature review and empirical data strengthening some earlier thoughts 

and providing some new ideas and findings for future research and theory building. 

The findings from literature are quite similar to empirical data, but however, the 

findings from empirical data show that there is still a lot of research to be done on the 

field before the international social entrepreneurship can be understood as a global 

phenomenon.  

7.1.1 Internationalization of social impact 

The four case enterprises have provided with a variety of findings in relation to 

internationalization. Within these four companies internationalizing the company 

simultaneously with the social value creation as well as separately with the social 

value creation were illustrated and, in addition, also examples of blueprint copying 

abroad and internationalization at home were given. Internationalization at home 

contradicts with the existing theories stating that social opportunities can be pursued 

only on location. However, it needs to be kept in mind that this way of 

internationalizing the social impact is not possible for all types of social enterprises 

and therefore the existing theories are probably correct in many other cases. The 
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other three possible ways to internationalize indicate the variety of ways to expand 

the social impact and also show that as is the case with commercial enterprises, a 

variety of internationalization theories can be applied to social entrepreneurship field 

as well. 

The theory highlighted that social opportunities are highly contextual and hence 

social enterprises internationalize their social value creation not caring about neither 

the context nor psychic distance. This seems to be partly true but it was also shown 

that target markets can be chosen also mostly due to practical reasons when the 

problems is prevalent and, therefore, there is the possibility to address the same 

problem on several locations. Nonetheless, it is obvious that the specific social 

opportunity and foreign location is primarily selected based on the need for the 

solution and only after that other criteria are considered.  

What was partly lacking in the earlier research, is the huge emphasis social 

enterprises give to social networks and partnerships when internationalizing and this 

aspect should be researched more. All the case companies took on the opportunity 

abroad only with the condition of having a partner to work with and this is crucial 

when wanting to make it easier to internationalize the social impact. This is to say 

that it can be seen as an important guideline for future international social enterprises 

to find good partners before stepping into the foreign location in order to overcome 

the upcoming challenges. Furthermore, stakeholder participation was seen important 

both in literature and the collected data. 

All in all, the research shows that the ways of internationalization are numerous also 

in the case of social enterprises. Furthermore, also the reasons for choosing a specific 

target market seem to be varied but, however, some sort of hierarchy of reasons can 

be outlined the first criterion being the need for the product or service, second social 

networks, third practical issues like infrastructure and ability to communicate with 

the local people and later on come the other aspects like the geographical location. 

As some of the theories stated, psychic distance does not influence a lot on the 

decision making of social enterprises. 
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7.1.2 Adaptation to foreign markets 

As stated in the theory, also the findings from empirical data show clearly that 

cultural and social barriers are of most importance to social enterprises and therefore 

these require the most adaptation. Furthermore, also the formal institutional 

challenges are important but these are more likely to be considered already before 

stepping into the foreign country in the preparation phase and therefore the 

adaptation processes are not that clearly seen. Economic challenges were not 

discussed a lot in the interviews, even though the example of FairMail showed that 

they can prevent the social enterprise from expanding the social value creation. 

As in the reasons for choosing the location for social value creation, also in the 

adaptation process itself social networks and mutually beneficial partnerships were 

shown to be the most important and useful method. The empirical data showed that 

social enterprises are willing to co-operate with any stakeholders having the relevant 

skills or information (e.g. customers, other companies, NGOs and authorities) in 

order to work towards their goal of creating social value. This shows that social 

enterprises are innovative and can find alternative ways to tackle the challenges of 

resource scarcity and possibly inhospitable environment. Furthermore, social 

networks are used for changing existing regulation as well as raising awareness of 

the product or service sold.  

Also adaptation in the company practices was shown to be necessary in the form of 

acculturation as well as product adaptation. Furthermore, maintaining flexibility can 

be seen as an essentiality in order to succeed in foreign environments. The 

supporting services mentioned in the innovation section in the theory part were 

basically not covered in the interviews but this may be due to the case companies 

being service providers, not selling concrete products. However, education as a 

supporting service of sales was mentioned in one interview and therefore it can be 

assumed that the theory is also correct. 
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7.2 Contribution 

The research contributes to the field of international social entrepreneurship helping 

to understand the process and special characteristics of internationalization of social 

enterprises and social impact. It provides with a tool for current and future 

international social enterprises to prepare for the challenges of operating in foreign 

markets and can be used as a tool for benchmarking. The study mainly contributes to 

indicating important directions for the future research on the field and reveals some 

important characteristics of international social entrepreneurship that will help in the 

future theory building.     

