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Care in SMEs – The Hidden 
Social Entrepreneurship 

Elisabeth Sundin, Linköping University

In Scandinavian public and political debate the word entrepreneur is often used for some-

one establishing a firm and/or working as self-employed. As a representative of a domi-

nating standpoint follows Venkataraman’s definition1, stating that “Entrepreneurship is 

about the discovery and exploitation of profitable business opportunities for the creation of 

personal wealth and, as a consequence, for the creation of social value”.  Using the Venkata-

raman definition as a background I will discuss conventional commercial entrepreneurship 

versus social and societal entrepreneurship. 

A fundamental question concerns the social dimension in social entrepreneurship. Some-

times, the social parts come as an unintended, but valuable, consequence. Since I find that 

too wide I will add, as many others, a social intention to social entrepreneurship. 

Societal entrepreneurship is a concept elaborated in Scandinavia stating collectivity and 

permanence. It is often used in space and/or place contexts. The community is often used 

as the adequate object of societal entrepreneurship. 

1 Venkataraman, S (1997), The distinctive domain of entrepreneurship research, in Katz, J, Brockhaus, E (eds), 

 Advances in entrepreneurship, firm emergence, and growth, Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 



The main arguments in this chapter are: 

• that there is social entrepreneurship in traditional commercial entrepreneurship 

• that there is a distinction between social and societal entrepreneurship

Comparisons between social, societal and commercial entrepreneurship can proceed along 

many lines. Here a few distinctions will be highlighted. One is that social entrepreneurs do 

not want to “protect” their idea, but rather the other way around – to invite many to share. 

Another is the context dependency. The “impact of the context on a social entrepreneur 

differs from that of a commercial entrepreneur because of the way the interaction of a social 

venture’s mission and performance measurement systems influences entrepreneurial 

behaviour”.2

The social dimensions often give associations to care. For parts of the labour market the 

“rationality of care” concept has been used to describe behaviour in working life that has 

seemed to be irrational from a conventional economic perspective but rational when other 

logics are used.3 The care concept also seems appropriate for entrepreneurship, as will be 

illustrated below. 

Social Entrepreneurship and Societal  
Entrepreneurship in Conventional 
Enterprises 

Conventional commercial enterprises which have started because the initiator cared – cared 

for vulnerable individuals, cared for the locality, cared for work mates and cared for their 

family – are presented in the cases. The cases were found in research projects with other 

purposes than those of finding care.
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2 Garud, R, Hardy, C, Maguire, S (2007), Institutional Entrepreneurship as Embedded Agency, Organization Studies, 

 Vol 28, No 7, pp 957–969.
3 Waerness, K (1984), The Rationality of Care, Economic and Industrial Democracy, Vol 5, No 2, pp 185–211. 
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Care for a Vulnerable Group 

The Midwife had in her professional work been convinced of the need for sexual education 

for young retarded men and women. The topic was taboo, although it was obvious that the 

retarded were, and should have the right to be, sexually active – but not sexually used and 

abused.  Her first thought was to convince her employer, the county council, to take the 

responsibility. The tough economic times made them refrain. Therefore the Midwife started 

a firm of her own and offered the services she found absolutely needed. Her market was 

the young ones and the payers were parents, group homes, compounds etc.  It was a social 

entrepreneurship concealed behind a conventional enterprise.

The Librarian was employed by a municipality as manager for a small library in a village in 

the periphery. After a reorganisation the municipality wanted the library to move to premis-

es far away from the local school and the local village centre. They also wanted her to reduce 

the opening hours. The aim of the decisions was to reduce costs. The Librarian found the 

requirements impossible! Her mission was to give reading experiences to all “her” inhabit-

ants. The changes would prevent her from doing that. To start a firm of her own and give a 

bid was her only chance to fulfil her mission. She did that and was given the tender. It was a 

social enterprise concealed behind a conventional enterprise.

Care for the Locality

Many firm owners feel deeply for the place where they live and work.  Examples can be 

found in many studies. Here I will give examples from the education sector. In Sweden it is 

not unusual that municipalities use economic arguments to close small schools in remote 

areas and make the children travel to bigger schools in the neighbourhood. To prevent that 

parents start enterprises in the school sector with the only mission to operate the school 

further. It is a social enterprise concealed behind a conventional enterprise. 

Care for the Workmates

Employees starting firms of their own is a well-documented phenomenon all over the 

world. The established enterprise I found was triggered by an employer deciding to fire all 

cleaners and buy the cleaning-service on the market. To avoid unemployment for them-
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selves and their workmates the cleaners decided to establish an enterprise together. It is a 

social enterprise concealed behind a conventional enterprise. 

Care for the Family

To have a firm for family reasons is not unusual either. In a study of all women working in 

firms of their own twenty years ago “the possibility to combine work with family obliga-

tions” was the most often mentioned reason for establishing an enterprise.4 New studies 

indicate that this is still the case. Care for the family is a strong social argument concealed 

behind a conventional enterprise.  

To summarize: the examples given show care and social entrepreneurship in a number 

of enterprises registered as conventional commercial enterprises. The “figures and facts” 

from Nutek – the Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth on new starters in 

Sweden indicate, at a closer look,  strong elements of social entrepreneurship behind many 

new starters. The dominating discussion on SMEs and entrepreneurship exemplified by the 

opening quote from Venkataraman can therefore be seen as far from reality. 

Theoretical and Practical Conclusions

The enterprises presented as cases are all registered as conventional commercial organisa-

tions – but started for reasons of care and with social intentions. But they differ in some 

ways. Here I will restrict myself to the societal dimension. The idea, the intention as well as 

the resources required and the time perspective are of relevance from that perspective. 

The Midwife is both a social and a societal entrepreneur, as she wants to change the lives of 

individuals and change the perception of retarded human beings in the whole of society. The 

other case enterprises may also be described and interpreted in collective terms – but they 

are all narrower in space or time, so to say. It seems as if the differences between social and 

societal entrepreneurship can be found on a sliding scale rather than in opposite positions. 

4 Sundin, E and Holmquist, C (1989), Kvinnor som företagare. Osynlighet, Mångfald, anpassning, Malmö: Liber.  



Other differences found are that the social dimensions for some of the case enterprises are 

a necessity and strength and for others a weakness. Care has a positive image in society 

– but maybe not so on the market. It may be necessary to hide the social motives from 

the market behind cleaning, for example. For others, like the Midwife and the Librarian, 

the social idea must be explicit and stable. Otherwise the entrepreneurs cannot keep their 

legitimacy.  

Finally, I want to include a reminder of the context dependency of social and societal entre-

preneurship. One important part of the context, found also in some of the cases presented, 

is the construction of the welfare state.  Even if what is care and what is social is eternal – 

what is societal is not – it has welfare-regime characteristics. This has implications both for 

theory and practice. The concepts elaborated in other contexts cannot be imported without 

adequate “translations”.    
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