
 
 
 
 
 

  

  

A Qualitative Study of the Inclusion of Social Enterprise in the 
Entrepreneurial Education Curriculum 

Michael S. Jones, Robert A. Phillips 

Masood Enterprise Centre, Alliance Manchester Business School, University of 
Manchester, Manchester M15 6PB, United Kingdom. 

Abstract 
Despite rising interest amongst students and the general public in social 
enterprise, it is often taught as an add-on along with sustainability in more 
general entrepreneurship courses. This has led to under-equipping students 
with the skills and knowledge they need to start a business in this area. We 
spoke to both academics and students, using semi-structured interviews, about 
their views of current social enterprise inclusion and what could be improved. 
The research found that entrepreneurship academics included social issues in 
their courses as part of entrepreneurial education, however, this was at 
introductory level and students were frustrated there was little opportunity to 
follow up on this interest, especially those in their final year, with no clear path 
for those interested. Focus varied between institutions and it was suggested 
that the institutional focus on employability statistics could be harmful for 
social entrepreneurship education. We suggest that more institutions have 
social enterprise modules which are able to be accessed university wide to 
allow multidisciplinarity, and separated out from general entrepreneurship at 
a higher level to fully focus on these issues to fully prepare those who are 
interested in starting or joining a social enterprise. 

Keywords: Social Enterprise; enterprise and entrepreneurship education; 
employability.  
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DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.4995/HEAd21.2021.12402

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons License CC BY-NC-ND 4.0
Editorial Universitat Politècnica de València 1097
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1. Introduction 

Entrepreneurship education (EE) has increased markedly in recent years, for example, a study 
of the evolution of EE in the US shows that in 1975 there were just 100 higher education 
qualifications that included entrepreneurship, increasing to 500 by 2006 (Morelix, 2015). In 
the majority of cases, there is a positive correlation between EE and rates of entrepreneurship 
(Lima et al., 2015; Fayolle and Liñan, 2014), although the extent of the impact is argued. 
Studies have also found that EE also increases attitudes towards entrepreneurship (Fayolle 
and Gailly, 2015; Heuer and Kolvereid, 2014). Bischoff et al. (2018) studied the impact of 
stakeholders on EE programs and found that the most common external stakeholders 
involved in these courses were entrepreneurs, companies and alumni. They argue that 
involving these stakeholders with experience in the field provided an opportunity for 
knowledge transfer and often led to success. Success factors range from how the course 
incorporates relevant cultural factors (Shi, Yao and Wu, 2019) to how courses are able to 
create enterprising role models for students, either through discussing past examples or 
bringing in speakers (Fellnhofer, 2017) and feedback from alumni suggests learning by doing 
and courses of a practical nature work best (Phillips, 2019; Phillips, 2018). 

Abu-Saifan (2012) stated that Social Entrepreneurship is the ‘field in which entrepreneurs 
tailor their activities to be directly tied with the ultimate goal of creating social value’. There 
is increasing interest in creating social and cultural value, which has been recognised in the 
UK by the QAA, 2018. However, many universities have tried to fit SEE (Social Enterprise 
Education) into their existing EE curriculum without making suitable changes for the 
differing circumstances (Weber and Westley, 2012). Often when they are adapted, ethical 
frameworks and tools are rarely addressed explicitly in a course’s curriculum, instead 
focusing more on business aspects (Steiner et al, 2018). The study found that institutions 
would understandably set a focus on their own field of expertise, but then neglect other 
content, with business schools leaning heavily on market skills but then not including 
political or philanthropic skills. These imbalances mean that the majority of students would 
finish without learning all the skills necessary to become a Social Entrepreneur. Lounsbury 
and Strang (2009) state that Social Entrepreneurship arises at the intersection of shifts in 
culture and organization structure, and therefore the best way to propel the field is to focus 
on a cross-disciplinary curriculum and indeed there are examples of using multi-disciplinary 
courses to aid this (Sanchez-Romaguera and Phillips, 2018). It is, however, noted even social 
enterprises need to apply business principles, with that knowledge ‘residing in business 
schools’ (Weber and Westley, 2012). Non-business schools students may have access to SEE 
training via extracurricular activities (e.g. Phillips, 2017 and Phillips, 2010). Recent events 
in the UK, including the Coronavirus pandemic and Brexit, show that uncertainty is at this 
point ingrained in the modern world, however, as shown earlier, academics in the field do 
not believe that EE is adapting to the modern world (Carolis and Litzky, 2019; Kariv et al., 
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2019) and that this is having a knock-on effect onto the quality of SEE (Pache and 
Chowdhury, 2012; Certo and Miller, 2008). More widely, many believe that the current state 
of EE is not satisfactory however, suggesting students are not being sufficiently prepared for 
EE (Fayolle and Gailly, 2015) with Carolis and Litzky (2019) suggesting EE is too narrowly 
focused on the ‘traditional image’ of an entrepreneur, which has since evolved, and recent 
innovations are rarely reflected (Kariv et al., 2019). Environmental impact is an area 
investigated, with Greene et. al. (2018) stating that educators need to learn from wider society 
to provide suitably up-to-date information. It is therefore important that SEE is able to 
effectively prepare students for modern social and environmental issues enabling graduates 
to apply this knowledge to create social value. Therefore, we decided to investigate 
academics and students views of social enterprise with the aim of understanding where 
improvements could be made. 

