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CHAPTER 4: SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP THROUGH A COMPLEXITY 

THEORY LENS: AN INQUIRY INTO GENERATIVE LEADERSHIP 

ABSTRACT 

In this qualitative paper, we contend that the extant social entrepreneurship literature tends to 

depict individuals in leadership roles as personally attributable to organizational successes. 

This portrayal resonates with the view of commercial entrepreneurs as independent heroes. 

However, our empirical material from Greece—a country in chaos, facing prolonged 

economic, political, and social turmoil during our involvement—prompts us to rethink such 

perspectives. We subsequently develop the concept of “generative leadership” to explain our 

findings. We find that generative leaders are influencers who contribute to their organization’s 

development by creating conditions through which new ideas and approaches emerge, rather 

than engaging in top-down interventionism in a controlled fashion. In our inquiry, we use 

complexity theory as a foundational frame of reference. We argue that this system of ideas is 

suitable for studying social entrepreneurship in chaotic environments such as Greece. This 

paper makes two key contributions to the academic debate. First, we enhance the scholarly 

understanding of social entrepreneurship by conceptualizing generative leadership as an 

outward-looking rather than self-referential way of working. Second, we respond to calls to 

interpret longitudinal empirical data on social entrepreneurship through complexity theory, 

thereby complementing mainly theoretical work in this area. 

Keywords. social entrepreneurship; complexity theory; generative leadership; heropreneurship; 

Greece. 

INTRODUCTION 

SOCIAL ENTERPRISES AIM TO RESOLVE neglected societal problems as they create value for 

specific beneficiaries by selling goods or services to customers (Miller et al., 2012; Santos, 

2012). Over the years, many scholars have heralded these ventures as organizational forms 
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with exceptional capabilities. For instance, Zahra et al. (2009) indicate that social entrepreneurs 

make significant, diverse, and creative contributions to complex and persistent social problems. 

Likewise, according to Martin and Osberg (2007), social entrepreneurship “releases trapped 

potential or alleviates the suffering of the targeted group” (p. 35). 

While it is accepted that value capture is necessary for the economic survival of social 

enterprises (Santos, 2012; Smith et al., 2016), the social entrepreneurship literature generally 

emphasizes the importance of value creation, that is, actively doing good for the sake of 

beneficiaries (Mair & Marti, 2006; Miller et al., 2012). Correspondingly, despite some critical 

studies on social entrepreneurship that challenge its underlying assumptions and theories (e.g., 

Agafonow, 2015; Dacin et al., 2011; Davies, 2015; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Weerawardena 

& Mort, 2006), there is a scholarly tendency to highlight and analyze social impact successes 

rather than failures of social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2010). Santos (2012), for instance, 

is reflective of this optimistic view when asserting, “The systemic identification and solution 

of problems [...] is the distinctive role of social entrepreneurship in society” (p. 343, emphasis 

added). 

Here, a fundamental assumption dominating the social entrepreneurship literature is 

that individuals, usually in a leadership role, are personally responsible for such successes 

(Bacq et al., 2016; Dacin et al., 2011; Goldstein, Hazy & Silberstang, 2008; Nicholls, 2010). 

This depiction resonates with the romantic view of commercial entrepreneurs as heroic, or even 

mythical, changemakers (Nicholls, 2010; Tedmanson, Verduyn, Essers & Gartner, 2012). Dey 

and Steyaert (2010), however, oppose this “individualized, messianistic script that incorporates 

a model of harmonious social change” (p. 87). Nonetheless, there is scant empirical evidence 

and limited theorizing which support alternative representations (Berglund, 2017; Kidd et al., 

2015; Parkinson & Howorth, 2008; Short et al., 2009; Sievers, 2016). In this paper, we present 

such material, which we evaluated through qualitative research methods. Our findings 
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challenge the “grand narrative” (Dey & Steyaert, 2010, p. 87) of social entrepreneurs as 

omnipotent individuals who purposefully drive social impact. We argue that the story may be 

more nuanced and show how social entrepreneurs sometimes deliberately hold back—i.e., they 

refrain from leading from the front—so that others in their proximity can do more. We link this 

to the concept of “generative leadership” (Surie & Hazy, 2006), which moves our attention 

from leaders managing systems to leaders supporting systems (Dawkins & Barker, 2018). Our 

unwonted empirical findings signal a surprising shift away from the dominant academic 

depiction of social entrepreneurs as powerful, front-line individuals single-handedly solving 

societal problems and redefining institutions (Kimmitt & Munoz, 2018).  

We sourced our empirical material from Greece, which is a country in deep economic 

and social turmoil. We use this rather extreme situation, thinking that it could amplify behaviors 

of social entrepreneurs, which under more stable conditions may not show. While one might 

tacitly assume that entrepreneurial activity under crisis conditions would increase the need for 

strong individual leadership, several of the social entrepreneurs that we involved in our study 

showed otherwise. They exhibited self-effacing behaviors, looking to share their 

responsibilities with team members, consulting with others, engaging in international networks, 

and experiencing a minimal scope of influence. We abstracted such findings into a framework 

for generative leadership. 

The guiding question we initially started investigating in this study was as follows: How 

do we characterize social entrepreneurs facing exceptionally challenging circumstances for 

extended periods? As we progressed, our research question became more specific: What is 

contained in the idea of generative leadership? Our primary concern throughout the study was 

using our empirical setting as a springboard for teasing out potentially unknown properties of 

social entrepreneurship rather than literally theorizing social entrepreneurship in crises. 
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While scholars increasingly take institutional perspectives in social entrepreneurship 

studies, the volatile nature of our empirical setting impelled us to consider an alternative. To 

this end, we decided to draw on complexity theory to interpret our data. Among the prime foci 

of complexity theory are dynamic, open systems, often without clear borders (Cilliers, 2002 

[1998]), and “systems of systems” (Robb & Gandhi, 2016, p. 112). Accordingly, novel 

conceptions such as “emergence,” “self-organization,” and “holism” follow naturally from 

complexity theory precepts.  

