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Abstract

This paper investigates the role that universities play in

supporting social entrepreneurs (SEs) across their eco-

system. Adopting the resource-based view (RBV)

approach, we argue that universities attract, mobilize,

and deploy multiple resources that benefit SEs through

four main mechanisms (i.e., teaching, research, out-

reach, and the development of partnerships). We use a

qualitative approach of 62 semi-structured interviews

and 8 focus groups in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Colombia.

Our contribution shows that employing different

resources and engaging in supportive activities of uni-

versities towards SEs facilitate the development of uni-

versity capabilities, such as an increased reputation,

development of leadership skills for students and staff,

and wider access to ecosystem resources that support

other university activities related to teaching, research,

and community outreach. The role that partnerships

play in the development of these capabilities is funda-

mental, thanks to the different strategic alliances and

mobilization of resources between universities and

other actors while supporting SEs. This study contrib-

utes to our understanding of the role universities can

play to intensify the nature of supportive ecosystems

for SEs. This contribution is relevant not only to aca-

demics but also to practitioners, as this will shed light
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on the building, development, and scaling of a support-

ive ecosystem for SEs.

KEYWORD S

ecosystems, resource-based view, social entrepreneurs,
universities, Academic Entrepreneurship

1 | INTRODUCTION

The environment in which social entrepreneurs (SEs) operate is often complex, as they are con-
fronted with several hardships that hinder their potential to create impact (Autio et al., 2014).
The lack of financial and operational resources, scarce human capital, and limited access to
support networks, among other challenges, need to be effectively resolved before SEs can
realize their desire for positive social and environmental impact (Montgomery et al., 2012).
Embedding SEs in supportive ecosystems is thus an adequate strategy to strengthen their suc-
cess (Roundy, 2014).

Supportive ecosystems are composed of different actors with complementary resources, and
their participation in the ecosystem is beneficial for everyone involved (Autio et al., 2014;
Roundy et al., 2017). SEs can benefit from different types of support within an ecosystem,
including access to financial and human capital, access to resources, knowledge, information,
and networks (Ben Letaifa & Reynoso, 2015; Biggeri et al., 2017; Goyal et al., 2016). Universities
are highlighted as key actors in supportive ecosystems (S�anchez-Barrioluengo &
Benneworth, 2019). The role of universities in supporting SEs is easily related to multiple uni-
versity resources, including specialized knowledge, information, extended university networks,
and university infrastructure (Lekhanya, 2016). Moreover, universities could be seen as
intermediaries between SEs and students, researchers, university staff, alumni, and their well-
established contacts within the industry, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and
governments. However, the role of universities in the supportive ecosystem for SEs remains an
under-researched phenomenon (Thomsen et al., 2018). This void in the literature is highlighted
by a recent Special Issue call on “The role of universities in supporting social innovation” by
Hazenberg et al. (2020) in the Social Enterprise Journal.

Hence, this paper studies the role of universities in the supportive ecosystem for SEs
through a resource-based view (RBV) lens (Barney, 1991). We argue that universities attract,
mobilize and deploy multiple resources that benefit SEs through three main support mecha-
nisms (education, engagement of community actors, and development of partnerships). To for-
mulate our arguments, we adopt a qualitative research approach with 62 semi-structured
interviews and 8 focus groups in Ecuador, Bolivia, and Colombia.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we introduce the RBV theory, expanding on the
foundations of the RBV theoretical framework, including the resources, capabilities, sustained
competitive advantage, and partnerships. In this literature section, we also elaborate on how
ecosystems support SEs. Secondly, we elaborate on the methodology, including an overview of
the interviews, the interview protocol, and data analysis. Thirdly, we present the results of our
data analysis, presenting how the organizational, human, and physical resources in combina-
tion with university activities support SEs. Fourthly, we discuss the implications, conclusions,
and discussion of the paper.
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2 | AN RBV PERSPECTIVE

This paper adopts the RBV approach (Barney, 1991, 2016b) as a theoretical lens to underpin the
role of university resources and capabilities in supporting SEs in the ecosystem. The framework
offered by the RBV helps us to understand how the different resources and capabilities are used to
strengthen the competitive advantage of firms (Grant, 1991; Mathews, 2002). Hence, it is a valuable
theoretical lens that allows us to investigate how universities can mobilize resources within the con-
text of supportive ecosystems. The RBV has a number of fundamentals, which we will discuss in
the following lines: resources, capabilities, competitive advantage, and partnerships (Barney, 1991,
2016b). We elaborate on these and explain their importance for our arguments in this paper.

2.1 | Resources

The first element of the RBV approach corresponds to the resources of the firm. Resources can
be classified as tangible assets and intangible assets. Tangible assets refer to all physical aspects,
which, for universities, can be buildings and laboratories, equipment, tools, books, and software
(Miller & Acs, 2017; Teece, 1997, 2007). Intangible assets are nonphysical resources owned by
the firm. Knowledge is an important intangible asset in universities (Guerrero & Urbano, 2010;
Klofsten et al., 2019). Knowledge in universities is present via several intangible assets, such as
publications, intellectual property, patents, and inventions (Guerrero & Urbano, 2010, 2016).

The second assumption in terms of resources in the RBV is that resources are heterogeneous
and immobile. This means that resources are heterogeneously distributed, referring to the
uniqueness of resources (Barney, 1991). This means that the resources, in one firm, should be
different from others. In this context, incubators, for example, support SEs to identify available
resources through mentors, the training program, different events, and an extended network of
contacts (Bruneel et al., 2012; Roberts, 2011) The second resource characteristic, according to
RBV, refers to immobility. Immobility means that resources are not transferred from one firm
to another easily. As a general assumption, resource heterogeneity and immobility enable firms
to create value thanks to isolating mechanisms (Grant, 1991).

