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ABSTRACT

Background: The purpose of this current scoping review was to identify
elements of sustainability of the social enterprises and publication
patterns, including dominant themes, knowledge frameworks, and future
research avenues. This paper hence tried to understand how scholarship
guides the development of social entrepreneurship in the face of social and
environmental challenges.

Methods: All the data were extracted using SCOPUS, while VoSviewer and
Biblioshiny were used for the bibliometric analysis. The present analysis
was limited to a thematic cluster that was done by time analysis,
assessment of geographical distribution, and keyword-based clustering.
The results were then validated by statistical tests to make the results more
robust.

Results: The thematic analysis identifies the dominant ten thematic
clusters, representative of the current publication patterns and dominant
trends in the domain of social entrepreneurship. The given paper
underlines the role of entrepreneurial thinking in the context of
sustainable development to attain the three factors of economic growth,
environmental conservation, and social equity.

Conclusion: The results present the fact that the role of research has to be
ongoing with respect to the impact assessment of social enterprises
towards poverty reduction and environmental sustainability. The study
calls for innovation in the theoretical framework and interdisciplinarity
between social enterprises with the engagement of researchers and
scholars in the generation and analysis of solutions for the manifold
problems of society towards a more just and sustainable world.

KEYWORDS: social enterprises; sustainability; scoping review;
bibliometric study; social entrepreneurship; knowledge structures; time
analysis
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INTRODUCTION

Social enterprises are organisations that blend the principles of
business and social responsibility. Their primary goal is to address societal
or environmental challenges while generating positive social impact.
Unlike traditional profit-driven businesses, social enterprises reinvest
significant profits into their social mission rather than distributing them
among shareholders. As Borzaga et al. [1] suggest the role of cooperative
and social enterprises in modern market economies has been undervalued
due to the inapplicability of orthodox microeconomic theory’s
assumptions of self-interested individuals and profit maximisation as the
sole firm objective, which are not applicable to these enterprises. In the
recent past, there has been a global shift towards a market forces approach
as the primary mechanism for distributing resources for social change,
along with anti-globalisation and alternative globalisation forces that have
advocated for a non-corporate vision of the world’s future [2]. While
corporations are focusing on social and environmental performance to
increase company value, social nonprofit organisations are launching
market-based businesses pursuing social value. All these have resulted in
an increased focus on social enterprises over the last few decades [3].

These social enterprises have emerged as a significant force in
addressing societal challenges by integrating social and environmental
goals into their business models [4]. They go beyond traditional profit-
driven entrepreneurship by emphasizing the creation of social value and
positive societal impact [5]. Dart [6] suggests that social enterprise has
emerged as a businesslike organisation in contrast to the traditional
nonprofit organisation and the origin and evolution of social enterprise is
explained through the concept of moral legitimacy.

In emerging economies, social enterprises are crucial in addressing
social and environmental challenges while contributing to organizational
performance [7]. These enterprises strive to achieve sustainability
regarding their impact on society and long-term viability [8].
Understanding the sustainability of social enterprises and developing
appropriate measurement frameworks is essential for assessing their
effectiveness and guiding their future development. The government
views social enterprises as entities providing an impetus to economic
regeneration and improving the stability and vibrancy of local
communities [3].

These social enterprises and social entrepreneurship have gained
scholarly attention as a distinct field of study as they have the potential to
develop creative and radical solutions to social needs unfulfilled by either
private enterprise or the public sector [9,10]. Therefore, it becomes very
critical that these social enterprises are sustainable. A sustainable
approach would enable these enterprises to contribute positively to
resolving these issues, such as climate change, poverty, inequality, and
environmental degradation [11,12]. Sustainable social enterprises would
be better equipped to face challenges, adapt to changing circumstances,
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and effectively navigate economic, environmental, and social disruptions
[13].

In recent times, bibliometric studies have gained prominence in
various fields of study, including those related to social enterprises.
Arango-Botero and Arias [14] were one of the first to analyse the existing
literature using bibliometric methods. They concluded that social
enterprises must prioritise innovation, sustainability, and community
transformation by increasing their involvement in the educational system
and policy-making process, along with businesses. Given that social
enterprises are hybrid organisations targeting sustainable development,
Salido-Andres et al. [15] explore the interlinkage between social
enterprises and sustainable consumption. Further, among some of the
recent studies, Hisyam and Lin’s [16] bibliometric study highlights that
social enterprises must institutionalise to address the triple bottom line;
Talukder and Lakner [17] focus on the funding aspect of social enterprises
and suggest that crowdfunding can be a viable option while Satar et al. [18]
explore the nexus between social entrepreneurship and inclusive
development. Therefore, one aspect that has remained unaddressed is the
sustainability of social enterprises. In this study, we, therefore, make an
attempt to explore the sustainability aspect of social enterprises.

The importance of social enterprises and the need for their
sustainability in addressing various social aspects encountered by human
societies act as a prima facia motivation in our endeavor to explore the
extent of knowledge available in the academic field. Given the dynamic,
diverse, and multidisciplinary intellectual base of knowledge, conducting
a timely assessment of the progressive literature is imperative [19,20] to
enrich the directions for future research. Therefore, the objective of this
study is to present “a holistic and comprehensive overview of the extant
knowledge in the context of social enterprises and sustainability”.
Precisely, we ask the following research questions: What is the scope and
trend in publication? (RQ1); What themes and knowledge structure is
evident in the research corpora? (RQ2) and finally, what are the possible
avenues for future research? (RQ3).

