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Abstract 

Social entrepreneurship represents a shift in paradigm, from an economic perspective focused 

on profit gains, to a broader meaning of value creation, including social welfare in its mission. 

In this line, social entrepreneurs are supposed to be the actors of change towards a more 

equally distributed society, in the fostering of social equilibrium. This research shows a how a 

typology of social entrepreneurship previously highlighted by academia can be understood 

through the exemplification of a real-life case. Through the case study of a Spanish scientist, 

social entrepreneurship phenomenon is seen as process consisting of three stages, bricoleur, 

constructionist and engineer. Thus, instead of understanding social entrepreneurship as a 

phenomenon that can be classified in different categories, it can be viewed as a chronology of 

three different phases. These phases are associated to different points of the professional 

career of the entrepreneur. Therefore, the unit of analysis is the individual, namely, Dr. 

Mateo. The first stage -social bricolage- is characterized by the scarcity of resources. 

Contrarily, a greater dimension and influence of the social change represents the main feature 

of the latest stages. Future research avenues should incorporate other units of analysis, 

complementary to the one presented in this study, in order to get a wider understanding of the 

reality. 
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1. Introduction  

The phenomenon of social entrepreneurship has increased its interest in academia and 

scientific literature in recent years. However, its rise has not occurred in isolation, but rather it 

has been the demands of the global economic environment that have fostered new forms of 

entrepreneurship from a practical point of view.  The economic actors that have traditionally 

been responsible for offering a solution to society, in the form of products and services, have 

certain limitations. In this sense, social entrepreneurship is presented as a tool to address these 

problems that are uncovered by traditional agents. Therefore, the study of social 

entrepreneurship is based on the assumption of the volatility, uncertainty, ambiguity and 

complexity of the current economic environment (Di Domenico et al., 2010). 

From the individual point of view, the main agent is the social entrepreneur, who aims to 

contribute positively to society, and offer a solution to the local community they are targeting 

(Barendsen & Gardner, 2004). In short, based on the premise of the entrepreneurial 
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phenomenon, the dynamics lie in offering an innovative solution to a permanent problem (Hu 

& Pang, 2013).  

Social entrepreneurship can be studied from different points of view and methodologies. 

More specifically, the unit of analysis can be the level of the individual (social entrepreneur), 

the meso level (the venture), and the macroeconomic level (context) (Gartner, 1985). In 

addition to these conventional units of analysis, there is the chrono analysis, which allows us 

to evaluate and analyze a particular phenomenon over a specific period of time. This study 

has considered the combination of a stable and robust theoretical framework and the 

application of this framework to a particular case. At the same time, we have studied how 

social entrepreneurship has changed in form and content over time, being associated in each 

spatio-temporal unit with a different stage of the model of social entrepreneurship Zahra et al., 

(2009). This study responds to the call to analyze and investigate in depth the heterogeneity of 

the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship. This is so, since these are ventures that originate 

at the local level. Analyzing the motivations (intrinsic and extrinsic), as well as the 

consequences derived from the particular venture are a relevant object of study for the 

academy. In this way, new theories can be inferred to support the observation of reality. In 

short, through our research on social entrepreneurship we have conducted a combination of a 

micro-level (individual) study and a chronos perspective. That is, how the social entrepreneur 

evolves over time, depending on the stage of the venture. To support the theoretical 

foundation, we have based ourselves on the case of Pilar Mateo, PhD in Chemistry from the 

University of Valencia, who is considered a social entrepreneur and her case responds to the 

theoretical framework established by Zahra. Therefore, in this study we analyze the 

dimensions of social bricolage, social constructionist and social engineer (Zahra et al., 2009a) 

from a practical perspective, taking the example of Dr. Mateo as a reference 

The structure of the paper is as follows: Following this introduction, the theoretical 

framework is presented. In this part, Zahra’s model (2009) is mainly discussed. The 

methodology section explains the case study conducted with the social entrepreneur, and 

finally the results section expresses the codification of the information obtained in the 

interview. Finally, the conclusions and discussions section highlights the importance of 

further research on the heterogeneity of social ventures, combining different units of analysis. 