2.2 | Capabilities

Capabilities refer to the ability of a firm to perform a particular task, function, or activity
(Grant, 1991). Capabilities are based on the capacity of people to deploy organizational
resources, processes, knowledge, information, and know-how (Man et al., 2002; Teece, 1997).
Knowledge transfer is an important capability of universities (Teece, 1997; Uzzi &
Gillespie, 2002). Through knowledge transfer and different activities (e.g., teaching and research
and collaboration with industry), universities can support SEs to further develop their own
capabilities (Heaton et al., 2019).

2.3 | Partnerships

Collaboration among organizations increases the possibilities to access different resources,
enhancing the sustained competitive advantage of the firm (Lavie, 2006). Collaborations among
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organizations emerge from synergies that different partners identify, based on the complemen-
tarities of resources and the potential transfers of such resources across partners (Al-Laham &
Souitaris, 2008; Guim�on, 2013). The alliances that organizations built are based on different
underlying mechanisms, including the experience of partners, governance, interdependence,
and balanced contributions (Larson, 1991).

The development of partnerships by universities facilitates access to different resources,
including the specialized knowledge that is available at other universities or across other orga-
nizations across the ecosystem (Martinelli et al., 2008). Collaboration between universities and
other ecosystem actors facilitates the exchange of specific resources but also in the support that
universities can offer to industry and society, for example in the process of transferring knowl-
edge to society (Good et al., 2019; O'Kane et al., 2020). Therefore, universities play a key role in
the entrepreneurial ecosystem, due to their privileged position at the intersection between edu-
cation, research, and the transfer of knowledge (Audretsch et al., 2019: Diaz Gonzalez &
Dentchev, 2020).

3 | ECOSYSTEMS IN SUPPORT OF SEs

Due to the interconnectivity between multiple actors, ecosystems can support SEs to overcome
the various challenges they face (Adner & Kapoor, 2016; Ben Letaifa & Reynoso, 2015;
Pratono & Sutanti, 2016; Spigel & Harrison, 2018). Spigel (2017, p. 49) defines ecosystems as
“the union of localised cultural outlooks, social networks, investment capital, universities, and
active economic policies that create environments supportive of innovation-based ventures.” It
is not surprising that universities are prominently mentioned in the ecosystems literature.

The supportive role that universities have in the ecosystem for SEs is mainly due to their
neutral position and natural interconnectedness with other relevant actors (Diaz Gonzalez,
Dentchev, et al., 2020; Guerrero et al., 2016). Moreover, the relevant literature elaborates on
how universities engage in the resolution of complex social and environmental issues by using
the support and involvement of their students, faculty, and staff. We refer here to different cur-
ricular and extracurricular activities, where students, university faculty, and staff work with
local community groups to resolve real social challenges (Jones et al., 2010). This engagement is
called Community Service Learning (Furco, 1996), whereby students are confronted with the
needs of communities, which allows them to reflect upon and resolve the rather challenging
social issues that they face.

Therefore, we can argue that university involvement with communities constitutes a
favorable environment to support SEs, not only because of the interactions and specialized
knowledge but also thanks to the universities' numerous collaborations with corporations, mul-
tinational companies, public intuitions, governments, NGOs, and international organizations
(Dentchev, Eiselein, et al., 2020; Wakkee et al., 2019). However, the specific role of universities
in the supportive ecosystems for SEs remains fairly underexplored.

4 | METHODOLOGY

The ambition of this study is to study the role of universities within the ecosystems in support
of SEs. We provide an in-depth analysis of the different resources and support mechanisms uni-
versities have to provide such support. To be able to provide such an analysis, we have adopted
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a qualitative research approach (Eisenhardt, 1989). This approach is recommended when study-
ing a poorly understood phenomenon (Yin, 2015).

4.1 | Research setting

We choose Bolivia, Ecuador, and Colombia for this study because these countries offered the
possibility to study different types of universities operating in ecosystems with different degrees
of development and activities. The definition of SEs in these Latin American countries is broad.
The majority of SEs are found at the base of the pyramid, with informal businesses, living in
vulnerable and poor conditions (Giovannini & Davidson-Hunt, 2012).

Using locally available resources, SEs in the region are focused on improving the local living
conditions of communities and their unmet needs (Defourny et al., 2021). They prefer to work
in collectives, and they are often affiliated with worker cooperatives (artisans, transports, peas-
ants), which enable them to share working capital and other resources, increase legitimacy
avoid bureaucracy, and distribute equitably the work and earnings (Gaiger et al., 2019).

4.2 | Data sampling and collection

Our data collection took place in Bolivia and Ecuador during non-consecutive periods in 2017
and 2018 and was finalized in Colombia in 2019. Our data sampling and collection procedure
were designed in collaboration with 9 senior local academics from the Universidad Cat�olica
Boliviana (in Bolivia) and the Escuela Superior Politecnica del Litoral ESPOL (in Ecuador). They
helped us in the design process of the two interview protocols and the selection of respondents
due to their local knowledge and contacts.

Our respondents comprise a wide variety of actors from university internal stakeholders
(faculty and staff) as well as other ecosystem actors such as SEs, financial organizations, cooper-
atives and local associations, incubators and coworking spaces, NGOs, government officials,
networking organizations, owners of SMEs, and the media. The majority of SEs that partici-
pated in this study had a relationship with the local universities that supported us locally in
Bolivia, Ecuador, and Colombia. This means that some of them were currently studying at these
universities. Some others had previously participated in events, incubation programs, or pro-
jects dedicated to supporting entrepreneurship. Such a variety of respondents is due to our pri-
mary intention to understand the university as an ecosystem actor and how universities can
leverage, through their ecosystem interaction, to enrich their core activities of teaching,
research, and outreach. We have used snowballing sampling (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and
contacted other local people that were pointed out by the respondents but were not initially
identified by the panel of experts. An overview of our respondents is found in Appendix A.