By addressing the above-mentioned research questions, the study tries
to explore research trends, identify seminal works and the range of
thematic diversity evident from extant research. The study also provides
understanding of the theoretical evolution and future research directions.
This effort of ours would, therefore, help new and seasoned researchers
as well as the policy makers to gain valuable insights for their own future
research and identify areas which should be sponsored for future
research. The remaining part of the paper is structured as follows:

Section 2 (LITERATURE REVIEW) provides a brief overview of the
existing literature related to social enterprises and their sustainability.
Section 3 (DATA SOURCE AND METHODOLOGY) explains the data and the
research methods followed in the study. Section 4 (RESULTS AND
DISCUSSIONS) presents and discusses the results related to the
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performance and network analyses. Section 5 (THEMATIC EVOLUTION)
suggests the evolution of research and possible future research directions,
and finally, Section 6 (CONCLUSION) concludes the paper with an overall
discussion of the findings and its implication.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The capacity and willingness to create, plan, and manage a business
venture, along with all kinds of risk and uncertainty, with the goal of
making profit, is normally referred to as entrepreneurship. In a way, it
involves the identification, evaluation, and exploitation of opportunities
[21]. Interestingly, in recent times, we are witnessing a new variant of
entrepreneurs who possess a keen comprehension of social issues and
subsequently address and satisfy these demands. by using innovative
methods of organisation. These enterprises are therefore distinct from
profit oriented private enterprises because of their focus on social values
[22]. As Dees [23] suggests, “social entrepreneurs are one species in the
genus entrepreneur”. In similar lines, Austin et al. [10] defines social
entrepreneurship as innovative, social value-creating activity within the
nonprofit, business, or government sectors. Therefore, social
entrepreneurs are considered social innovators and change agents in the
social sector.

Borzaga and Defourny [24] suggest that these social enterprises operate
in various forms, such as cooperatives, mutual organisations, and
nonprofit organisations engaging in commercial activities. The authors,
through a series of case studies, illustrate that social enterprises address
societal challenges, create economic opportunities, and foster community
development. Dees and Anderson [25] classified social enterprises into
three specific forms: “for-profit social ventures, non-profit business
ventures, and socially responsible businesses”. Profit-oriented enterprises
are primarily created to serve a social function within the boundaries of
the law while simultaneously being allowed to generate financial profits.
Non-profit organisations are required to adhere to regulatory restrictions
when it comes to the transfer of profits. However, people have the
opportunity to offset expenses by making charitable donations.
Conversely, the third kind of social company strives to achieve financial
success while maintaining ethical and responsible practices without
disregarding or violating them [26].

Interestingly, Hansmann [27] highlighted that social enterprises, or
private nonprofit institutions, account for a sizable and growing share of
our nation’s economic activity. The institutions play a crucial role in
sectors like education, research, healthcare, media, and archives, which
are vital to the modern economy and present pressing public policy issues.
However, as Smith et al. [28] suggest, these social organisations pursuing
social missions through business ventures face divergent goals, values,
norms, and identities, causing tensions, competing demands, and ethical
dilemmas. As per the authors, there can be four broad categories of
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tension, viz., performing tension, organising tension, belonging tension,
and learning tension. When goals, metrics, and takers are different, there
are performing tensions; when structures, cultures, practices, and
processes are different, there are organising tensions; when identities are
different within and between subgroups, there are belonging tensions;
and when time horizons are different, there are learning tensions of
growth, scale, and change.

Research on social enterprise has developed and moved beyond
arguments on the definition and incorporated the need for scrutinising the
processes both institutional and organisational related to their formation
and administration [29]. An important aspect of social enterprises is their
capability for resource mobilisation. Austin et al. [10] suggest that social
entrepreneurship differs from commercial enterprises in terms of
resource mobilisation, particularly with respect to financial resources.
Commercial entrepreneurs have the ability to attract financial resources
because they can generate potential returns. Angel investors and venture
capitalists lend financial resources to entrepreneurs in the hopes of
receiving a higher amount of cash in the future. Further, commercial
entrepreneurs are able to hire employees based on potential returns.
When individuals decide to work for commercial entrepreneurs, they
typically do so based on the premise that their effort will result in financial
rewards such as wages, benefits, future windfalls (i.e., stock options), or
some combination of these rewards [30]. Without the allure of potential
returns, social entrepreneurs may face more difficulties in mobilising
financial resources. Therefore, starting a new social venture requires
identifying funding sources that prioritise social value over economic
value. Interesting, philanthropic venture capital companies like Ashoka,
the Acumen Fund, and Venture Philanthropy Partners have transformed
the social entrepreneurship landscape by providing the required financial
resources along with consulting and organisational relationships for new
social ventures. Similarly, many social ventures have to rely on volunteers
and employees who prioritise creating social value over earning and
building private economic wealth [31].

Therefore, unlike businesses, social enterprises have a rather
concentrated financing structure. This is because a diversified financing
structure can result in conflicts that either originate from the capital
providers' divergent return requirements or the design of financing
instruments. In order to mitigate these conflicts, social companies focus on
using the most appropriate sources of financing. Further, a reduced
number of financing sources implies a more clearly defined set of
expectations that the social enterprise has to consider Achleitner et al,,
[32]. The sustainability of social enterprises and the ways in which they
can be measured are important concerns. Burkett [33] highlights the
challenges ventures face in managing production and operational costs.
Endowments and subsidies can help balance initial costs, but many
operate on a low scale with inadequate assets. While these grants may not
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cover operational costs, they are realistic for sustainability. The
maintenance and expansion of a social enterprise’s impact are crucial
factors that need consideration. A major challenge to the sustainability of
social ventures stems from their inability to balance social and
commercial goals. Poledrini et al. [34] argue that public resources can be
directed to social enterprises as they can facilitate economic recovery.
However, it is equally important to access financial and economic health
to ensure that they sustain their objectives.

Studies by Jenner [35] and Sharir et al. [36] argue that identification of
resources, organisational competencies, cooperative linkages, and validity
are significant factors in making social enterprises sustainable. Measuring
sustainability as an activity will entrench this issue as an imperative
practice in decision-making and administration. An evaluation of
sustainability can be made using a set of indices. Irrespective of the
sustainability metric used, the activity will be used to assist decision-
makers in evaluating company sustainability performance along with
generating information for designing prospective actions [37].