2. Methodology 

This research was approached with a constructivist philosophy, which is widely used when 
discussing entrepreneurship education. We looked at the viewpoints of both students and 
lecturers from two different institutions - Participants were needed for two groups; academics 
in the field of entrepreneurship education and university-level students with an interest in 
social entrepreneurship, who are undertaking entrepreneurship education or have done in 
previous semesters and self-selected to be interviewed. The research was completed through 
semi-structured interviews with both students and lecturers, discussing their experience of 
social enterprise teaching, how it was taught, level of satisfaction and options available. The 
results were split into themes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1099



A qualitative study of the inclusion of Social Enterprise in the Entrepreneurial Education Curriculum 

  

  

Table 1. A summary of the subjects interviewed for this study. 

Code Student or Academic Details 

A1 Lecturer, University of Manchester Lecturer in Enterprise 

A2 Lecturer, University of Manchester Lecturer in Enterprise 

A3 University of Southern California Entrepreneur and Adjunct Professor of 
Entrepreneurship 

A4 University of Southern California Entrepreneur and Adjunct Professor of 
Entrepreneurship 

A5 University of Birmingham Lecturer in Entrepreneurship 

S1 Student, University of Manchester BSc in Management completed 2 entrepreneurship 
modules 

S2 Student, University of Manchester BSc in International Management, completed 2 
entrepreneurship modules 

S3 Student, University of Manchester and 
University of Southern California 

BSc International Management with American 
Business, completed 4 entrepreneurship modules 

S4 Student, University of Southern California and 
Universidad Carlos III de Madrid 

BSc International Studies and Business 
Administration, completed 4 entrepreneurship modules 

S5 Student, Loughborough University, Aston 
University 

MSc International Business, completed 4 
entrepreneurship modules 

3. Results 

a) Firstly, there was a clear interest in social enterprise by students, which was also observed 
by academics; 

S1 - ‘It is not possible to deny the impact that companies and their activities have in different 
aspects of society, not only the environment – which they mostly do – but also people’s lives.’ 
A1 - ‘this interest is definitely increasing, as students are becoming fascinated by non-
traditional business forms in the social space, such as social enterprises, green and 
sustainable enterprises, movements toward “conscious capitalism,” and many others’ and 
A3 - ‘I have definitely noticed more students this year asking questions regarding issues such 
as climate change, especially when these topics are heavily in the public eye’ 

Both Academics and students agreed that in their courses, social enterprise issues are 
addressed, although academics accepted it was introductory level; 

A2 - ‘My units all do’... ’I try to introduce issues in my course around how what businesses 
do and what we do as individuals have an impact on what happens in society’ and A4 - ‘I 
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think most courses try to include them somewhere, I certainly do. They’re too important to 
the current business world to ignore wholly’ with S4 - ‘As I double major in International 
studies and business administration, some of my courses consider social movement. 
Nevertheless, the business side of my studies does not cover as much of said social 
movements’  

b) However, many students found that even when they had some exposure to social issues in 
entrepreneurship education, there wasn’t a way to expand upon this education in their current 
course; 

S5 - ‘Once I’d finished my course that included a social enterprise element, my only other 
choice was applying for a masters to continue (learning about social entrepreneurship), and 
this wasn’t really a possibility for me’ and S3 - ‘Not at home (Manchester), no. I was able to 
develop some of these skills on exchange (to USC) where there were more niche options’ 

c) One student suggested that there were ways to develop these skills further, but required 
use of limited free time; 