Our interview process was held using 2 specific interview protocols (one for SEs and another
one for the rest actors for the ecosystem actors). To guarantee the construct validity of this part
of the research, these interview protocols were validated by our panel of experts. The interview
protocols included questions related to the business models of SEs, their interaction with their
local ecosystem, support needs and specific challenges, and on the activities, resources, and pro-
grams of universities to support social entrepreneurship, and the different activities universities
developed to support SEs with local ecosystem actors. Appendix B presents an overview of the
interview protocol used for this first part of the study.
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The second step in our data collection process was conducted in Colombia in 2019. This was
done in a need to validate the collected data of the first part conducted in Bolivia and Ecuador.
Colombia was an interesting setting for this phase of the study, due to the possibility to study
universities with more experience, quality, and trajectory than those observed in Bolivia and
Ecuador. During this phase, we focused our research exclusively on the role of universities in
supporting social entrepreneurship (students, professors, entrepreneurs, management staff) and
on how could universities intensify the resources in support of SEs. For this part of the study,
we employed a third interview protocol, which included more specific questions related to eco-
system resources and the role of universities in supporting SE, which helped us to corroborate
further insights on the first phase of the study (from Bolivia and Ecuador) and more deeply look
into specific details related to the interaction of universities and other actors in the supportive
ecosystem for SEs.

As a result, we have collected 62 semi-structured interviews: 21 semi-structured interviews
and 3 focus groups in 6 cities in Bolivia, 21 semi-structured interviews and 2 focus groups in
1 city in Ecuador, and 20 Semi-structured interviews and 3 focus groups in 2 cities of Colombia.
The complete list of interviews, including the profile of the participants, can be found in
Appendix A. In addition to the interviews, our data were collected with different focus groups,
organized in parallel with the interviews. We have moderated the discussion of these focus
groups using the same questions from our interview protocols, depending on the type of partici-
pants in each section. As a measure of reliability, each interview and focus group discussion
was recorded and transcribed (Brink, 1993). The overview of the 8 focus groups (3 in Bolivia,
2 in Ecuador, and 3 in Colombia) is also found in Appendix A. The interviews lasted, on aver-
age, 51 min, ranging from 19 to 156 min, while focus group discussions took, on average,
106 min, ranging from 60 to 240 min. Focus group discussion involved between 4 and 18 partici-
pants each. For each interview and focus group section, we informed all participants about the
purpose of the session to increase the reliability of our study (Brink, 1993).

4.3 | Data analysis

We followed Yin (2015) qualitative data analysis approach including the compiling, dis-
assembling, and reassembling of the data. During the first step, we compiled and classified the
interview information in a database and organized them according to the type of stakeholder,
starting from internal stakeholders at universities (students, professors, staff), and other ecosys-
tem stakeholders. Such classification was useful when developing the different categories of our
coding strategy (Braun et al., 2018).

The second step consisted of the data dissembling, where we reviewed each transcript to be
able to extract free quotes relevant to our study. Relevant quotes related to the university's sup-
port towards SEs were extracted initially in Spanish by the first author of this paper, whose
mother tongue is Spanish. All relevant quotes were translated into English based on free trans-
lation. To be able to analyze the information obtained from these quotes and develop our first
level of coding, we used the principles of the RBV, which were useful in classifying the general
types of resources available in organizations (i.e., human, organizational, and physical). While
reviewing these resources, we also classified the outspoken activities that enabled the availabil-
ity and exploitation of such resources for the benefit of SEs. This classification emerged from
the Triple and Quadruple Helix theory (Carayannis & Campbell, 2010), where the main dimen-
sions of universities are highlighted (teaching, research, outreach) and where partnerships were
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added as an additional category based on the context and the emerging themes. During the
analysis of these open quotes, we identified several patterns related to how universities intensi-
fied resources within ecosystems for SEs and how ecosystem actors visualized the university's
supportive role within the network. We found that this process was supported by a specific level
of resources and university activities.

The third and last step of the analysis consisted of the data reassembling, where we devel-
oped our second level of coding. During this step, we have identified, categorized, and grouped
the different resources and clustered the university activities (teaching, research, outreach, part-
nerships) and characterized each of them. To complement this analysis, we have used methodo-
logical triangulation (Golafshani, 2003) and combined primary data collection (i.e., interviews
and focus group discussions) with participant observation (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and
secondary data. Our secondary data are composed of more than 70 documents, received during
interviews or retrieved due to their relevance (i.e., promotional material, company reports, cop-
ies of projects, websites, and promotional videos). This triangulation method reduces potential
bias and allows the researcher to acquire in-depth knowledge regarding context and enhances
the reliability of the results (Baxter & Jack, 2008). This triangulation of information helps to
enhance the reliability of the results (Cardo et al., 2006). Our participant observations included
attendance at 8 local conferences, public talks, and entrepreneurship fairs. These observations
were useful to understand the context of each university, both internally and in the community,
and the interaction of the different university stakeholders with SEs and other ecosystem actors.
A full overview of the participant observations is found in Appendix C. We provide a detailed
coding scheme in Appendix D.

5 | RESULTS

This section presents the different resources (organizational, physical, and human) that univer-
sities offer to ecosystems in support of SEs. We also provide an overview of the main support
activities that are executed based on different resources. Our results are summarized in
Figure 1, giving an overview of the resources and activities that universities use in
supporting SEs.

5.1 | Resources

5.1.1 | Organizational resources

Organizational resources refer to formal and specific resources of the organization
(Barney, 1991). This includes the planning processes, coordination systems, and informal rela-
tionships among the groups of the organization and between the organization and the external
environment (Barney, 1991, 2016a).

The support from the chamber of commerce, in collaboration with the government
and universities and their broader network, helps universities to realise many pro-
jects. They need each other, because of the human capital, the expertise (from uni-
versities) and the business connections and network, of the chamber of commerce.
Together, they have developed several events in the city, such as the innovation
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challenges, where students co-create and develop solutions for the city (Director of
Social Enterprise, P33).

We found that universities have specific organizational resources devoted to supporting SEs,
including formal and informal structures delineated within the organization. As we illustrate in
the quote before, among the organizational resources that are relevant to mobilize support to
SEs are the university brand and reputation, the involvement with local government, relation-
ship with industrial partners, and other ecosystem actors.

