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Exploring the Motivation of Nascent Social
Entrepreneurs

ANDREW J. GERMAK* & JEFFREY A. ROBINSON**

�School of Social Work, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, New Brunswick, NJ, USA; ��Rutgers
Business School – Newark and New Brunswick, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey, Newark, NJ, USA

ABSTRACT Social entrepreneurship (SE) is an increasingly popular practice in which business
solutions are applied to social problems. While empirical study of the various facets of SE is on the
rise, the motivation of social entrepreneurs – a key antecedent of SE – has received little attention. In
contrast, substantial theoretical and empirical work exists on the motivation of commercial entrepre-
neurs as well as the motivation for public–social sector work. Seeking to fill a gap in the SE literature,
this paper presents qualitative findings from in-person, in-depth interviews with self-identified nascent
social entrepreneurs that participated in an SE training program in the USA. The findings provide an
empirical foundation for further theory development and research on SE motivation.

KEY WORDS: Social entrepreneurship, social enterprise, social innovation, nascent social
entrepreneurs, motivation

Introduction

I feel adamant that cities, urban cities like Trenton or Newark need a food

system and need a place for people to gather and create and have art and just

have dialogue. And it’s intrinsic to who we are. And it has value that, you

know, goes beyond economics. . . people are going to be attracted to something

that has this, I don’t know, realness to it, has this substance to it, that also can

generate, you know, income. It’s about creating value to something that people

need and focusing, you know, sort of your intent and business practices on

what are the most important components of your community.

Social entrepreneurs are restless, mission-driven individuals that strive to
change the world, their cities, and their communities by implementing sus-
tainable business ventures designed to create social impact. Seemingly ready
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to leave their ‘day jobs’ as soon as their social ventures take hold, these indi-
viduals are persistently ideological and visionary as evidenced by the quota-
tion above from Jonathan1, a nascent social entrepreneur planning to launch
a sustainable social venture in his community. Jonathan is not only ‘adamant’
about addressing a need in his community, but also seeks social value creation
that ‘goes beyond economics,’ which, for many commercial entrepreneurs, is
not an overarching objective.
With this exploratory qualitative study, we seek to begin to understand

what drives nascent social entrepreneurs like Jonathan to engage in social
entrepreneurship (SE), a relatively recent phenomenon for both practitioners
and academics. Developing such an understanding will provide a foundation
for further empirical research on SE motivation, a subject that has received
little attention thus far in the SE literature. In contrast, non-SE motivation,
or the motivation of commercial entrepreneurs, is a construct that, despite
lack of research attention in recent years (Carsrud and Brannback, 2011), has
achieved a certain maturity in both theory development and empirical study
(see McClelland et al., 1953; Naffziger, Hornsby, and Kuratko 1994, and so
forth). Likewise, the motivation for public service, a related but distinct
domain from SE, has received recent empirical research attention (Hsieh,
Yang, and Fu 2011; Lee 2012; Taylor 2013).
In addition to the contributions we seek to make to SE motivation theory,

with this study we will begin to build a profile of social entrepreneurs, which,
consistent with Collins, Hanges, and Locke (2004), should have practical
implications for investors seeking SE talent for social enterprise development
and for those individuals contemplating becoming social entrepreneurs.
Indeed, the practical implications of understanding socially oriented work
motivations could be used to select the most appropriately aligned individuals
with the goals of an organization (Coursey, Yang, and Pandey 2012), such as
for a new social venture or for an educational program aiming to train
nascent social entrepreneurs. While motivation is admittedly not the only
ingredient for SE engagement and subsequent social entrepreneurial behav-
ior, we posit that it is a crucial SE antecedent to study and understand.
This paper begins with some important definitions of SE and social entre-

preneurs, a discussion of pathways to SE, and an overview of general entre-
preneurship and public service motivation (PSM) theories. These sections are
then followed by the methods, findings, and discussion of this exploratory
qualitative research study regarding SE motivation.