According to Delai and Takahashi’s [38] research, no single analysis
initiative has proven to be successful in addressing sustainability-related
issues, and there is disagreement regarding the essential measurement
parameters. The main points of contention are that enterprises classify
disputes between dimensions using various criteria, that the same
initiative can evaluate similar impacts on the cause-and-effect relationship
at various levels, that there is incongruity regarding the stakeholders that
an organisation needs to engage with, and that company influences should
also be considered. A challenge to sustainability measurement has been
the absence of agreement on indices of sustainability [39,40]. This has been
a major barrier to the formulation and implementation of sustainability
strategies [41], and this, according to Warhurst [42], drives the necessity to
“define common methodological standards and indicator sets” [38]. The
possibility of a bias in the measurement scheme at the time of
implementing one or another initiative or the struggle to equate
performances among establishments arises from this lacuna [43].

Given the fact that the sustainability of social enterprises is critical not
just for their survival but also for their ability to achieve the social
objectives that they have set, this study tries to dig into this aspect by
conducting a bibliometric study of the existing literature related to the
topic.

DATA SOURCE AND METHODOLOGY

This paper uses bibliometric methodology, which applies quantitative
tools to analyse bibliometric and bibliographic information. The data for
the present study has been obtained from the Scopus database, the widest
abstract and citation database provided by Elsevier [44-46]. The criteria
used for the corpus of articles used for the study are provided in Table 1.
The objective was to include all articles related to, or those that discussed
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issues related to, “social enterprises” and “sustainability”. Therefore, the
relevant search string included words like “social enterprises”, “social
entrepreneurs”, “social entrepreneurship”, “sustainability” and
“sustainable”. To include all such possible words, we set our search string
as (“social enterp™” and “sustainab*”).

The search resulted in 1190 articles, further subjected to a selection
process as indicated in Table 1. The final result of the screening and
cleaning process resulted in 796 articles, which were used to conduct the
scoping review using bibliometric analysis.

Table 1. Search criteria and article selection.

Filtering criteria Accept Reject

Search date: 26-07-2023

Search engine: Scopus

Search string: (“social enterp*” and “sustainab*”) 1190
Document type: Articles and Review only 836 354
Language filter: Only English 806 30
Content screening: If title, abstract, and keywords indicate relevance to scope of study 796 10

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Scoping reviews are a type of evidence synthesis that aims to
systematically identify and map the breadth of evidence available on a
particular topic, field, concept, or issue, often irrespective of source within
or across particular contexts [47]. Scoping reviews cover a broader area
than systematic reviews and are extremely useful in providing much
information regarding coverage, definitions, methodologies, etc. This
allows the researcher a large amount of freedom to identify types of
evidence in a given field, to examine how research is being conducted in
a particular field, to identify and analyse knowledge gaps, etc. Given such
a wide level of freedom in conducting scoping reviews, some bias may
creep in. After deliberating on our research question and the desired
objectives, we decided that the scoping review fits our procedure, and as
such, we decided to proceed with it.

Bibliometric analysis is suitable for dealing with large volumes of data
and provides constructive outputs. In line with the study by Donthu et al.
[20], we try to uncover journal performance patterns, collaborations,
explore research components, and identify emerging trends in the domain
of our study. The study uses VOSviewer software along with Biblioshiny.
VOSviewer is one of the most popular software used to analyse and
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visualise bibliometric networks and has wide application in social science
and business literature [20]. Similarly, Biblioshiny or Bibliometrix package
developed by Aria and Cuccurullo [48] has all the features of performing
bibliometric analysis and building data matrices for co-citation, coupling,
scientific collaboration analysis and co-word analysis.

In accordance with the object of the study, the study investigates
numerous performance analyses, such as publication over time,
geographical distribution of documents and authors, identifying major
sources, top authors, top cited publications, and contributing institutions.
For identifying the country of origin of a particular article, the affiliation
of the author has been considered. Further, the study also provides an
overview of the major themes using keyword co-occurrence analysis.
Finally, we provide an understanding of the thematic evolution of the time
span of the study and provide insights about the future direction of
research.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

This section presents the results of the bibliometric analysis on the topic
of social enterprises and sustainability using a dataset of published
literature recovered from the Scopus database. The first part of the results
focuses on publication over time, geographical distribution of documents
and authors, identifying major sources, top authors, top cited publications,
and contributing institutions, while the second part considers knowledge
formation and evolution. The detailed results are discussed in the
following sub-sections:

Time Analysis of Documents

Figure 1 provides an overview of the growth of publications on the
theme of sustainability and social enterprises. Generally, there appears to
be a gradual increase in the number of articles published over time.
Discussion related to the theme started in 2000, when we had two
publications. As mentioned in the literature review section, Dees [23] was
perhaps the first detailed study on social enterprises, but the discussion on
social enterprises and sustainability started in 2000 with the work of
Cannan [49] and Dunford [50]. However, there was no publication for the
next few years (2001, 2002, 2003, and 2004). This publication surge from
2010 onward indicates a growing interest in and focus on the theme. The
notable spike in article counts during specific years, such as 2016, 2018,
2019, 2020, and 2022, signify significant interest among the academic
community in sustainability and social enterprises. In 2023, till the time
considered in the paper, 62 papers have already been published.
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Figure 1. Trend of publication. Source: Authors’ representation of data from SCOPUS.