One of our leading experiences in terms of social entrepreneurship is related to a
project we have led with the ministry of commerce to empower vulnerable and
social entrepreneurs to develop their businesses. We offered technical assistance as

FIGURE 1 Universities'resources and activities in supporting SEs

544 DIAZ-GONZALEZ AND DENTCHEV



well as a business development workshop. This program triggered the involvement
of several parties in our university, as well as allowed us to further increase our
capacities to support them (University Director of Entrepreneurship Centre, P23).

In addition, university communication channels and the communication capacity to mobilize
internal stakeholders, as well as the organizational culture and the internal awareness, were piv-
otal to initiate different movements inside the university that attracted and engaged university
actors (students and faculty) with SEs, both internally at the universities as well as with commu-
nity events and initiatives. Through our observations in the different events we attended, we
witnessed the capacity of universities to reunite several stakeholders around fairs, roundtables
and panels, by using the social media tools, emailing, and in places such as Bolivia, through
mobile messaging and groups they have with entrepreneurs and other ecosystem partners.

5.1.2 | Physical resources

These types of resources include all physical assets of the organization, including the buildings
and infrastructure, information technologies, and access to raw materials and location
(Barney, 1991, 2016a). Support infrastructure varies according to the university, its position, the
funding schemes they use, and the different universities' priorities. When universities are eager
to support SEs, access to infrastructure benefits SEs as they can leverage classrooms and labora-
tories, computing facilities, meeting rooms, auditoriums, and spaces for their events and activi-
ties, most of the time without paying a fee.

Support infrastructure is a key aspect form university. For example, we have
worked with several start-ups focusing on food processing (such as processing
orange peel to develop orange-based infusions). They needed our laboratories and
mentorship, and we also helped them to be in contact with local producers, to
reduce food waste and re-use the peels that would otherwise be wasted. It was a
win-win (Director of University Incubator, P22).

The contribution of entrepreneurship in this dimension of resources is a critical aspect of
supporting SEs. These centers develop different resources, often related to developing entrepre-
neurial capacities and stimulating entrepreneurship among the university community. Entre-
preneurship centers also offer support beyond the university context, as they help in
articulating with the local entrepreneurial ecosystem and other innovation actors.

We have supported different social entrepreneurs from different faculties. Recently,
we helped to develop an online software to facilitate online teaching for the hearing
impaired. This involved software engineering and educational science students and
mentors (Senior University Professor, P29).

5.1.3 | Human resources

The contribution of human capital in the support of universities towards SEs is essential to
developing organizational capital and exploiting the physical capital such as state-of-the-art
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technologies, effective programs, and organizational culture (Roberts, 2011). Thanks to its
human capital, several universities have built a successful learning environment with courses
matching theory with practical elements (Roberts, 2011).

5.2 | Activities supporting SEs

The contribution of universities to ecosystem actors is evident in different ways, such as provid-
ing entrepreneurial education, conducting fundamental research, and offering their facilities
and training programs, among other required services for their entrepreneurial communities
(Wright et al., 2017). This is due to the involvement of universities' critical masses in teaching,
research, and outreach activities and their collaboration with different ecosystem actors
(Landry et al., 2007; Roncancio-Marin et al., 2022).

Universities' greatest asset is human capital. We have people in mostly all
areas, highly specialised in their fields. This makes the entrepreneurial-readiness
process more effective. For instance, a tech-based start-up, to support pregnant
women in rural areas, needs support from engineering, medical sciences
and also the psychology department. All these experts are within walking
distance from one building to another, and we are using this connection
to support student entrepreneurship (Coordinator of University Innovation
Center, P47).

Engaging social entrepreneurship at universities can be articulated in different university
axes, as proposed by Greene et al. (2010). We found that such engagement can be evidenced at
the teaching, research, and outreach level as well as through the different university partner-
ships. We provide an overview of these activities in the following subsections.

5.2.1 | Teaching

Traditional teaching in the classroom makes it possible to develop specific skills in manage-
ment, often missed by SEs (Zahra et al., 2009). We argue that teaching activities (courses) con-
tribute to developing several competencies needed by SEs, such as management of financial
capital, ability to sell and or market the organization, managing administrative work, building
effective teams, the capacity to measure outcomes, managing strategy development, among
others (Miller et al., 2012).

We do not have a specific line of programmes dedicated to social entrepreneurship.
However, we incorporate the social entrepreneurship aspect in almost all activities
and training, through our philosophy of sustainability, inclusiveness and circular
economy (University Director of Social Engagement2, P24).

Professional training provides students with the managerial concepts that are needed for the
correct operation of businesses. Some of these skills are related to business planning and opera-
tion, including the financial aspect of their venture. Financial resources are one of the most
commonly needed resources to create and scale a social business, but being financially illiterate
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can restrict SEs secure funding from investors or financial institutions, due to the high risk this
might represent.

Social entrepreneurs mostly need financial resources. But to obtain them, they need
technical competencies (such as business planning, project management, account-
ing) to be able to attract and manage these financial resources (Social Entrepre-
neur, P36).

You learn while being a student several business-related aspects. You also learn
how to manage your financial resources. But outside the classroom, you have the
opportunity to attend different activities and be involved in other university initia-
tives, such as volunteering. There, you are not obliged to go, but those who decide
to attend, are the ones who later on develop several skills on top of their technical
knowledge (Coordinator of Community Projects at NGO, P37).

Universities incorporate into most of their curricula of business program courses related to
social innovation, social entrepreneurship, and sustainable development (Apostolakis, 2011;
S�anchez-Barrioluengo & Benneworth, 2019; Wakkee et al., 2019). Students following these
courses have the opportunity to grasp specific concepts and frameworks, often related to the
theory of change (Smith & Woodworth, 2012), in terms of creating social transformation and
impact.