2. Theoretical Framework  

Entrepreneurship, as a way to generate value comprehends a multitude of realities. One of the 

main institutions dedicated to the study of startups is the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 

(GEM). GEM makes a great work of compilation of these realities. Through the annual, the 

special topics and the national reports, academia can understand what the phenomenon of 

entrepreneurship adds to the current society and how the current society shapes 

entrepreneurship. In this way, GEM classifies the different contexts that frame 

entrepreneurship and how these contexts affect the type of entrepreneurship. And conversely, 

GEM also analyzes what the different types of entrepreneurs are and how they can affect the 

context.  
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GEM considers three types of countries: factor-driven, efficiency-driven and innovation-

driven. Each one of these types of countries involves a set of characteristics in economic and 

social terms. Each context promotes entrepreneurship in a different way.  

Secondly, regarding the issue of the type of entrepreneurship and how it affects the context. 

GEM makes some distinctions. Thus, we can talk about a generic approach of 

entrepreneurship, in which all categories and realities of entrepreneurs fit or we can talk about 

different categories. These categories include family entrepreneurs  (Kelley et al., 2020); 

senior entrepreneurship (Schott et al., 2017); necessity-driven or opportunity-driven 

entrepreneurship (Bosma et al., 2021), etc. As told, each one of these categories of 

entrepreneurship presents a set of characteristics regarding the venture created and his/her 

entrepreneur. And further, each one of the categories has something to offer to the context 

where it develops. The category considered in this study, meaning social entrepreneurship, is 

one of the most analyzed approach by the GEM, but also by academia (Battilana & Dorado, 

2010; Bosma et al., 2015; Chabrak et al., 2020; Di Domenico et al., 2010; Dorado, 2005). 

Regarding the idiosyncrasy of social entrepreneurs, academia is doing a great effort to know 

how social entrepreneurs are. Regarding this issue, it seems that social entrepreneurs present 

higher levels of compassion than the rest of the population, what promotes a more integrative 

thinking and a more empathic behavior (Miller et al., 2012). The integrative thinking and the 

empathic behavior generate a type of entrepreneurship that adds a great value to society.  

The value added to the context in which social entrepreneurship operates is a great field of 

research. The reason lies in the fact that the traditional entrepreneurship, that is, the creation 

of ventures with an economic purpose, can measure its performance in financial terms. In 

other words, companies have financial indicators that allow to measure if the purposes of the 

company are being met. However, for a social entrepreneur, it is difficult to know whether the 

purposes of the venture are achieved or not. The financial terms in which traditional ventures’ 

performance are measured cannot be applied to social entrepreneurship because creating 

economic value for owners or shareholders is not the objective of social ventures. Thus, for a 

social entrepreneur, the value that his/her venture generates in society is the measure of 

success (Santos, 2012).  

2. 1. Typology of social entrepreneurs  

Depending on the source of the research, social entrepreneurship and its main actor, the 

entrepreneur, can be defined in a different way. Nevertheless, though the way of defining 

social entrepreneurship differs, most of the studies highlight the importance of the value 

generated by social entrepreneurship. This value relates to the social change that this type of 

entrepreneurship has the purpose to achieve. In this way, Martin and Osberg (2007) define 

social entrepreneurs as the individuals that identify a stable but unjust equilibrium, see the 

opportunity to change it and promote a new and fair equilibrium. Accordingly, social 

entrepreneurship does not imply the constitution of an isolated venture “but on the 

appropriation and replication of the model and the spawning of a host of other related 

businesses” (Martin & Osberg, 2007: 34). Associated with this, each type of social venture 

will have the potential to create a little or a great change. The scalability of the change is the 

result of the value generated to the society (Zahra et al., 2009). Depending on this, the 
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typology of the social venture and its entrepreneur will differ. Zahra et al. (2009) defines 

social entrepreneurs in base to three groups: the social bricoleurs, the social constructionists 

and the social engineers. Although there are significant differences in each one of the groups, 

one of the most important distinctions remains in the size of the change generated.  

Regarding the first category of social entrepreneur, the concept of social bricoleur has to do 

with the notion of equifinality. In management terms, this can be defined as the divergence of 

ways to achieve the same result. The study by Garud and Karnoe (2003) exemplifies the 

concept in the case of the wind turbine technology in Denmark and USA. The study shows 

how the collaborative networking, the involvement of the diversity of actors in the value chain 

and the search for incremental change can lead to a greater performance in technological 

terms than a search for a radical change and a great investment. In Baker and Nelson’s (2005: 

333) words “making do by applying combinations of resources at hand to new problems and 

opportunities”. This definition, when applied to social entrepreneurship, acquires a major 

importance. This is due to the fact that social entrepreneurship usually operates in contexts 

with great resource scarcity (Di Domenico et al., 2010).  