In Cannan’s [49] article titled “The Environmental Crisis, Greens, and
Community Development”, social enterprises are discussed as a solution
to address the environmental crisis and promote community
development. The climate change crisis has disproportionately affected
the poor, making it a social issue. Therefore, Cannan [49] suggests that
community development should engage with green social thought and
practice to broaden their understanding of the environment and
community wellbeing. This approach can include a natural environment,
promoting a sustainable economy and convivial communities. By
incorporating community development’s expertise in building socially just
communities, a holistic approach to sustainability can be fostered,
enhancing understanding of social, economic, and environmental factors.
This approach is likely to promote ecological integrity and community
well-being. Dunford [50], in his article titled “The Holy Grail of
Microfinance: Helping the Poor and Sustainable?” discusses social
enterprises and their sustainability in the context of microfinance
institutions and argues that social enterprises, like microfinance
institutions, should focus on delivering affordable services to
impoverished individuals over an extended period, including the
repayment of the initial investment made by the donor to establish the
institution.

The next set of discussions started in 2005, where we have two papers,
Wheeler et al. [51] and Tracey et al. [52]. Both these papers substantiate
the fact that by 2005, social enterprises had become an important and
integral part of economic and business activities in different parts of the
world. Wheeler et al. [51] in their paper analysed 50 cases of successful
sustainable enterprises from developing countries and further suggested
that these enterprises often engage in building informal networks of
businesses, not-for-profit organisations, local communities, and other

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(3):e240044. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240044




Journal of Sustainability Research

10 of 30

actors to ensure sustainability. These networks further result in virtuous
cycles of reinvestment in an area’s financial, social, human, and ecological
capital. The authors also observed that successful networks needed at least
one business enterprise to anchor these social enterprises’ financial
sustainability. The anchor can either be a cooperative or a profitable social
enterprise launched by a non-governmental organisation. The other paper
published by Tracey et al. [52] discussed the emergence of a new form of
social entrepreneurship, which they refer to as “community enterprises”.
The authors suggest that these social enterprises are characterised by their
generation of income through trading rather than philanthropy and/or
government subsidies to finance their social goals and they aim to create
sustainable solutions for social issues. The democratic governance
structures of these organisations allow members of the community to
participate in the management of the organisation and build partnerships
between corporations and community enterprises. This substantially
changes the nature of collaboration by allowing relationships to proceed
based on mutual advantage, thereby broadening their appeal and scope
and acting as sources of valuable assets, knowledge, and expertise rather
than recipients of patronage or charity.

Geographical Distribution of Documents and Analysis of Authors

The country analysis suggests that 84 countries have contributed to the
theme of sustainability and social enterprises as shown in Figure 2. Table
2 provides the details of the contributions of the top 10 countries. The
United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (USA) have the highest number
of documents, citations, and total link strength, indicating their significant
role in shaping the research themes related to sustainability and social
enterprises. The UK has 124 documents with a total citation count of 4655.
The USA has the second highest document count, at 95 with a citation count
of 1797. The total link strength suggests that the USA has the most
collaborative work with other countries. Further, the top 10 countries
contribute 58.43% of the total research output.

Figure 2. Country distribution of documents. Source: Authors compilation using Biblioshiny.
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Table 2. List of top 10 Countries and their output.

Country Documents

United Kingdom 124

United States 95

India 63
Australia 48
South Korea 41
South Africa 35
Italy 33
Canada 32
Spain 32
Indonesia 24

Contribution (%) Citations Total link strength
13.75 4655 30
10.53 1797 48
6.98 287 17
5.32 881 19
4.55 303 6
3.88 193 10
3.66 409 10
3.55 616 15
3.55 492 10
2.66 79 6

Source: Authors compilation.

Table 3. Top 10 Journals.

Analysis of Sources

The documents are spread across 416 journals. The list of top 10
journals as provided in Table 3 accounts for 214 (26.88%) of the total
articles. There are only 6 journals that have more than 10 articles; on the
other hand, 306 journals contribute just 1 article each. Among the journals,
Sustainability (Switzerland) has the highest contribution with 71 articles
which account for 8.92 percent of the total documents. This is followed by
the following journals: Emerald Emerging Markets Case Studies, Social
Enterprise Journal, Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, and Journal of
Cleaner Production.

Sources Documents Contribution (%)
SUSTAINABILITY (SWITZERLAND) 71 8.92
EMERALD EMERGING MARKETS CASE STUDIES 50 6.28
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE JOURNAL 19 2.39
JOURNAL OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP 18 2.26
JOURNAL OF CLEANER PRODUCTION 16 2.01
JOURNAL OF BUSINESS ETHICS 11 1.38
VOLUNTAS 9 1.13
JOURNAL OF ENTERPRISING COMMUNITIES 7 0.88
LOCAL ECONOMY 7 0.88
BUSINESS AND SOCIETY 6 0.75

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Analysis of Authors

The analysis suggests that a total of 1929 authors have contributed to
this area of research. However, most of the authors (1763 i.e., 91.39%),
have contributed only one article. Among the remaining, 126 authors have
contributed 2 articles, 21 authors have contributed 3 articles, 12 authors
have contributed 4 articles each, 4 authors have contributed 5 articles
each, and the highest is 3 authors with 6 articles each. This agrees with
Lotka’s law, which suggests that “the number of authors who have
published a certain number of articles is inversely proportional to the
number of authors who have published a greater number of articles”. In
other words, as per the law, relatively few highly productive authors
publish a significant number of papers, while the majority of authors are
less productive and contribute fewer papers. Table 4 provides the details
of 20 top authors in this field of study.

Table 4. Top 20 authors.