Defining Social Entrepreneurship and Social Entrepreneurs

There have been several attempts to define SE in the literature (Brooks 2009;
Germak and Singh 2010; Kickul and Lyons 2012) and, although a unified def-
inition of SE does not yet exist, there appears to be general consensus regard-
ing the following (see Zahra et al. 2009 for a comprehensive table of SE
definitions): SE is a practice in which an entrepreneur – either a traditional
business-minded individual or someone that emerges from the public or
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nonprofit sectors – sets out to solve some social problem by way of combining
business management skills with social sector acumen to yield a sustainable
enterprise that produces both financial and social returns (a so-called double-
bottom line). In some cases, environmental returns may also be sought result-
ing in a so-called triple-bottom line. These social entrepreneurs can operate
alone or as part of a special project borne out of a larger organization. Impor-
tantly, SE is viewed as a distinct form of entrepreneurship even though it may
share some characteristics with commercial entrepreneurship (Austin, Steven-
son, and Wei-Skillern 2006). As such, a critical assumption of this current
study is that social entrepreneurs differ in some ways from commercial entre-
preneurs. Indeed, as Duncan (2009) concludes following his qualitative work
with established social entrepreneurs, they are distinct from commercial
entrepreneurs and deserving of specialized research attention.
In addition to using various definitions of SE, scholars and practitioners

refer to SE by a seemingly overwhelming multitude of terms, including social
enterprise, social innovation, social venturing, venture philanthropy, social
purpose business, and so forth. Moreover, SE may be conceptualized differ-
ently in various regions of the world, which adds to its conceptual complexity
(Kerlin 2010; Ryou, Lee, and Choi 2011). In an attempt to simplify matters
for this study, we conceptualize SE broadly to include all types of enterprises
that seek financial, social, and, at times, environmental outcomes as well. In
addition, we define the social entrepreneur to be the individual that conceives
of the initial idea, moves toward launching the venture, and works to sustain
the venture. Importantly, the social entrepreneur need not be a professionally
trained commercial entrepreneur or an experienced public–social sector actor.
Rather, social entrepreneurs arrive at their craft with varying skill sets, which
admittedly makes creating a standard profile of social entrepreneurs some-
what difficult yet still an important goal for which to strive with this research.
Finally, we focus on nascent social entrepreneurs in this study, those with no
prior experience in social entrepreneurship, in an attempt to understand the
initial motivating factors that propel individuals into this line of work for the
first time.

Pathways to Social Entrepreneurship: Who are the Nascent Social
Entrepreneurs?

The definitions of SE and of nascent social entrepreneurs to which we ascribe
imply that social entrepreneurs can emerge from two distinct orientations.
First, the nascent social entrepreneur could be a traditional commercial entre-
preneur – or have a background in managing initiatives in the corporate or
small business sectors – that may have a track record of launching business
ventures (either small or large) with profit or sales targets, and so forth. How-
ever, importantly, such an individual would have no prior experience specifi-
cally with SE. This type of individual would most likely approach SE from a
strategic management orientation and, as Simms and Robinson (2009) posit,
may follow a path toward eventually launching a for-profit social venture. In
such an enterprise, there would be a profit motive in addition to a social and/
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or an environmental one, and shareholders in the SE firm would be able to
benefit financially from the SE firm’s performance.
Alternatively, a nascent social entrepreneur could emerge from a public–

social sector perspective, which could lead the individual to launch a non-
profit or nongovernmental organization in which the profit motive would be
tempered to some degree, but still an important outcome for sustainability
reasons. In fact, in the USA, nonprofit organizations do not have share-
holders and no portion of profits earned can inure to the benefit of any of
the organization’s stakeholders (Hopkins 2009); however, notably, nonprof-
its can still earn profits or surpluses as long as they are reinvested into the
social objectives of the organization. Such an organization would most
likely be constructed such that it could sustain its operations by way of
grants, contracts, donations, or earned income, while, at the same time,
achieving certain social outcomes. Again, this type of nascent social entre-
preneur would approach social venture creation without specific prior expe-
rience with SE.
While the theory that traditional entrepreneurs will gravitate toward

launching for-profit ventures and those with public–social sector back-
grounds will lean toward nonprofit structures is an interesting proposition
that has yet to be empirically proven (Townsend and Hart 2008; Simms and
Robinson 2009), for the purposes of this paper, we are interested in what
drives the nascent social entrepreneur to make the initial decision to engage
in SE (in this case initial engagement is operationalized by an individual’s
participation in a social innovation training program) even before deciding
upon the type of venture they will eventually establish. Future longitudinal
studies should seek to explore various SE outcomes, such as type of organi-
zation founded, based on a nascent social entrepreneur’s background and
experience.
The pathways to SE are presented in Figure 1. As the figure illustrates,

there exists some mutually inclusive slice of work orientation – SE – that is
formed by either a traditional business-minded entrepreneur or a manager
moving toward and embracing public–social sector practices or a public–
social sector practitioner behaving in a more business-like manner than his or
her peers and moving in the direction of commercial entrepreneurship.