From our study design course, we have developed a social lab. This is a compulsory
course for final year bachelor students in the architecture programme. We have
intervened in several local community projects and their needs vary every year. We
have worked on topics related to health, environment, sanitation, housing, etc. Stu-
dents learn about project planning, design, implementation and evaluation. The
social impact is at the core of this activity (P24).

We do not have a specific line of programmes dedicated to social entrepreneurship.
However, we incorporate the social entrepreneurship aspect in almost all activities
and training, through our philosophy of sustainability, inclusiveness and circular
economy (P28).

These community projects help to connect university students with different initiatives with
community partners, including local projects in communities, volunteering work, internships,
and other types of projects where both the community and the student exchange knowledge,
experience, and build together specific solutions to issues (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996;
Brower, 2011).

5.2.2 | Research

The academic research and output (publication of scientific articles, books, conference proceed-
ings) provide theoretical insights for faculty in their field. Students working on social entrepre-
neurship and social innovation projects have the possibility to collaborate with professors in the
development of research projects, using their bachelor papers and master theses, as part of their
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research projects. Depending on its quality, faculties work with students to publish their work
in scientific journals or books, leveraging their data collection, observations, and papers
produced.

We see more and more the entrepreneurial culture embedded in the curriculum.
This is something that 10 years ago was not happening and now we receive more
support at the university level to promote it. Based on their work, some students
can qualify to publish their master's theses and bachelor's papers in the topics in a
series of books that we develop on topics of entrepreneurship, social innovation
and ecosystems (University Director of Social Engagement2, P24).

Yusuf (2008) has highlighted the relevant role of universities among the ecosystems, as
intermediaries between researchers, organizations, and university spin-offs, and described four
knowledge intermediaries: the intermediary that works in relationship with universities to gen-
erate and transmit knowledge in general, the specialized mediator that aids with new technolo-
gies or specify knowledge for diffusion, financial agents for instance, or an investor who can
sponsor. Similarly, Howard and Sharma (2006) assert that universities offer their support to a
wide-ranging scope, collaborating with the government, and public and private institutions.

We support the development of spin-offs with a technological component, and
most of them are working on topics that address social issues. Our main goal is to
support the development of technologies that aim to transform lives and well-being
in our society. And this is where we involved students, entrepreneurs, professors,
experts and civil society in a co-creation process (University Researcher, P45).

5.2.3 | Outreach

Students can benefit from different universities' initiatives that bring international knowledge,
contacts, and activities to their campuses. This is known as internationalization at home, and
such strategies are implemented through curricular and extracurricular activities. Some of these
activities are related to the development of local events with international partners, bringing in
guest lectures to courses, and co-organizing local roundtables with international peers, among
others. Students benefit from these activities, as they can then mirror learning processes, as a
benchmark from other countries about best practices and the solution others are implementing
in their efforts of resolving local issues.

Attending conferences or participating in local entrepreneurship contests, develop
several competencies in students, such as public speaking, networking, and persua-
sion, as these are competencies they will need tomorrow to lead their ventures. It is
all about leadership and resilience (NGO Coordinator, P40).

The community involvement of universities is well motivated by the triple and quadruple
helix theories of innovation. We move our discussion beyond knowledge generation and trans-
fer and argue that this community involvement, including students working across their local
communities with different projects, is fundamental to building their competencies, which will,
later on, transform their leadership skills and sensitiveness towards social issues.
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Entrepreneurial skills are not only cooked in the classroom. You need to get your
hands dirty in order to experience what it means to be -become- an entrepreneur.
Thinking, prototyping, piloting, testing, and adjusting, are critical phases, and you
need to be out there to experience and learn from them (University Coordinator of
Community Engagement, P55).

Our work has been inspired by the initial work developed with local foundations
working with people in very poor conditions. These foundations started to absorb
volunteers from the university, to collaborate mainly with psychological support,
teaching kids in the street and from there, we saw a huge opportunity to continu-
ally be involved in their initiatives (Social Entrepreneur, P35).

Volunteering programs help to bridge university students, professors and staff to work
on projects of their choice, using their free time, resources, and will, while supporting
specific causes of their choice (Peloza & Hassay, 2006). Students engaging in volunteering
activities have multiple intentions, ranging from pure altruism, curriculum development,
social pressure, or simply empathy towards the project being served (Batson & Powell,
2003; Morelli et al., 2015). Universities develop volunteering programs based on structural
collaboration with communities, organizing targeted initiatives, to guarantee efficiency,
reduce waste of resources, and increase the learning outcome for all participants
involved. These volunteering structural projects seek to create long-lasting partnerships with
communities and to run activities sustainably, despite the amount and the rotation of
volunteers.

Community engagement processes are more bottom-up. We work at the national
level with the Volunteering System, a network of multiple volunteer programmes
across the country, reuniting efforts, exchanging experiences and creating partner-
ships to foster the development of local projects using university resources, volun-
teers and knowledge (Director of Social Enterprise, P32).

Universities are often involved in several local, national, and international projects, often
seeking capacity building, transfer of technology or supporting development, and implementa-
tion of local programs and initiatives, or simply collecting relevant information about products
and services for companies in their local ecosystem.

The key is to participate in different projects and initiatives. But most importantly
it is to be sensitive to these social issues, to then become interested to join efforts
from other projects or activities in the city or to even lead one of them. This has an
impact both on the university and on the students (University Coordinator of Tech
Transfer, P46).

These projects secure funding for the university but also help their staff to be trained in spe-
cific competencies, expand their network of contacts, create several interactions with other uni-
versities, and allow for benchmarking of best practices and the exchange of knowledge,
resources, and information. While this is useful for university professors and staff, it also opens
the possibility for students to join the development of several activities (inside and outside the
classroom). Most of this project requires data collection, supports with local events for
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dissemination and exploitation purposes, and leads to interesting partnerships that can absorb
students for specific tasks and activities.