Author’s Name h_index g index Total Citations No of Publications Publication Start Year

DOHERTY B 6 6 1549 6 2006
HAUGH H 2 2 1074 2 2005
LYON F 3 3 1038 3 2014
TRACEY P 3 3 303 3 2005
BIRKHOLZ C 1 1 281 1 2015
PACHE A-C 1 1 281 1 2015
SANTOS F 1 1 281 1 2015
HOLTD 3 3 253 3 2011
PHILLIPS N 3 3 248 3 2005
THOMPSON ]J 1 1 239 1 2006
CLIFFORD A 1 1 216 1 2007
DIXON SEA 1 1 216 1 2007
LITTLEWOODD 2 2 204 2 2015
TEASDALE S 4 4 198 4 2012
BESHAROV ML 1 1 188 1 2012
CHERTOK M 1 1 188 1 2012
SMITH WK 1 2 188 2 2012
WESSELS AK 1 1 188 1 2012
O'NEILI 1 1 183 1 2016
SARASVATHYSD 1 1 183 1 2016

Source: Authors’ analysis.
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Citation Analysis

Table 5 lists the top 10 most impactful documents in terms of citations.
The article “Social Enterprises as Hybrid Organizations: A Review and
research agenda” by Doherty B., Haugh H., and Lyon F. published in 2014
in the International Journal of Management Reviews, is the top-most cited
paper. It has a total of 923 citations. When the paper was published, the
scholarly interest in social enterprise (SE) had progressed beyond the early
focus definitions. Therefore, it allowed the authors to investigate their
management and performance. The authors suggest that pursuing the
dual mission of financial sustainability and social purpose, which they
refer to as hybridity, is the defining characteristic of social enterprises.
They also provide a framework for understanding the tensions and trade-
offs resulting from this hybridity. The next article in the list, titled “Making
Hybrids Work: Aligning Business Models and Organisational Design for
Social Enterprises”, by Santos et al. [53], in the California Management
Review, make a similar argument by profiling 11 different social
enterprises from around the world. The citation count for this paper is 281.
The article discusses several key success parameters for social enterprises
and concludes that the “one-size-fits-all” idea certainly cannot describe
social enterprises.

Thompson and Doherty’s [11] article titled “The Diverse World of Social
Enterprise: A Collection of Social Enterprise Stories” has 239 citations.
Published in 2006, this paper suggests a strong link between
entrepreneurialism and environmentalism. This linkage or connection
between social enterprises and the environment is also explored by Dixon
and Clifford [54]; York, O’Neil, and Sarasvathy [55], and Littlewood and
Holt [56]. These articles have citation counts of 216, 183 and 139,
respectively. The other four articles by Smith et al. [57], Tracey et al. [52],
Ruebottom [58] and Rahdari et al. [59] with citation counts of 188, 181, 169
and 141, respectively. These articles provide valuable input about social
enterprises’ success parameters and sustainability. Apart from these ten
articles, another eight have more than 100 citations. All these articles

explore various aspects of sustainability and help shape our
understanding of social enterprise.
Table 5. Top 10 documents.
Author Paper Title Journal Year Total
Citations
Bob Doherty, Helen Social Enterprises as Hybrid International journal of 2014 923
Haugh & Fergus Organizations: A Review and management reviews
Lyon Research Agenda
Filipe Santos, Anne-  Making hybrids work: Aligning California management 2015 281
Claire Pache & business models and review
Christoph Birkholz organizational design for social

enterprises
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Table 5. Cont.
Author Paper Title Journal Year Total
Citations
John Thompson & The diverse world of social International Journal of 2006 239
Bob Doherty enterprise: A collection of social Social Economics
enterprise stories
Sarah E.A. Dixon &  Ecopreneurship—a new Journal of 2007 216
Anne Clifford approach to managing the triple Organizational Change
bottom line Management
Wendy K. Smith, A Paradoxical Leadership Model = Academy of 2012 188
Marya L. Besharov, for Social Entrepreneurs: Management Learning
Anke K. Wessels & Challenges, Leadership Skills, and & Education
Michael Chertok Pedagogical Tools for Managing
Social and Commercial Demands
Jeffrey G. York, Exploring Environmental Journal of Management 2016 183
Isobel O’Neil & Entrepreneurship: Identity Studies
Saras D. Sarasvathy  Coupling, Venture Goals, and
Stakeholder Incentives
Trish Ruebottom The microstructures of rhetorical Journal of Business 2013 169
strategy in social Venturing
entrepreneurship: Building
legitimacy through heroes and
villains
Paul Tracey, Nelson = Beyond Philanthropy: Journal of Business 2015 151
Phillips & Helen Community Enterprise as a Basis  Ethics
Haugh for Corporate Citizenship
Amir Rahdari, Achieving sustainability through  Journal of Cleaner 2016 141
Sahar Sepasi & Schumpeterian social Production
Mohammad Moradi entrepreneurship: The role of
social enterprises
David Littlewood &  Social Entrepreneurship in South  Business & Society 2018 139
Diane Holt Africa: Exploring the Influence of

Environment

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Institution Analysis

The analysis for institutions indicates that a total of 823 institutions
have contributed 1696 articles to the topic of interest. The top contributor
is Glasgow Caledonian University, located in Scotland. This institute has 35

documents, which account for 2.06% of the total. Next on the list are two
institutes from Indonesia: Pelita Harapan University, with 16 documents,
and Universitas Padjadjaran, with 13 documents. Table 6 contains the
representative list of the top 24 institutions. These 24 institutes contribute
243 articles, which is 14.33% of the total 1696 documents available.
Interestingly, 451 institutes contribute one document each, totaling 26.59%
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of the total documents. This analysis highlights that many institutes are
involved in research on social enterprises and sustainability, and no one
institute dominates the research activity. Therefore, there is ample scope
for collaboration among these institutes.

Table 6. Top 24 institutions out of 1696 institutions in terms of contribution.