Figure 1. Pathways to social entrepreneurship
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Theories of Motivation for Commercial Entrepreneurship and Public–Social
Sector Work

There is ample literature related to work motivation theories, including the
motivation of commercial entrepreneurs and of public–social sector actors,
both domains, we posit, contributing to SE development via the pathways
illustrated in Figure 1. First, theories of need, such as Maslow’s hierarchy
(Maslow 1943), which culminates in the need for self-actualization, could
explain an entrepreneur’s motivation on several levels. For example, the basic
need to make money to provide for oneself or one’s family could explain why
certain individuals launch businesses even if such businesses can only pay their
salaries and do not result in extraordinary financial payoffs or economic
growth (Zanakis, Renko, and Bullough 2012). Hessels, van Gelderen, and
Thurik (2008) describe this as a basic necessity driver of entrepreneurship in
which basic life needs are the primary motivators for entrepreneurial behavior.
In addition, Maslow’s self-actualization concept (Maslow 1943) could

explain what drives people to start businesses; they might only feel satisfied if
they can run their own businesses, work independently, and actualize their
potential as human beings. It is plausible to think that social entrepreneurs
might pursue their work with a need for self-actualization, as this would allow
for social entrepreneurs to satisfy needs beyond basic, necessity-related ones.
In fact, the presence of the double- or triple-bottom line in SE may necessitate
a more complex level of motivational bases; it would not be enough, for
example, if the social entrepreneur were motivated by satisfying himself or
herself alone without some greater self-actualizing purposes.
In addition to necessity-based entrepreneurship and self-actualization-related

behaviors, several scholars have theorized and suggested through empirical
studies that the need for achievement (Murray 1938; McClelland et al. 1953)
can motivate an entrepreneur to start a business (McClelland 1965; Johnson
1990) and eventually achieve entrepreneurial success (Collins, Hanges, and
Locke 2004). As Hansemark (1998) explains an entrepreneur’s need for
achievement that is associated with the desire to accomplish something better
or faster than the entrepreneur’s peers, or better or faster than his or her own
past performance. Moreover, Barba-Sanchez and Atienza-Sahuquillo (2011)
add that entrepreneurs with a high need for achievement often plan in
advance, take personal responsibility for their affairs, and seek immediate feed-
back on their entrepreneurial behaviors. As such, the need for achievement has
been discussed as a precognitive motivational factor leading to engagement
with entrepreneurship. Interestingly, Hansemark (1998) suggests that the need
for achievement can be taught through an educational program, which implies
that contextual factors, such as education and training, may influence an
entrepreneur’s achievement motivation. Nonetheless, the above-mentioned
needs-based motivation theories pertain to the underlying inherent traits of
individual entrepreneurs, which are inherently static in nature.
There has been debate among scholars as to whether the needs and traits of

an entrepreneur should be the focus of study in relation to the actual develop-
ment of new enterprises. Gartner (1988) argues that research should focus

Exploring the Motivation of Nascent Social Entrepreneurs 5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

20
7.

10
.1

04
.5

0]
 a

t 0
5:

17
 1

7 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

3 



more on what an entrepreneur does to develop the business rather than on the
static and ingrained traits of an entrepreneur, which may not serve as the best
predictors of entrepreneurial behaviors. Thus, beyond traits and needs, the
other theory explains how an entrepreneur’s thought processes and beliefs
can contribute to entrepreneurial action. Namely, expectancy theory (Vroom
1964) and goal-setting theory (Steers, Mowday, and Shapiro 2004; Denhardt,
Denhardt, and Aristigueta 2009) can explain what motivates the commercial
entrepreneur toward launching an enterprise. For instance, an individual may
rationally calculate that the effort exerted to launch a business venture could
result in significant financial outcomes or other desired goals. Thus, following
expectancy theory, the entrepreneur believes that the venture will result in
positive outcomes – high financial payoff, for example – and therefore pur-
sues entrepreneurship over other available pathways. Furthermore, goal-
setting theory in which an individual sets goals for oneself and is motivated to
reach or surpass such goals could apply to entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurs set
many goals. The first and the foremost, the financial milestones in the busi-
ness plan are distinct goals upon which much of the entrepreneur’s success
rests. Hence, goal-setting could be an important aspect of the motivation of
an entrepreneur to reach goals and thereby reaps the associated rewards
(Naffziger, Hornsby, and Kuratko 1994).
Individuals working in the public–social sector, including public–social sec-