In this way, social bricolage applied to social entrepreneurship is related to the example of the 

wind turbines by Garud and Karnoe (2003). In this study, the search for an incremental 

change instead of a breakthrough is one of the keys for the greater results of the Danish 

industry. In the same way, social bricolage promotes a change motivated by the solution of a 

local need (Zahra et al., 2009). In this case, the baseline is the knowledge of the entrepreneur 

for recognizing the need and its possible solution.  

The second typology of entrepreneur is called constructionist. The inspiration of Zahra et al. 

(2009) to conceptualize this entrepreneur comes from Kirzner (1973) and his alertness. The 

social constructionist is born as an individual who tries to fill the gaps that other institutions 

have not covered. The alertness of this type of entrepreneurs is the more useful resource. In 

this case, this alertness is addressed to discover the gaps and solve them. As said previously, 

the scalability is greater than the one of social bricoleurs. Thus, it needs more resources. That 

is why, social constructionists have the ability to network with other ventures in order to 

achieve more resources.  

Finally, social engineers are motivated by a bigger change, not in extension but in deepness. 

For social constructionists, the change is not just focused on a local need or in a gap left by 

other institutions, the change should involve something more. The shift should be done in 

behavior paradigms, the figure of reference for Zahra et al. (2009) is Schumpeter. According 

to the authors, social engineers’ work consists on the “[c]reation of newer, more effective 

social systems designed to replace existing ones when they are ill-suited to address significant 

social needs” (Zahra et al., 2009: 523). That is, what the authors define as social engineer is 

related to institutional entrepreneurship (Hardy & Maguire, 2008). That is to say, these 

entrepreneurs try to carry out a change in the institutions that break with isomorphic practices 

and the taken-for-grantedness (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Elam et al., 2019; Greenwood et 

al., 2002; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Hardy & Maguire, 2008).   

The typology by Zahra et al. (2009) represents a diversity of social entrepreneurs. Although 

each one of the social entrepreneurs represents a different type, the three of them have 
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similarities. In fact, the authors base the three categories in different works. Social bricoleurs 

are based on the irregularity of information highlighted by Hayek (1945), social 

constructionists on alertness (Kirzner, 1973), and social engineers on the creative destruction 

by Schumpeter (1942). All of these characteristics are related to the opportunity discovery and 

creation in order to accomplish a change (see figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Three paths for change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Methodology  

This research study follows a qualitative methodology. Specifically, the tool that has allowed 

us to obtain the necessary information to subsequently infer our results has been the case 

study (Yin, 1994). For this purpose, the fundamental source of information on which our 

study revolves around has been an interview arranged with Dr. Mateo. However, this 

information has been triangulated with secondary sources of information, such as 

documentaries on her venture, books and scientific articles. 

Through the time-series analysis, we have been able to order and classify all the sources of 

information in chronological order, through which the results obtained have been structured. 

This analysis has allowed us to know how Pilar's educational background was a trigger in her 

professional career. In the same way, it helps us to build causal relationships in her career. In 

short, it helps us to understand the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations of the social 

entrepreneur, and the consequences on the immediate community and the global environment 

(in more advanced stages). In this temporal space, we have identified three different phases, 
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which are characterized by their uniqueness and particular conditions. The following section 

presents a table with the main results obtained. 

4. Results  

Table 1 includes the theoretical foundations underlying the Zahra model (explained in the 

theoretical framework section) and its exemplification in the case of Dr. Mateo.  

In the social bricolage stage, which is identified with the beginnings of the social 

entrepreneurship phenomenon (Zahra et al., 2009a), Pilar combined the resources he had in 

her environment to offer different solutions to local problems. Some examples were the anti-

slip water-based traffic paints in a locality close to hers, and intumescent paints. The feeling 

of belonging, knowledge and empathy with the environment represent a starting point in the 

creation of innovative solutions that try to give an answer to a problem that had been ongoing 

until now. One of Pilar's inventions (which eventually became the main one), consists of a 

paint alternative to conventional insecticides. Its technology is summarized in the polymeric 

microencapsulation, which allows a slower release of the insecticide. In this way, the 

persistence of the product on the surface is greater, and the toxicity is lower. Dr. Mateo 

considered this option to be a very viable solution for Spanish hospitals, and that it could also 

be exported to other European countries such as Germany. However, she never thought that 

her painting could save lives on the other side of the world. Through different connections 

with doctors and the Latin American high spheres, she was able to realize that her inventions 

could be a solution for the disease that kills a considerable percentage of the South American 

population: Chagas disease. The eradication of this disease as well as the tools to deal with it 

are scarce on the part of institutions and local governments. Therefore, social 

entrepreneurship is presented as a viable solution that surpasses the limitations of the rest of 

the market players. 