Affiliation Articles Contribution Country
GLASGOW CALEDONIAN UNIVERSITY 35 2.06 United Kingdom
PELITA HARAPAN UNIVERSITY 16 0.94 Indonesia
UNIVERSITAS PADJADJARAN 13 0.77 Indonesia
MAHIDOL UNIVERSITY 12 0.71 Thailand
UNIVERSITY OF THE WITWATERSRAND 12 0.71 South Africa
UNIVERSITY OF TRENTO 11 0.65 Italy

YORK UNIVERSITY 11 0.65 Canada
UNIVERSITY OF FORT HARE 10 0.59 South Africa
UNIVERSITY OF PRETORIA 10 0.59 South Africa
EWHA WOMANS UNIVERSITY 9 0.53 South Korea
NATIONAL TAIWAN UNIVERSITY 8 0.47 Taiwan

THE AMERICAN UNIVERSITY IN CAIRO 8 0.47 Egypt
UNIVERSITY OF BIRMINGHAM 8 0.47 United Kingdom
AUCKLAND UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 7 0.41 New Zealand
HAZARA UNIVERSITY 7 0.41 Pakistan

OPEN UNIVERSITY OF THE NETHERLANDS 7 0.41 Netherlands
QUEENSLAND UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY 7 0.41 Australia

SIDI MOHAMED BEN ABDELLAH UNIVERSITY 7 0.41 Morocco
STELLENBOSCH UNIVERSITY 7 0.41 South Africa
UNIVERSIDAD INTERNACIONAL DE LA RIOJA 7 0.41 Spain
UNIVERSITY OF GREENWICH 7 0.41 United Kingdom
UNIVERSITY OF THE WEST OF SCOTLAND 7 0.41 United Kingdom
UNIVERSITE CATHOLIQUE DE LOUVAIN 7 0.41 Belgium

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Analysis of Keywords

The analysis of words provides a list of 87 keywords that have at least
five or more occurrences. The details of the top 20 key words other than
the key search words (i.e., social enterprise and sustainability) are
provided in Table 7. “Sustainable development”, “social innovation”, and

J Sustain Res. 2024;6(3):e240044. https://doi.org/10.20900/jsr20240044



Journal of Sustainability Research 16 of 30

“entrepreneurship” have more than 50 occurrences. Among the top 20,
there are 16 keywords with at least 10 or more occurrences. Interestingly,
“India” is the only country keyword that features in this list. It is also
evident that the “case study” methodology is a very popular method used
in this area of research.

Table 7. Top 20 keywords.

Serial number Keyword Occurrences
1 Sustainable development 69
2 Social innovation 55
3 Entrepreneurship 54
4 Corporate social responsibility 28
5 Innovation 23
6 Social economy 20
7 Hybrid organizations 14
8 Social capital 14
9 Community development 12
10 Development 12
11 Social impact 12
12 Gender 11
13 Social business 11
14 Social responsibility 11
15 Sustainable development goals 11
16 Social sustainability 10
17 Business model 9
18 Case study 9
19 India 9
20 Social mission 9

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Keyword and Thematic Analysis

Next, we present the cluster analysis results using the author’s
keywords. The network diagram based on the keywords is provided in
Figure 3. The results indicate 10 distinct clusters. The first cluster is the
biggest, with 15 words, while the tenth cluster is the smallest, with 5 words.
The word count for the other clusters is as follows: Cluster Two has 11
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words, Clusters Three and Four have 10 words each, Clusters Five and Six
have 9 words each, and Clusters Seven, Eight, and Nine have 6 words each.
The relevant knowledge that emerges from these clusters is discussed
below.
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Galle weatior < rural development
\ ST entrepreneurial skills
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business models Circular @onomy
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Figure 3. Keyword Cluster. Source: Authors’ compilation using VoSviewer.

Cluster 1: economic development and poverty alleviation

The most important discussion related to the domain of sustainability
and social enterprises revolves around the broad themes of economic
development and poverty alleviation. The discourse in this centred around
the concept of “bottom of the pyramid”. Therefore, the idea that emerges
is that social enterprises are important because of their association with
lower-income groups [60,61]. Economic development is crucial for long-
term growth and human well-being. It involves removing people and
communities from poverty and ensuring equal access to resources.
Sustainable development encourages growth that benefits everyone,
empowering underprivileged groups and reducing wealth gaps. Effective
policies and programmes focusing on healthcare, education,
infrastructure, and business creation are key to breaking the poverty cycle
and building a more equitable future [62,63]. In this context, financial
access is another important aspect. The microfianance institutions have
been able to contribute immensely in this regard because of their ability
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to reach out to a large section of the poor population using sustainable
joint liability and group lending mechanisms [64].

An important research theme that is emerging out of this cluster is
“performance evaluation”. With the rise in interest in social enterprises
and their impact on society at large, evaluating the performance of these
firms would become critical so that resources could be used efficiently
utilised.

Cluster 2: environmental sustainability

As an important area of work where social enterprises have actively
engaged in the environment sustainably. It basically refers to making our
planet liveable for a very long time and making sensible use of resources
to ensure that we never run out. Persistent poverty and environmental
changes have drawn attention to businesses that integrate social
responsibility into their operations [29]. Moreover, social enterprises
focusing on issues such as “recycling”, “renewable energy”, and
“sanitation” use clean energy sources like wind and solar and maintain a
hygienic and clean atmosphere for the benefit of our own health [65,66].
These aspects suggest the importance of social enterprises, as they are
directly involved in achieving the “sustainable development goals” (SDGs),
thereby ensuring that people and nature live together peacefully [67]). All
these aspects have been of interest to various researchers, and this is likely
to continue as it works towards long-term prosperity. Interesting, there is
significant research interest in “hybrid organisations”, which try to
address social or environmental objectives along with business objectives
to remain sustainable [68].

Cluster 3: international development and corporate responsibility

The discussion in this cluster focuses on the convergence of corporate
social responsibility (CSR) and international development, emphasising
the “social responsibility”. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a sign of
a company’s dedication to upholding moral principles and ecological
responsibility in its operations [54,69]. Companies are responsible for
societal improvement and global growth, emphasising ethical and
responsible operations. They can contribute to global problems by
addressing poverty, improving education, providing healthcare, and
protecting the environment [70]. Adopting corporate responsibility in
foreign development is crucial for creating strong, fair societies that
balance economic growth with people’s and environmental health.