tor managers and leaders, are also frequently motivated in their work, often
despite the lack of financial rewards as seen in the private sector (Denhardt,
Denhardt, and Aristigueta 2009). Consequently, theories of motivation are
applied somewhat differently to explain motivation in this space. In addition
to needs and process theories of motivation, there are other theories that
are more uniquely applicable to public–social sector settings. For example,
Lawler (1990) and Borzaga and Tortia (2006), describe how participatory or
high-involvement types of management and organizational cultures can
induce positive motivation in the public–social sector workforce. For exam-
ple, due to the constrained nature of many nonprofit organizations both
financially and human resource-wise, nonprofit workers are frequently asked
to participate at high levels within their organizations. Such high involvement
could explain the motivation of public–social sector employees; they are moti-
vated to perform because they are so highly engaged with the organization
and its social mission (Lewis, Packard, and Lewis 2012).
In addition, research on PSM purports that certain individuals are drawn to

public–social sector work by way of a so-called calling or civic duty to work in
this milieu as opposed to more corporate settings, and in a sense they give
back to society through their work (Denhardt, Denhardt, and Aristigueta
2009). As Perry (1996, 1997) suggests, PSM comprises three components: an
attraction to policy-making, a commitment to the public interest, and compas-
sion. While the policy-making aspect of PSM may not directly apply to SE
motivation, commitment to the public interest and compassion could certainly
explain a portion of SE motivation. Miller et al. (2012) theorize that compas-
sion is indeed a component of SE motivation. Further, some theorists argue
that people are drawn to the social sector for emotional reasons and that their
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motivations are deeply rooted and often result in productive emotional labor
(Hsieh, Yang, and Fu 2011). For instance, it is common to see workers at all
levels within the public–social sector that are motivated to perform because of
deep-rooted personal reasons, such as a personal connection to a particular
social issue or a desire to advocate for a particular cause (London 2010).
Clearly, compassion and public interest – two facets of PSM – could play a
role in SE motivation.
To the best of our knowledge, the theories of motivation discussed here

have only been thus far empirically applied to commercial entrepreneurs and
managers, or to public–social sector practitioners. There is a dearth of empiri-
cal literature specifically pertaining to social entrepreneurs and their motiva-
tions for SE; there is much room for theoretical and empirical researches to
be performed in this area (Austin, Stevenson, and Wei-Skillern 2006; Hoo-
gendoorn, Pennings, and Thurik 2010; Gras, Mosakowski, and Lumpkin
2011).

Research Questions

Given the pathways described above through which social entrepreneurs
arrive at SE and the lack of existing theory to explain SE motivation specifi-
cally, a primary research question emerges: what motivates nascent social
entrepreneurs (those without any prior experience with SE) to engage in SE
instead of following better-known career pathways that are seemingly more
stable and predictable? In addition, other research questions of interest are as
follows: What similarities or differences exist in SE motivation between those
with a commercial entrepreneurship background and those with public–social
sector work experience? What about those with mixed experiences? The fol-
lowing exploratory study will begin to address these questions.

Method

We followed a phenomenological approach (Patton 2002) given that the
study focused on SE, an emerging phenomenon for which the researchers
have a research interest but little practice experience as social entrepreneurs.
This method was consistent with that used by Shaw and Carter (2007) in their
qualitative study of social entrepreneurs in the United Kingdom. Therefore,
we were able to approach the study rather objectively without extreme close-
ness to the topic that could have significantly colored the collection and inter-
pretation of data. Still, we succeeded in understanding the lived experience of
these nascent social entrepreneurs through this exploratory qualitative design.
The sampling frame for this study included participants in the New Jersey

Social Innovation Institute (NJSII), a 6-month training program in the State
of New Jersey (USA) for self-identified nascent social entrepreneurs. The
overall objective of this program was for participants, working in teams, to
develop viable business plans for social ventures and to launch the social ven-
tures at the conclusion of the training program while receiving technical
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assistance from the training program organizers. This program was designed
and implemented by faculty and staff at Rutgers Business School – Newark
and New Brunswick. There were a total of 35 individual participants in the
training cohort.
The lead author attended the opening session of the training program (as