5.2.4 | Partnerships

The engagement of universities in different activities in support of social entrepreneurship out-
side the traditional curricular activities could contribute to the formation of future SEs by par-
ticipating in practical action projects and dealing with a particular problem or situation
(Smith & Woodworth, 2012). For Volkmann et al. (2009), the promotion of entrepreneurship is
a key element for universities in this changing environment, where students solicit for pro-
grams that offer entrepreneurial knowledge; those initiatives encourage universities to stay in
the same line as external stakeholders who support entrepreneurship (Volkmann et al., 2009).

There are local programmes to boost entrepreneurship such as “Fondo
Emprender”, and other calls from Colciencias. These funding opportunities often
require the collaboration between researchers, industry and entrepreneurs, to build
competitive projects and obtain funding (University Coordinator of International
Students, P26).

University networks are very reliable. We have started to collaborate with the uni-
versity entrepreneurship centre and we found that, through this collaboration, we
go to meet several people that have facilitated us with training, financial opportuni-
ties and business development. We have since attended several events and met
many people that wouldn't have been otherwise possible for ourselves (Social
Entrepreneur, P9).

Similarly, Howard and Sharma (2006) assert that universities offer their support to a wide-
ranging of stakeholders, collaborating with the government, and public and private institutions.
In this sense, strategic alliances play an important role in opening doors for the development of
new programs, accessing wider collaboration with local, national, and international funding
and implementing specific initiatives that can involve students and support their competencies
development.

The time has come to rethink the alliances that can be determined through interac-
tions between universities, government and industry, especially in support of social
entrepreneurship, without doubt, academia, will play an important role thanks to
technology transfer of technology to research at work in teachers and the knowl-
edge that is developed within the classroom (University Professor, P52).

6 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

Social entrepreneurship is a fairly new topic within many universities, and the level of resources
dedicated to it is limited or insufficient if we compare them with the necessity for innovative
outcomes to meet social issues in society (Roncancio-Marin et al., 2022). Volkmann et al. (2009)
argue that the promotion of social entrepreneurship is a key element for universities in this
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changing environment, where students demand more programs offering entrepreneurial knowl-
edge that brings value to society.

6.1 | Implications

With this paper, we argue that supporting social entrepreneurship at universities goes beyond
traditional entrepreneurial support activities that universities undertake (entrepreneurship
courses, business plan development, fairs, events, competitions). We have seen that universities
facilitate the support to SEs, based on their critical masses (students, faculty, and staff) and the
development of partnerships, creating capacities that span different actors within the ecosys-
tem. The support that universities offer to SEs can help them to intensify the efficiency of their
business models, increase their social impact, and boost their competitiveness. This is thanks to
the different university resources (i.e., organizational, human, and physical) and the different
activities and dynamics that emerge from mobilizing such support.

We believe that one major contribution of this paper is the overview and illustration of the
different resources and activities that universities can mobilize to support SEs. Such characteri-
zation of resources and activities can help universities' authorities, faculty, and university staff
to realize that supporting SEs, on many occasions, can be organized based on the already ongo-
ing university day-to-day activities and leveraging existing resources at hand. This is interesting
for universities with a limited amount of resources and infrastructure, as they can start creating
a supportive environment for SEs without having to commit large-scale investments, as most of
the activities we have discussed often do not imply costs. We are also aware that the mobiliza-
tion of university resources to SEs requires more top-down interest and bottom-up engagement
to empower and engage internal and external stakeholders and their networks.

This paper also contributes to the ongoing debate on what type of efforts are needed inter-
nally at universities to become more entrepreneurial while creating social impact at the same
time (Guerrero et al., 2021). Traditionally, a university student is educated either to become a
company employee or to continue further on in the education sector (Wright et al., 2017). Yet,
this conventional frame could change society towards social entrepreneurship and contribute to
the development of entrepreneurial students, who receive the necessary tools to develop suc-
cessful businesses (Wright et al., 2017).

In this line, our interaction with the respondents and the different observations across the
ecosystem allowed us to conclude that the different universities' heterogeneous resources mobi-
lized in supporting SEs contribute to the development of universities' capabilities. These capa-
bilities are based on the exploitation of different resources and activities, as well as the
development of partnerships across the ecosystem. This process involves actively different uni-
versity actors beyond only the faculty members of Business Schools and includes the active par-
ticipation of other university professors and staff (Guerrero & Urbano, 2016; Klofsten
et al., 2019). The support that universities offer to SEs also results in further capabilities such as
enhanced university reputation, development of leadership competencies for students, faculty
and staff, capacity building through project grants, and supporting different CSR initiatives with
ecosystem partners (Phillips et al., 2015).

Moreover, teaching activities related to social entrepreneurship offers the possibility to pro-
mote more sustainable leadership to move towards entrepreneurial reasoning, performance,
and progress in an entrepreneurial society (Audretsch, 2014). The combination of social entre-
preneurship education with other extra-curricular activities from the entrepreneurial university
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can result in students being more engaged in entrepreneurial thinking through seminars, devel-
opment of spin-offs, research, competition, and seed money funds for undergraduate projects
(Wright et al., 2017).

Our study also contributes to furthering our understanding of how can universities articu-
late their efforts and resources within local ecosystems to address large challenges of society
(George et al., 2016). We have observed three different ecosystems in which universities, despite
their level of resources and infrastructure, are engaged in several projects and initiatives aimed
at both supporting SEs and contributing to the development of local community projects. In the
case of Bolivia and Ecuador, many universities are channeling these efforts through community
service learning (CSL) programs, leveraging on their already existing resources courses and cur-
ricular activities, and developing partnerships with community projects and local actors. In the
case of Colombia, we have observed that these efforts are materialized through active collabora-
tion with the government, industry, and other local ecosystem actors. This way, universities are
paving the way to creating important alliances to share complementary resources across the
ecosystem, mobilize knowledge, networks and expertise, and lead a local agenda focused on
addressing their most challenging local social issues.