The importance of social sustainability, financial sustainable and social
mission are also highlighted in this cluster. The discussion revolving
around the different business models is an interesting new theme
emerging out of this cluster.
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Cluster 4: entrepreneurship and innovation cluster

Innovation and business creation are the two overall driving factors
that enhance economic development and keep changing things.
Entrepreneurship involves taking risks, seeking new trade opportunities,
and improving existing ones. It addresses market issues and develops new
solutions. Technology propels businesses forward by developing new
products, services, concepts, or processes [71,72]. Entrepreneurs’ zeal and
commitment to making their businesses great contribute to economic
development, job creation, and social welfare in any country. The
discussion within the cluster also provides an understanding of the
processes and conceptual tools for understanding value creation in social
enterprises [73]. It is further observed that the case study mode is a widely
used method among the studies within this cluster.

Cluster 5: community development and social impact

The discussions in this cluster revolve around the theme of community
development. Community development involves activities like job
creation, poverty eradication, environmental conservation, and access to
essential services. These are programmes aimed at addressing immediate
social problems and uplifting communities. In summary, together with
social impact initiatives, community development helps create stronger,
more resilient communities [49]. By supporting projects that promote
economic empowerment, social inclusivity, and environmental
sustainability, we can move closer to creating more equitable societies that
benefit all citizens uniformly. The appearance of Vietnam indicates the
prevalence of such institutions in those countries [74].

Cluster 6: culture of social entrepreneurship

Two important aspects being discussed in this cluster are “culture” and
“leadership” in the context of social enterprises. By encouraging
innovation, collaboration, and a focus on social impact, social enterprises
are driving positive change in the world. Therefore, leadership has
become a critical factor in their success [75,76]. A leader’s passion is a key
element for gaining people’s trust in the social enterprise and the social
mission. By leading by example and demonstrating a commitment to
making a difference, leaders help to cultivate a culture where social
entrepreneurship is not only encouraged but celebrated. Through their
guidance and support, members of this cluster are able to tackle
challenges head-on and create lasting impact in their communities [77].

Cluster 7: resilience of social enterprises

Social enterprises’ resilience is crucial for their ability to adapt to
market conditions, funding uncertainties, and disruptions, ensuring long-
term sustainability. Similarly, social enterprises are also instrumental in
building a resilient society [78,79]. The discussions in the cluster suggest
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that social enterprises in countries like India [77] and South Korea [80]
have shown remarkable resilience in the face of challenges, particularly
in the area of sanitation. By focusing on sustainable development goals
(SDGs), these entrepreneurs have been able to adapt and thrive in the ever-
changing landscape of social entrepreneurship. Their innovative
approaches and commitment to creating lasting impact have set them
apart as leaders in the field.

Cluster 8: circular economy and social enterprises

The goal of the Circular Economy plan is to reduce trash by promoting
recycling, reuse, and renewing. As opposed to “take, make, dispose”, the
focus is on creating closed loop processes that make materials and goods
lastlonger [81,82]. This helps build a clean climate by lowering greenhouse
gas emissions and ensuring resources last longer. Social enterprises are
playing a critical role in promoting the circular economy by creating
positive social and environmental impacts and prioritising people and the
planet over profit. Combining circular economy and sustainability, we
build a society that is efficient, fair, and caring of the environment. By
following these basic rules, businesses, governments, and people can help
make the world a better place for everyone.

Another important theme discussed in this cluster pertains to social
inclusion. Social inclusion is a key aspect of building a cohesive
community and an equitable society [83]. The various aspects by which
social enterprises are ensuring this is by focusing on education as well as
employment. Both the aspects of circular economy and social inclusion
thereby foster a sustainable transition with society.

Cluster 9: entrepreneurial skills and strategy

This cluster highlights the importance of “entrepreneurial skills” and
the “strategy” of social enterprises in ensuring their sustainability.
Entrepreneurial qualities include the amalgamation of innovation, risk
appetite, leadership, and flexibility, which eventually facilitate individuals
in achieving commercial success. Innovation refers to the process of
developing novel ideas, products, or techniques that are both practical and
meet the demands of the market [84]. One of the most important strategies
is the promotion of the innovation culture within organisations, which is
an important aspect of gaining continuous improvement and sustained
success [85,86].

The main point is that the people and organisations that embrace these
skills and qualities will be the ones who will be able to succeed despite the
ever-changing circumstances and possibilities, therefore, educational
systems have a great role to play in the sustainability of social enterprises.
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Cluster 10: gender and social impact

The last cluster focuses on the gender aspect in the context of
sustainability for social enterprises. Gender is a key factor in influencing
the availability of resources and opportunities, making it essential to
consider when addressing social impact [87,88]. Financial inclusion and
health are two important aspects on which social enterprises have been
working. One form of such organisation is the microfinance institution.
Microfinance organisations have been crucial in offering financial
services to women who may lack access to conventional banking systems
[89]. Social businesses may effectively tackle structural inequities and
enhance the general well-being of women and girls worldwide by
providing them with economic empowerment. These organisations are
striving for a more sustainable and fair future for everyone by
implementing projects that prioritise education and financial inclusion.

THEMATIC EVOLUTION

The thematic study of different focus areas from 2000 to 2023 has been
done by breaking down each period's themes and analysing how they
relate to sustainability and related topics, as compiled in Figure 4. During
2000-2006, the primary focus appeared to be on sustainability,
encompassing various aspects like environmental, social, and economic
sustainability. It is a broad and foundational concept that gained
momentum during this time. The next phase, from 2007 to 2012, focused
on a more diversified set of themes. Sustainability continued to be a
central theme, indicating its enduring importance. However, we also find
discussions on waste management, economic conditions, and economics.
Waste management suggests a growing concern for environmental issues
and the need for efficient waste disposal methods. Economic conditions
and economics indicate a broader focus on economic aspects, possibly
driven by the global financial crisis in 2008. It may imply efforts to balance
economic growth with sustainability.