well as attending subsequent training sessions to increase time-in-field) and
introduced this research project to all participants by way of a brief address
at the beginning of the first training session. Subsequently, the lead author
sent e-mail messages and placed phone calls to the participants to invite them
to participate in the qualitative interviews for this study. Nearly all the partic-
ipants expressed interest initially; however, the lead author was unable to suc-
cessfully schedule interviews with all the participants due to scheduling
conflicts and/or presumed disinterest of the participants. The final sample
contained 16 individuals of which 7 were female, 9 were male, 9 were Black, 1
Hispanic, and 6 Caucasian (demographic data are based on the lead
researcher’s observations and perceptions of interview participants). Due to
budget and time constraints on this project, it was not possible to recruit a
control group of subjects who were not enrolled in the training program.
A total of 16 semi-structured, in-depth, in-person interviews were con-

ducted by the lead author with the 16 participants that volunteered to be
interviewed, one interview per person. The interviews, which varied in length
from 45 minutes to 1.5 hours, were conducted and digitally recorded around
the midpoint of the training program (about the third month of the program).
The interviewer also took handwritten notes during the interviews. Interviews
were held at locations of participants’ choosing, including participant offices,
coffee shops, restaurants, and a few at the researcher’s office, which proved
to be more convenient for the subjects in these select cases. All interviews
were professionally transcribed by a transcription service in New York City.
Upon receipt of the transcription files, the lead researcher compared the tran-
scripts to his handwritten interview notes to ensure the accuracy of the tran-
scripts and modifications were made to the transcripts in only a few places;
the transcripts were overwhelmingly accurate.
The lead researcher, together with two research assistants, used word proc-

essing software to perform the analysis of interview data by way of theory-
informed coding of all interview transcripts. Based on the motivation theory
from the literature, coders applied some general motivation themes while ana-
lyzing the data, including ‘self-actualization,’ ‘achievement,’ ‘necessity,’
‘compassion,’ and ‘public interest.’ Thematic and cross-case analyses were
then performed to identify emergent themes, those that were both similar to
and different from the theory-informed themes above, in the data related to
the specific sensitizing concepts from the interview questionnaire: NJSII eval-
uative feedback, participant background and motivation, SE definitions, the
participant’s social venture idea, and workplace and organizational reactions
to SE. For the purposes of this paper, the lead researcher focused mainly on
the sensitizing concept of SE motivation when analyzing the data.
Finally, with regard to reflexivity (Patton 2002), both the authors are

admittedly interested in SE as a phenomenon and, in 2010, the lead author
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and the interviewer published a conceptual paper (see Germak and Singh
2010) advocating for an increased focus on SE in the field of social work prac-
tice and research. In addition, this current paper’s second author is widely
published in the area of social entrepreneurship. The lead researcher conduct-
ing the interviews shared his general interest in the topic with all interviewees.
The interviewer had much less experience in the practice of SE than many of
the research subjects. Thus, it does not appear that the lead researcher’s back-
ground unduly influenced the outcomes of this study.

Findings

The following themes related to SE motivation emerged from the data: (1)
personal fulfillment, (2) helping society, (3) nonmonetary focus, (4) achieve-
ment orientation, and (5) closeness to social problem. Each theme is described
in a separate section below accompanied by data supporting each theme.
Quotations presented are verbatim and may contain grammatical errors.

Personal Fulfillment

Consistent with the theory of self-actualization (Maslow 1943) as a work
motivation factor as described above, many respondents with business back-
grounds and also those with public–social sector experience described the
need for personal fulfillment as a motivating factor in their work. While they
did not use the term self-actualization during the interviews, this was the the-
ory that informed the analysis of these data. The following quotations are
from two separate individuals, both with business backgrounds:

When I graduated college I had the opportunity to work at Goldman Sachs, so

I was in the fixed asset department there, working on derivatives. . . I didn’t

really necessarily like it. . . it wasn’t fulfilling, and so I found another colleague

of mine from Goldman and we started a company.

I got tired of the rollercoaster ride on Wall Street and decided I wanted to be

able to take my knowledge. . . I wanted to be able to take my experience and my

network and develop a business. I wanted to become an entrepreneur.