6.2 | Limitations and avenues for future research

Our study poses different limitations. One of the most important limitations of this study is
related to the generalisability of the findings (Lee & Baskerville, 2003). Our proposed frame-
work with identified resources and activities can be further validated in another research con-
text, with a variety of university profiles and resource availability. We need to test whether
more activities or types of resources can be mobilized in supporting SEs or if the proposed cate-
gories are correctly describing these interactions.

The qualitative nature of our study is also a limitation. Our findings open different opportu-
nities for testing the relationships among the resources and activities of support and the possible
outcomes of it. Do specific resources or activities intensify the support for SEs? Are some activi-
ties more important or relevant than others for SEs within the ecosystem? In general, more
quantitative studies can help us understand the multiple effects that can exist between the ele-
ments of support within the ecosystem.

The motivations for university internal stakeholders (students, faculty, and staff) to be
engaged in support activities for SEs remain underexplored. We see different avenues for future
quantitative studies to be developed to measure how the motivations or intentions of universi-
ties' internal stakeholders affect the intensity of support towards SEs. Future research can be
developed to study how the intensity of university support towards SEs varies when different
ecosystem actors are involved, with the dedication to specific resources or with formal univer-
sity structures dedicated to social entrepreneurship.

This study was limited only to qualitative research, and thus, we have seen the further possi-
bility to test and measure the different interactions between main university actors and their
influence on the support that they can mobilize and offer to SEs. Therefore, this study revealed
some avenues for future research. The last limitation of this study corresponds to the period of
data sampling (2017–2019), before the COVID-19 outbreak. A follow-up study can help us bet-
ter understand whether the circumstances for universities have changed or if the identified cat-
egories of resources and activities are applicable to the new reality that many universities face
around the world. We acknowledge that many universities have adapted their way of working,
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services, and priorities. We hope that these adaptations did not scarify much of the resources
and efforts universities were putting in to support SEs and thus help us to solve our most press-
ing social issues.
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Bolivia

Data collection Domain Participants

Interviews (21) University Junior Professor (Management) (P1)
Junior Professor (Management) (P2)
Junior Professor (Management) (P3)
Senior Professor (Business School) (P4)

Technical institutions Academic Director (P5)
Vocational Trainer (P6)

Start-up Social Entrepreneur (P7)
Social Entrepreneur (P8)
Social Entrepreneur (P9)
Social Entrepreneur (P10)
Social Entrepreneur (P11)
Social Entrepreneur (P12)
Social Entrepreneur (P13)
Social Entrepreneur (P14)
Social Entrepreneur (P15)

Retail Social Entrepreneur (P16)

Non-profit organizations Director (P17)
Manager (P18)

Incubator Director (P19)
Director (P20)

Bank Director (P21)

Focus groups (3) Entrepreneurs
Students and graduates

4 participants (FG1)

Government officials 4 participants (FG2)

Incubator
Coordinators and trainers

10 participants (FG3)

Colombia

Data collection Domain Participants

Interviews (20) University Coordination of university incubator
(P22)

Director Entrepreneurship Centre (P23)
Director of Social Engagement (P24)
International Projects Coordinator (P25)
International Students Coordinator (P26)
Internationalization Advisor (P27)
Senior Professor (Architecture) (P28)
Senior Professor (Architecture) (P29)
Students Entrepreneur (P30)
Coordinator of mentorship program
(P31)

(Continues)

APPENDIX A: PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS
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Colombia

Data collection Domain Participants

Social Entrepreneurs Director (P32)
Director (P33)
Social Entrepreneur (P34)
Social Entrepreneurs (P35)
Social Entrepreneur (P36)

Non-profit organizations Coordinator of community projects (P37)
Manager (P38)
Manager (P39)
Coordinator (40)

Government (major office) Coordinator of Entrepreneurship (P41)

Chamber of commerce Director of innovation (P42)

Focus groups (3) University
Outreach and entrepreneurship

3 participants (FG5)

University
Students entrepreneurs and junior
professors

7 participants (FG6)

University
Voluntary program team

12 participants (FG7)

Ecuador

Data collection Domain Participants

Interviews (21) University Researcher (P43)
Researcher (P44)
Researcher (P45)
Coordinator of Tech Transfer (P46)
Coordinator of Innovation (P47)
Professor (P48)
Professor (P49)
Professor (P50)
Professor (P51)
Professor (P52)
Professor (P53)Faculty support CSL (P54)
Coordinator of Community Engagement
(P55)Coordinator of Community Service-
Learning Program (P56)

Social enterprise Coordinator (P57)
Coordinator (P58)
Social Entrepreneur (P59)
Social Entrepreneur (P60)

Non-profit organizations Coordinator of community projects
(P61)Manager (P62)

Focus groups (2) University
Outreach and entrepreneurship

3 participants (FG5)

University
Students entrepreneurs and
junior professors

4 participants (FG6)
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APPENDIX B

B.1 | Interview protocol for social entrepreneurs
Background information

1. Tell me about yourself (studies, family situation [kids, married, siblings] profession, etc.)
2. Can you describe your day-to-day routine?

Business model of the entrepreneur—how does it work?

3. What product/service is being provided?
4. To whom?
5. How many customers have been served?
6. Where are you providing your products/services?
7. What are the major costs of your activity (materials, labor, other)?
8. How is your activity funded?
9. Do you consider yourself an entrepreneur?
10. Is there an entrepreneurial culture in (city name)?

Supportive needs of entrepreneurs

11. What are the main problems of your business activity?
12. What type of support do you need as an entrepreneur (financial, networking, legal,

coaching)?
13. What are the organizations or people in your community supporting entrepreneurs like

you?
14. Are you part of a network or a group? Can you describe how that works?
15. What is the role of universities in support of entrepreneurs?

B.2 | Interview protocol for organizations supporting social entrepreneurship
Organization profile

1. Can you describe the mission of your organization? (association, NGO, government, train-
ing, financing, education, other?)

2. Describe your organization: legal status, years of operation, founders, capital, top manage-
ment, board of director (if applicable) and other relevant information about the management
of the organization.