The next phase, 2013-2018, focuses on sustainable development,
ecotourism, decision-making, and education. The discussions on
sustainable development became more comprehensive and holistic,
considering social, environmental, and economic factors. Ecotourism
highlights a growing interest in sustainable tourism practices, where
economic benefits are sought while preserving natural environments.
While decision-making emphasises informed and sustainable decision-
making processes, education could indicate efforts to promote awareness
and knowledge about sustainability and its importance. Finally, in the last
phase, i.e, 2019-2023, the focus is more on sustainability and social
enterprise. Sustainability remains a consistent theme, underscoring its
continued significance. The inclusion of social enterprise suggests a focus
on business models and initiatives that prioritise social and
environmental impact alongside profitability.
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Sustainability has evolved, encompassing waste management,
economic conditions, ecotourism, decision-making, and education. The
most recent period has focused on social enterprise, highlighting the
growing interest in profit-driven business models promoting social and
environmental impact.

Dsustainability

2000-2006 2007-2012 2013-2018 2019-2023
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sustainable developmentsustainability

waste management
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article organization[
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Figure 4. Thematic evolution. Source: Authors’ compilation using Biblioshiny.

Further, the network analysis provides some useful insights about the
future research direction. The average publication year (APY) figure for
“circular economy” is 2022.2. This is the last theme emerging from the
dataset. Similarly, other themes that have (APY) greater than 2021 are
“hybridity”, “sdgs”, and “sustainability”. Among the methodologies used
by researchers, case study and bibliometric analysis have an APY greater
than 2021, suggesting that these methods are likely to be widely used in
the coming days.

Another interesting and serious issue related to social enterprises is the
issue of “greenwashing” [90]. An authentic social enterprise should
provide clear and verifiable information on its social and environmental
impact. Greenwashing happens when these enterprises intentionally
obfuscate or present vague information. Greenwashing of social
enterprises, therefore, refers to the practice where a social enterprise, or
a business claiming to have social and environmental goals, deceptively
markets itself as more environmentally or socially responsible than it
actually is. This can involve exaggerating, fabricating, or selectively
highlighting certain aspects of their operations to mislead stakeholders,
customers, or investors about the true impact of their activities [91-93].

CONCLUSION

In today’s rapidly changing world, research and scholarship are critical
to illuminating the path forward. By exploring and understanding the
pivotal facets of our interconnected world, we can identify and develop
solutions to our complex challenges. This study provides a comprehensive
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overview of current research on social entrepreneurship and
sustainability topics using bibliometric analysis.

Social entrepreneurship harnesses the power of business to address
complex social and environmental challenges. Innovative social
enterprises are developing new solutions to poverty, inequality, and
environmental sustainability, demonstrating the potential of
entrepreneurial thinking to drive positive social impact. RQ1 delves into
the publication. trends, revealing a significant increase in the number of
publications focused on social entrepreneurship and sustainability over
the past decade. This surge underscores the growing research interest and
the importance of these fields in addressing global challenges.

Sustainable development calls for a harmonious balance between
economic growth, environmental preservation, and social equity.
Sustainable development initiatives are essential for fostering a future
where prosperity is synonymous with environmental stewardship and
social progress. Social business requires new theories and models to
address growing research and real-world issues. Researchers should
explore the integration of social business and sustainability, combining
ideas from economics, natural science, sociology, and business. This will
enable a comprehensive approach to social and environmental problems,
reducing poverty, addressing inequality, and protecting the environment.

The field of social entrepreneurship is rapidly growing, requiring
theories to adapt to new information and discoveries. The study highlights
the complexity and nonlinear nature of social entrepreneurship and
emphasises the importance of resilience and adaptability. Future research
should focus on long-term effects on poverty and survival and review
measures.

RQ2 meticulously examines the thematic structure, identifying key
themes such as poverty alleviation, inequality, and environmental
sustainability. Innovative social enterprises are developing new solutions
to these challenges, demonstrating the potential of entrepreneurial
thinking to drive positive social impact.

As we move forward, it is important to remember that the path to a
better future is not linear.

Or straightforward. There will be setbacks and challenges along the
way. However, remaining committed to these core values and working
together can help create a more just and sustainable world for all. RQ3
identifies the evolution of research in the area and possible avenues for
future research, offering valuable opportunities for scholars. Researchers
can further explore the impact of social enterprises. on poverty alleviation
and environmental sustainability, while scholars can develop new
theoretical frameworks for social entrepreneurship.

The study highlights the importance of social businesses in planning
and decision-making, focusing on trends and main themes. It emphasises
the need for collaboration among different fields and industries, such as
lawmakers, colleges, and social businesses, to solve social and
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environmental problems. The study also emphasises the need for effective
measurement and evaluation of social businesses' impact, demonstrating
their value to partners, and securing funding. It also emphasises the need
for capacity building and giving people the power to make long-lasting
changes in society. The study also highlights the importance of
encouraging creativity and adapting plans to new information. Overall,
the study contributes to academic knowledge on social business and
sustainability, urging collaboration between scholars and practitioners to
create a more sustainable and equitable future.

Researchers can explore the impact of social enterprises on poverty
alleviation and environmental sustainability, while scholars can create
new theoretical frameworks for social entrepreneurship. Social
enterprises can collaborate with researchers and scholars to develop and
evaluate solutions to complex social problems. Investing in these areas can
accelerate progress and make a real difference. Collaboration across
sectors and disciplines is key to developing effective and sustainable
solutions. Empowering individuals and Communities taking action can
create a more just and equitable world.
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