It is evident from these quotations that nascent social entrepreneurs with
business backgrounds possess a strong desire to become their own bosses and
fulfill their self-actualization needs by starting businesses. We found in the
analysis of the interview data that this desire also translated into their motiva-
tion to engage in SE. As predicted by theory, the social entrepreneurs in this
sample did not appear motivated to fulfill only basic needs as seen with neces-
sity-based entrepreneurship; rather, their needs were at a higher level of per-
sonal fulfillment.
A similar desire for personal fulfillment was also expressed by respondents

with public–social sector backgrounds. One participant stated, ‘I know how
powerful I know it [my product] could be, and how big it could grow. . . that’s
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really what’s pushing me because I know that it’s just right around the cor-
ner.’ Another explained in reference to a job-training social venture he plans
to launch, ‘the training of these guys is one of the most important things to
me.’ Still, another respondent noted:

I believe that all of us have a purpose in our life and whether you know something

that is going to make a million dollars or you’re going to just be effective in some-

one else’s life that will help them to become a better person. But I know that my

purpose at this point of time is to create that institution that I’m trying to create.

Helping Society

Not surprisingly, people interested in pursuing SE possess a strong desire to
help the society as a motivating force for engaging in SE. In fact, much of the
motivation literature related to public–social sector motivation discusses this
issue as a key motivating factor for such work. Commitment to the public
interest and compassion are two key components of PSM (Perry 1996, 1997).
Both of these PSM components showed up in the data under the emergent
theme, ‘helping society.’ The only component of PSM that was not salient in
this sample was the attraction to policy making.
What is interesting in the findings that follow is that not only did the

nascent social entrepreneurs coming from the public–social sector express a
strong desire to help society but also did those with a business and entre-
preneurship background. The following quotations are from two separate
respondents with business backgrounds:

If we do our job right and empower the community we would not be needed. So

we’re in the business to be out of business. I think we would be doing an injus-

tice if we don’t let people know how they could better their lives.

I mean for you to look at any social venture, I mean it’s – you are truly putting

yourself – I mean money and everything literally aside to be able to accomplish

that mission whatever it is. Because it’s – I mean because it’s really – because the

greatest value is what happens to those that you help, so I mean really for me to

define it as you putting yourself like completely aside and just going full-speed.

Quite similar sentiments were expressed by those with a public–social sector
background, which, arguably, one would expect from such individuals. The
following quotations are from separate respondents:

That’s really what it’s all about. . . serving the people whether you use a regular

idea or something that’s already been done or you use an innovative idea to

change it. Either way, you’re yet serving the people.

You’re speeding along and you’re driving along the lines of the boundaries of

this here city. . . there’s so much more that you could be a part of. . . so much

more that you can do.

10 A.J. Germak and J.A. Robinson
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If it was between this project succeeding or me getting the glory, I’d rather see

the project succeed.

I would rather give a guy a chance, ex-offender or not, knowing that he’s going

to work and doing something productive than worrying about this guy at the
end of his rope, being stressed out, being fatigued and aggravated with society

to be the one to rob me or my sister or my brothers. I will feel hurt to know

that I had a chance to help someone and didn’t do that. . . the driving force is to
get this project off is to make sure we could place guys in employment.

I think the goal that we’re setting for ourselves right now is something that’s rea-
sonable and is a little challenge, but it’s possible to be able to help a lot of people.

Nonmonetary Focus

Starting a business, either a commercial enterprise with a pure profit motive
or a social venture with a double- or triple-bottom line, requires a focus on
financial management and a certain comfort with money matters. Interest-
ingly, almost none of the respondents – even those with a business back-
ground – focused on profit or finances when thinking about their social
ventures even when the interviewer specifically probed for this information.
As an illustration of this, one participant was asked during the interview,
‘What about financial measures [for your social venture]. . . do you have any
thoughts on that?’ This participant responded, ‘No. No. I mean, I really
didn’t put any thought to it.’ These responses were not expected, especially
from those with a business background; in fact, these findings contrast with a
recent study of American entrepreneurs in which an overwhelming majority
of respondents reported that building wealth was a significant motivating
force for starting a business (Wadhwa et al. 2009).
Even though there was a general absence of financial focus in all of the

interviews, the data showed that for those with only public–social sector expe-
rience, especially for the social workers in the sample (there were two social
workers), money and financial management were especially uncomfortable
aspects of launching a social venture. This discomfort, if not overcome, could
present an obstacle in the eventual implementation of the social venture. The
following quotation is from a social worker:

Our biggest struggle is, like how we are, how much we could actually charge for a

visit, what would the market be able to sustain? I guess you know traditionally

[social workers] weren’t even paid people, we were volunteers you know going out

to help others and that. . . if you do that and accept money for it, you it’s been

like that’s you know. . . you aren’t supposed to do that, you are supposed to be

volunteering and it is all for good will kind of thing and so I think because of our
roots we are never considered a paid employees of agencies doing this kind of

work that it probably is just continued that way over the years where you know if

you did have to charge for anything it had to be subsidized or sliding scale or you

know you always tried to figure out ways to get the services for the lowest cost

Exploring the Motivation of Nascent Social Entrepreneurs 11
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possible. And you never think you know how are we going to make money from

something? So it has always been hard for me to ask money in exchange for serv-

ices anyway, I always end up under billing if I ever did anything anyway so. . . it is
hard. That is just the philosophy that we grew up with.