Relationship with entrepreneurship and the entrepreneurial ecosystem

3. Is there a culture for entrepreneurship in (city)? What is the most relevant activity for entre-
preneurs in (city)?

4. What is your relationship with entrepreneurship/entrepreneurs in your city?

DIAZ-GONZALEZ AND DENTCHEV 559



5. Policy environment for entrepreneurs:
a. What is the role of the government in supporting entrepreneurship: programs, needs, or

constraints?
b. What is your perception of the policy environment: ease to create new businesses, taxes,

incentives, regulations, grants, other programs?
c. Are there any other institutions or organizations having an influence on the organiza-

tion's environment?

6. What are the principal obstacles in the local market for your organization?
7. Do you consider there to be sufficient and qualified human capital to stimulate entrepre-

neurship/support entrepreneurs? If not, what type of profiles are missing?
8. Infrastructure: what is your perception (electricity, telecommunications—internet, water,

gas, and transport)?
9. Can you please describe the business environment for your organization (competitors, sup-

ply chain, informal competition, and other relevant aspects)?
10. Support:

a. What type of support is available to entrepreneurs in the city: networking, training,
mentorship, coaching, legal, funding?

b. Who provides this support?
11. What do you consider is needed further to stimulate entrepreneurship in this city?
12. Who are the relevant entrepreneurs/entrepreneurial organizations in this city?
13. What is the role of universities in support of entrepreneurs?

B.3 | Interview protocol for universities and other ecosystem actors in Colombia
1. Please describe how your work is related to social entrepreneurship?
2. What types of resources do social entrepreneurs mostly need, according to your

observations?
3. What are the main actors within the ecosystem supporting social entrepreneurs that can

provide the abovementioned resources?
4. In your opinion, what type of the abovementioned resources can universities provide in

their support to social entrepreneurs?
5. What are the most relevant activities your university is currently developing to support

social entrepreneurs?
6. What is the role of internal stakeholders (students, faculty, and staff) to support social

entrepreneurs?
7. Does your university engage a broader network of external stakeholders to support social

entrepreneurs?
8. How can the local ecosystem of stakeholders expand, in order to improve the support of

social entrepreneurs?
9. Do universities play a central or peripheral role in the local ecosystem in support of social

entrepreneurs?
10. What are the limitations for universities to mobilize resources needed by social

entrepreneurs?
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Observations in Bolivia

Entrepreneurship fair “Yo Emprendo”
This fair was co-organized by the UCB (Universidad Cat�olica
Boliviana), the local municipality and academics from the
VLIR UOS P5 Project (development cooperation Belgium -
Bolivia) with the objective of promoting (selling,
showcasing) products from different entrepreneurs that
followed training programs through the incubator and were
also supported by the university

Social Entrepreneurs
UCB team
Local incubator team
Team (VUB)
October 23, 2018

Student mobility TarijaA group VUB master theses students
traveled to Bolivia (group mobility) to conduct research and
support vulnerable entrepreneurs. During a week in Tarija,
the group of Belgian students was joined by local students
from UCB, academics, and local entrepreneurs from the
incubator and other technical programs (CAP), to discuss
local businesses and explore together individual and
collective opportunities to improve their businesses and
local entrepreneurial activity.

VUB master theses students (9)
VUB PhD students (2)
UCB professors (4)
Team incubator Tarija (7)
Team CAP program (4)
Local entrepreneurs Tarija (36)
Local students Tarija (60)
Dec 3–10, 2018

Round table discussion university—industry cooperation in
support of entrepreneurship

A round table was organized by the local incubator and the
UCB (Universidad Cat�olica Boliviana) to discuss key topics
related to local entrepreneurial activity, their challenges
and possibilities to strengthen the collaboration across
ecosystem.

Academics (4)
Team incubator Tarija (6)
Entrepreneurs (4)
Team CAP (2)
April 16, 2019

Institutional visit to Bolivia—development cooperation
project with CEUB (Inter University association)

A high-delegation visit from Belgium to Bolivia, organized to
discuss structural cooperation with public universities in
specific topics (relevant for VUB development cooperation)
in transversal academic domains, including
entrepreneurship

17 local academics (5 cities) to discuss
topics on entrepreneurship (Cluster 3)

VUB professors
VUB Delegation of Authorities
April 7–12, 2019

Observations in Colombia

Lecture and meetings with university officials
Participation during Catedra Europa week in Universidad del
Norte. Presentation of a lecture on Social Entrepreneurship
and several meetings to discuss possibilities of collaboration
with university officials at several faculties and university
units.

Meetings with university officials (12)
Presentation (Nikolay Dentchev) to
students (200+ students)

March 15 and 16, 2018

Entrepreneurship and Voluntarism University fair
A fair organized by Universidad del Norte to present and
connect student entrepreneurs and voluntary projects in the
city. VUB participated with a booth to promote the VUB
Social Entrepreneurship Platform (cf. platform.
vubsocialentrepreneurship.com)

70+ entrepreneurs and student
organizations participating in the fair

Nov 11, 2018

(Continues)
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Observations in Colombia

Booth presenting VUB Platform and socializing this tool to
different project leaders in Barranquilla

Meetings with a university official and coaching to local
entrepreneurs

Workshop with students and academics on how to improve
support to local entrepreneurs in Universidad del Atl�antico.
Advise to different projects to be published on the VUB Social
Entrepreneurship Platform

Meeting with university officials (2)
Coaching student entrepreneurs and
other project leaders (20+)

Sept 8, 2019

Social Entrepreneurship Summit
During the Social Entrepreneurship Summit 2019 in Santa
Marta Colombia, two important observations were held
during the following activities:

1) Panel of Rectors “Our support to Social Entrepreneurship”
2) Social Entrepreneurship Fair

Panel of Rectors:
Joachim Hahn (Universidad del Norte)
Jose Loaiza (Universidad Cat�olica
Boliviana - Sede Tarija)

Ernesto Galvis (Universidad del
Magdalena)

For the fair: 20+ entrepreneurs
Sept 12 and 13, 2019
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