In addition, this paper contributes to the conceptual discussion of social 

entrepreneurship by broadening the definition of social entrepreneurship with the 

notion that social value is not necessarily created on the same location where the 

other operations of the enterprise are. This aspect has not been discussed earlier in 

the literature and therefore brings a new perspective to the field. This notion may 

also help future international social enterprises to understand that innovation also in 

the way of internationalizing social value creation may be the key to success.  

7.3 Limitations of the study 

The study faces the normal limitation of a case study the results not necessarily being 

totally generalizable (Yin, 2014, p. 21), especially since social entrepreneurship is 

such a broad field and the definition of social enterprises vary between countries 

(Kerlin, 2010). However, as mentioned above, the results contribute to the theory 

formation, not extrapolating probabilities. To improve validity of the results, surveys 

could have been utilized to support the interview data, but since the theory of 

international social enterprises is still so underdeveloped it would have been difficult 

to create a reliable survey that does not lead the respondents to only repeat the issues 

that have already been discovered by the researchers. 

Moreover, the number of interviews in this study is rather limited and the validity 

and reliability of the research could be improved with conducting more interviews 

that way eliminating better the industry and country based biases. The enterprises 
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interviewed for this study are also all managed by Westerners and, thus, it would be 

necessary to include interviews from Latin, African or Asian cultures in order to get 

broader understanding of the field. As stated earlier, international entrepreneurship 

research has mainly focused on profit making companies based on developed 

economies (Zahra et al., 2014) and this study fails to make a difference not using 

enterprises based on developing economies as case companies. Moreover, all the 

case companies are pursuing social change through services instead of concrete 

products and therefore some challenges and therefore adaptation methods may have 

not come out during the research. Nevertheless, getting into contact with 

international social enterprises revealed to be rather challenging due to the limited 

resources they have, often being small enterprises working with voluntary staff and 

tight budgets. What is more, there is no database of international social enterprises 

and some social enterprises do not even have a web page, and thus, identifying 

companies as social enterprises which also operate internationally requires a great 

number of working hours as well as networks. Therefore within the time limits of 

this study it has not been possible to interview more international social enterprises.   

Furthermore, it would be necessary to study also the failures of social enterprises in 

international contexts in order to understand better the challenges and critical points 

in adaptation but, unfortunately, this side of the topic has not been covered in this 

research due to the sensitiveness of that kind of information. If finding and 

contacting international social enterprises is challenging, looking for the failure 

stories of them is even more difficult and would probably require personal networks 

with the failed international social enterprises. Moreover, it would be more fruitful to 

focus on a few social enterprises during a longer period of time that way having 

access to more implicit information and also to the small incidents related to the 

topic that may often get forgotten soon after they occurred but might actually hold 

important information in regards of the goals of this study. 

7.4 Suggestions for future research 

In order to understand the adaptation required to create social value in foreign 

environments more profoundly, it would be necessary to conduct a longitudinal study 

following some case companies during several years. Furthermore, surveys could be 
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utilized to understand better the scope of specific challenges and the adaptation 

methods applied by the international social enterprises. It might also be necessary to 

see if specific industries within social entrepreneurship have their unique challenges 

that way making difference between which challenges are caused purely due to the 

fact of being a social enterprise and which ones are more industry related.  

Furthermore, since social networks and partnerships revealed to be that essential to 

international social entrepreneurship, it would be useful to research on that aspect 

more. In addition, the methods of internationalizing the social impact should be 

studied more in detail since it is possible that some of them have not been revealed 

yet. In general, there is still a lot to study on the international social entrepreneurship 

field in order to build a proper understanding of the phenomenon. Especially 

interesting would be continuing the research on the same topic, however, taking a 

closer look at what the changes made inside the organization are and, on the other 

hand, what changes are made to the environment to be more suitable for the social 

value creation. 
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             Appendix 1 

OUTLINE OF A SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 

International opportunity recognition & internationalization process 

1. How did you recognize the social opportunity abroad?  

2. How were the international destinations chosen?  

3. How has the internationalization process proceeded? 

Challenges in internationalization 

4. How did you prepare for expanding to new markets?  

5. What challenges or surprises did you face when starting social value creation 

abroad? 

Adaptation to the foreign environment 

6. How did you overcome the challenges?  

7. (How) has internationalization reflected to your original principals or ways of 

working?  

 