The nonsocial workers in the sample (either other public–social actors or
those with business backgrounds) were generally more comfortable with
money, and, through iterative questioning, the interviewer was able to get
them to speak more maturely about their thoughts regarding profits within
social ventures. The following quotation, from a respondent with an entre-
preneurship background, illustrates a common theme related to finances
expressed by some of the participants that appeared more comfortable discus-
sing money and financial management:

I think it gets a little perverted almost when more people who are not really

focused on the social bit really start putting more of a capitalist bent to it and
figuring they can make more money. I mean when you look at the financials for

the Grameen Bank, they’re charging at an exorbitant rate of interest. It could

be up to like a thousand percent in some cases, and you’re thinking – I mean

even though the amounts are very small, those are really high interest rates. I

don’t want anyone to create these social ventures with the idea of exploiting the

whole base of people who don’t necessarily have a voice or the ability to rise up

against. . . is it right that you’re making so much money off of poor people?

Achievement Orientation

According to need for achievement theory (McClelland et al. 1953), people
are motivated to perform their work due to a need to accomplish a significant
achievement and get some kind of recognition for it. With social entrepre-
neurs, this motivating factor is also present and, in some cases, it appears to
be a significant motivating factor not entirely dissimilar from what one would
expect of a commercial entrepreneur. When asked why he was interested in
SE, one respondent stated, ‘I’m always looking, constantly looking for oppor-
tunities to create something.’ Another respondent discussed his desire to start
a social venture by saying:

I think that I’m supposed to own my own business. I have always thought

that. . . I want to be successful, and that’s fairly the greatest way right now.

In almost all of the interviews, respondents with all types of backgrounds
and experiences described some desire to achieve significant impact – often by
outperforming their peers – through their planned social venture as evidenced
by the following quotations from separate individuals:

The long term effect for me would be that the government says okay [to] univer-

sal home visiting as part of universal healthcare and that might not happen for

a really long time. But I think this would be a step in that direction.

12 A.J. Germak and J.A. Robinson
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I compare my business to other non-profits who have been existing a lot longer

than I have is that I guess I realized that not every non-profit is as hungry as I
am to get what they have out there.

You knowwe could be preventing child abuse and all kinds of parenting issues and

concerns that could crop up over the years if we are able to provide this service.

I feel that the poverty percentage will actually go down one or two points.

So you know, like if the poverty level out in the west ward in Newark is like

20 percent, I feel that [if] this product is in that area and utilized, that the

poverty level can actually go down to 18.

Closeness to Social Problem

Finally, a theme emerged from the data related to the closeness of partici-
pants to certain social problems or causes, or their SE work in general, which
led them to be motivated to engage in SE. Nearly all respondents explicitly
discussed this issue. These findings align with much of the prior empirical
work on PSM (Perry and Wise 1990; Perry 1996, 1997; Hsieh, Yang, and Fu
2011), which explains how public sector workers are drawn to their work
because of a deep-rooted compassion or closeness to the missions of or causes
supported by their organizations. Furthermore, in certain contexts, this moti-
vational component can have increased resonance (Wong and Tang 2007).
Some individuals in this sample came from economically depressed areas, a
context which may have influenced this motivational component. The follow-
ing quotations from separate individuals illustrate how close certain partici-
pants were to the social problems confronted in their SE work:

I had a baby in 2010 and I’d already been immersed in home visiting and

already believed fully, heartedly in it and then I wasn’t eligible for home visiting

because I wasn’t an at-risk family. So it sort of became really personal to me

that it’s absolutely insane that I don’t think–I think it’s insane that we don’t

have home visiting universally available to women and to families.

I think my background, me being born and raised in Newark has helped me

understand what it is to be on the other side.

I’ve been participating in this like 100 percent, so even more than just from nine
to five, so I literally sleep about – you know, I think about this every single day.