S2 - ‘I have taken part in some entrepreneurial events, like the Manchester Entrepreneurs 
Society and start-up weekends, but I found that by third year I didn’t really have time to keep 
going with these’.  

d) Some students noted regional differences; 

S3 - ‘While in America (University of Southern California), courses seemed to be much more 
practical, real use cases and real world problems. Courses at Manchester feel much more 
theoretical. I definitely feel more comfortable applying my knowledge in a practical sense 
after my year abroad.’ And S4 - ‘It is true that during my year abroad, I took a business 
sustainability course, which was focused exclusively in the environment. I would say I lack 
more courses regarding social issues.’ S5 also noticed a difference, but this change in 
institution was due to graduating with a bachelor's degree and beginning a master’s degree, 
so a change in depth of understanding is to be expected - ‘On my current course, these issues 
(social issues) are definitely explored much more. When it was only briefly mentioned before, 
I feel like now I’m learning how to apply theory to these situations’. 

e) Interestingly, academics felt that goals and restrictions placed on them by their institution 
has limited entrepreneurship education; 

A2 - ‘Employability is pushed as a focus of university study, which can lead courses to be 
too focused on employability skills rather than developing thoughts and skills’ and A5 - 
‘discussing personal interests or passions of the student group can’t always be explored, time 
has to be generally focused on the curriculum’. Two academics raised the belief that 
entrepreneurship education is about more than education, but could be useful in cultural shifts 
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A2 - ‘I would like it to be rejected that entrepreneurship is about maximising profits, it’s not, 
the evidence is there to show that entrepreneurs are interested in change, trying to make 
things better, on a deeper level, I would hope that entrepreneurs will think about what is 
really important’ and A5 - ‘I don’t believe future education has to be so focused on the 
current climate, but preparing students for the future of entrepreneurship. This way, students 
can be ready to adapt to issues that arise in the world and hopefully work towards solving 
them’. 

4. Discussion  

Both students and academics had positive opinions of including social issues in EE courses. 
On specific SE topics being included in courses, there was more of a disagreement. Most 
students and academics felt that SE should be included within traditional EE; however, some 
thought that all issues aren’t always relevant to every course and forcing them into every 
course can be disruptive. These academics suggested that either a specific SE course was 
added by the business school, or that the most relevant existing courses were chosen to 
include these issues. However, including SE in with traditional EE has given it some 
legitimacy. All academics interviewed stated that they had included social issues in their 
courses and all students had discussed social issues in at least one entrepreneurship course. 
There were, however, clear differences in the expectations of the breadth of this inclusion.  

Where academics felt that they had successfully integrated the core ideas, most students felt 
that these topics were rarely explored thoroughly enough for any real proficiency in the topic, 
suggesting there is a difference in expectations of how social issues should be included.  

Academics who believed they had elements of SE in their course admitted these were just 
introductory, with others using these issues as case studies to explore traditional 
entrepreneurship techniques. The research showed that students were hoping for a more 
complete look at how social issues impact upon both traditional entrepreneurship and the 
opportunity for SE. This difference can be possibly explained by an issue raised by the 
student group in the research. Students seemed to gain an interest in social topics from one 
module which would introduce these issues, and then have no way to follow up on these 
topics. This was a particular problem in final year courses, with no options to explore further 
in undergraduate courses and little free-time to gain experience in extra-curricular projects 
due to heavy final year course loads. How social issues became a part of an entrepreneurship 
curriculum differs between institutions, and even between faculties within an institution. 

The research did find that social issues were being updated, with those discussed reflecting 
the global trends of the modern world. The two social issues that appeared to gain the most 
attention were environmentalism and sustainable living.  
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A point raised by academics was how the exploration of topics such as social 
entrepreneurship directly clashed with the aims of their institutions. Specifically, how the 
university’s focus on employability takes away from the other benefits of a university 
education, developing skills that will not just support a graduate to enter a career path. This 
is an issue for EE in general, as only 0.6% of students start their own business within 6 months 
of graduating (HESA, 2017), so for universities looking to increase employability statistics 
to attract future students, entrepreneurship is not necessarily an attractive focus. Since many 
entrepreneurs start their business later in life, it is clear that all EE cannot be judged by the 
same short-term metrics that universities are held to in general, but rather understood to be 
part of a set of skills learned either for entrepreneurship or intrapreneurship. This study was 
limited to a small number of participants, future work could involve exploring and comparing 
programmes in more detail with more participants to understand how SEE could be better 
integrated into a university education. 
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