In the objective promoted by Pilar to eradicate the social and economic poverty of the 

indigenous tribes, the social entrepreneur requests the collaboration of the institutions to 

address it in a more concise way. Based on the negative responses that sometimes originate, 

Pilar decides to consolidate organizations such as the Movement of Indigenous Women of the 

World (MOVIM), which fight and promote a revolutionary and different concept of social 

balance than the one established so far. 

Table 1: Zahra’s social entrepreneurship model applied to Dr. Mateo’s case 

 

Theoretical framework Dr. Mateo’s case 
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1. Social Bricoleur 

• The local needs are placed at the 

core. 

• The resources available to the social 

entrepreneur are limited.  

• The scope is local but an initial 

trend is shown in the achievement of 

“social equilibrium”. 

 Pilar created different products as a 

solution to local problems.  

 The resources she had available were 

family-owned resources. 

 She indicated the direction towards “Social 

equilibrium” by the elimination of insects 

with her products.   

2. Social 

Constructionist 
• Market inefficiencies at a global 

scale are at the core.  

• Not only local resources, but a 

coordination and management of 

general resources is needed.  

• “Social equilibrium” is fostered at a 

medium level.  

• Dr. Mateo discovered that her 

paint was also a solution to other 

worldwide communities.  

• When she exported her paint, she 

counted on a talented and experienced 

team to reach the new areas.  

• The direction to achieve “social 

equilibrium” was consolidated.  

3. Social Engineer 
• The primary purpose is to achieve a 

social change at institutional level 

• Old dynamics should be replaced 

with new values and heuristics.  

• Overhaul of the phenomenon of 

“social equilibrium” and 

consolidation of a new one.  

• The problem behind the illnesses 

goes beyond economic issues.  

• The purpose of Dr. Mateo is to 

include institutions as mechanisms against 

poverty.  

• Dr. Mateo boosted movements 

and organizations such as MOVIM.  

 
Source: Own elaboration  

    (1) 

5. Conclusion  

The current research shows that entrepreneurship is a phenomenon that comprehends a 

diversity of realities. These realities are materialized in the different types of entrepreneurs. 

One of these categories is the social entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurship, at the same 

time, can also be classified according to different typologies. One of the main analyses that try 

to do a clear distinction on the social entrepreneurship phenomenon is the research carried out 

by Zahra et al. (2009). This study divides social entrepreneurs into three groups: bricoleurs, 

constructionists and engineers. Although the different groups are supposed to contain 

different individuals, the research of our analysis shows that bricoleurs, constructionists and 

engineers characteristics can be found in the same individual, but in different phases along 

their career. One example of this process is the case of Dr. Mateo. 
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The social innovation carried out by Dr. Mateo shows that while the polymeric 

microencapsulation can be linked to a solution of a local need, the intend of changing the 

context corresponds to the approach of social constructionist and engineer. In fact, our case 

shows that the typology of social entrepreneurs can be seen as a time-series in which the 

entrepreneur passes from one stage to another in a process of social entrepreneurship 

maturation.  

The last actions of the Dr. Mateo in favor of indigenous women through the creation of 

MOMIM tries to change a global paradigm. The role of the woman in the indigenous world is 

the baseline for the organization. That is, the scalability and deepness of the change is greater 

than the one performed with the creation of the paint. Although this study contributes to the 

literature of social entrepreneurship, it is subject to some limitations, which could be 

overcome in future research avenues. Specifically, the study is addressed from an individual 

unit of analysis. It would be interesting to triangulate the conclusions with information 

provided at a meso or company level. Additionally, we have focused out study on the 

characteristics of each phase (bricoleur, constructionist and engineer). However, we invite 

researchers to focus on the transition (how, why…) of one stage to another.  
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