Toward a Theory of Social Entrepreneurship Motivation

Given that both commercial entrepreneurs and managers, and public–social
sector practitioners, can be motivated and find success in their respective
fields, but choose SE instead, the overarching research question remains:
what would motivate an individual from either side of this spectrum to engage
in SE and leave behind a seemingly more familiar, comfortable, predictable,
and stable work environment? Importantly, is the theory that can explain this

Exploring the Motivation of Nascent Social Entrepreneurs 13
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motivation a new theory or a continuation of general entrepreneurship
theory?
The data presented in this paper suggest that there exists a unique blend of

motivational components in nascent social entrepreneurs that could explain
why they engage in SE over other types of work. These findings build on
recent theory presented by Miller et al. (2012) in which compassion is
explained as a key motivator for SE. In our data, compassion manifests itself
in the ‘helping society’ and ‘closeness to social problem’ themes. However, we
found that SE motivation contains more than just compassion for others’
problems and a desire to help society; it is the multifaceted blend of motiva-
tional components that leads us to suggest that SE motivation is a new and
emerging theoretical construct, distinct from entrepreneurship motivation or
public–social sector work motivation, and that it deserves further theoretical
and empirical attention. This blended SE motivation, the facets of which are
depicted in Figure 2, includes components of personal fulfillment, a desire to
help society, a focus on things other than money, a need for achievement, and
closeness to the social problem at hand. In theory, as these data suggest, if
nascent social entrepreneurs possess this blend of motivational components,
holding other factors constant, they will subsequently engage in SE rather
than remain in their respective fields and occupations.
More research is needed to better understand these and perhaps other com-

ponents of SE motivation that may exist, whether they interact and how they
interact, but it appears that SE motivation is distinct from either commercial
entrepreneurship motivation or from pubic–social sector motivation, and
therefore worthy of further study. The distinctiveness of SE motivation could
explain why social workers, for example, are largely absent from SE. If, for
instance, a social worker is predominantly motivated by a desire to help the
society and nothing else (an overwhelmingly typical motivation for social
workers), the social worker may be motivated to engage in and highly satis-
fied with traditional social work. On the other hand, to engage in SE instead
of traditional social work, the social worker would need to possess a blended
motivation, including some levels of achievement orientation, self-
actualization (personal fulfillment), and so forth, in addition to the desire to

Figure 2. Social entrepreneurship motivation framework
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help the society. A similar logic could be used to explain why successful com-
mercial entrepreneurs are not often drawn to SE and what would be required
for them to leave their fields to engage in SE. Essentially, for a successful com-
mercial entrepreneur to gravitate toward SE, he or she would need to not only
possess achievement motivation, for example, but also possess a desire to help
the society, a close connection to a social problem, and so forth. Thus, a
unique blend of motivational factors may drive people from diverse back-
grounds to engage in SE, and this blended motivation is at present not the
dominant prototype of commercial entrepreneurship or public–social sector
work orientation, which is illustrated by the relatively small slice of individu-
als that engage in SE as depicted in Figure 1.

Conclusion

The findings of this study suggest that there exists a blend of motivational fac-
tors for engagement in SE. To date, there has been very little empirical work
on the topic of SE motivation. Therefore, this study should help to fill a gap
in the SE literature and provide a foundation for further research in this area.
Still, this study is not without limitations: small sample size, lack of control

group, no data triangulation, and single study location are but a few notewor-
thy limitations. Moreover, it is important to stress that the findings of this
qualitative study can only be generalized to the sample that was studied and
not to an entire population of social entrepreneurs. In addition, it should be
noted that the motivation to partake in an SE training program may have lit-
tle to do with eventual behaviors as a social entrepreneur. Indeed, there are
some successful entrepreneurs – both commercial and social – that did not
partake in a training program. Likewise, there are SE practitioners that have
been highly trained and educated, but who fail to achieve high impact in their
SE endeavors. Future research should compare the motivation of different
types of social entrepreneurs (nascent versus mature, trained versus
untrained, etc) to more comprehensively understand the proposed SE motiva-
tional framework and its impact on the SE outcomes.
Despite these limitations, the results of this study contribute to SE motiva-

tion theory building. This research also has practical implications by identify-
ing some common attributes of nascent social entrepreneurs from which
organizations and investors can identify promising talent and the leadership
qualities needed for social enterprise development. We hope that this study
will inspire more empirical research on SE motivation, which is needed to bet-
ter understand its various components and their interactions, and to further
advance SE motivation theory.
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