This paper offers two contributions to the scholarly debate on social entrepreneurship. 

First, we provide unique evidence for the characterization of social entrepreneurs as generative 

leaders, thereby challenging their common framing as “heropreneurs” (Papi-Thornton, 2016, 

p. 4), i.e., heroic entrepreneurial individuals with a social mission. While social 

entrepreneurship studies that draw on complexity theory have previously acknowledged 

“generative leadership” (Allen, Maguire & McKelvey, 2011; Goldstein, Hazy & Lichtenstein, 

2010), the concept has thus far been underspecified and lacks an empirical basis. In this paper, 

we offer first suggestions for further theorizations of generative leadership, stemming from our 

empirical material. Overall, we aim to open fundamentally novel pathways of (pre-)theoretical 

thinking, rather than to present or refine falsifiable formal logic (Popper, 2005). Second, we 

use complexity theory in a longitudinal empirical study of social entrepreneurship, thereby 

complementing the predominantly conceptual work on complexity in this field. We show that 

complexity theory helps our understanding of social entrepreneurship in dynamic environments 

where the hegemony of economic, fiscal, and political institutions is no longer self-evident. 

This paper is structured as follows: first, we describe the limitations of using 

institutional entrepreneurship theory in dynamic crisis situations. Next, we explain why 

complexity theory is a suitable alternative and what it entails. After detailing our 

methodological approach, we present our empirical findings. From there, we develop the 
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concept of “generative leader” and contrast it with a view that highlights individual heroism 

while providing suggestions for further research. We conclude with a summary of the paper’s 

key messages and the known limitations of this study. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Even though scholars acknowledge the importance of theory in social entrepreneurship 

research, there are very few innate theories of social entrepreneurship (Haugh, 2012). In 

response to such gaps, organizational scholars often advance knowledge by using theoretical 

lenses from other disciplines (Oswick, Fleming & Hanlon, 2011). Floyd (2009) defines this 

borrowing from one-way theory as “bringing ideas from one theoretical domain to address an 

issue or explain a phenomenon in another domain” (p. 1057). This approach is no different in 

social entrepreneurship research, where theory borrowing is commonplace and has positively 

resulted in new concepts or enhancing the academic understanding of the boundaries of this 

territory (Haugh, 2012; Zahra & Newey, 2009).  

While institutional entrepreneurship theory—with its emphasis on individual agency 

and field-level change (Tracey et al., 2011)—is gaining traction as an angle to explain the 

dynamics surrounding social entrepreneurship, we highlight that it has paradigmatic 

shortcomings that prompt us to rethink its suitability as a lens in messy empirical contexts. We 

subsequently argue that, at its basis, these limitations are founded on the conceptualization of 

social entrepreneurs as influential actors who change relatively stable institutions. Bearing in 

mind the volatile nature of our empirical setting, we alternatively advocate complexity theory, 

which, as a non-institutional perspective, provides valuable concepts to describe the dynamics 

of disorderly environments where individuals, as well as institutions, exercise little control. 

We finally note that, for readability, we use the terms “social entrepreneur,” “social 

entrepreneurship,” and “social enterprise” interchangeably throughout this paper, although we 
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acknowledge that academics perceive subtle differences between these concepts (see, e.g., 

Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Sievers, 2016). 

Institutional Entrepreneurship Theory and Its Limitations 

Only a few social entrepreneurship studies have considered environmental dynamics (Doherty 

et al., 2014; Short et al., 2009), the likes of which are so critical in our empirical setting. Mair 

and Marti (2006) argue that institutional entrepreneurship theory could help explain why and 

how environments change through the actions of social entrepreneurs. Adopting the 

institutional entrepreneurship lens, Tracey et al. (2011) subsequently found that this change is 

not a linear, rational, and predictable pursuit. In the same theoretical vein, Qureshi, Kistruck, 

and Bhatt (2016) explore institutional change at the intersection between actors and their 

environment, noting the critical influence of when different types of social ties are interacted 

with. Markman et al. (2016) additionally argue how social enterprises first deinstitutionalize 

old norms and then establish new ones through scores of confrontational interactions. 

McMullen and Warnick (2016) similarly assert in line with institutional entrepreneurship 

precepts that (social) entrepreneurs change the “rules of the game” (p. 652). Such views 

correspond with Desa’s (2012) confident assertion that social entrepreneurs have the “uncanny 

ability to push conventions” (p. 729). Institutional entrepreneurship theory thereby endeavors 

to conceptualize individuals as potentially influential actors that change institutions or create 

new ones as and when required (Garud et al., 2007), thereby altering their own organization’s 

context. This viewpoint places the embedded individual, expressing his or her agency, at the 

center of interest. While institutional entrepreneurship gains some popularity among social 

entrepreneurship scholars by way of evaluating environmental dynamics—thus making it a 

critical theory to consider for our study—we also note that scholars have raised fundamental 

objections against this theoretical perspective. 
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First, a key assumption of institutional entrepreneurship is intentionality, meaning that 

discerning individuals deliberately change the social environment within which they are 

embedded (Battilana et al., 2009; Garud et al., 2007). The depiction of individuals “who 

envision new institutions” (Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006, p. 29) is essentially based on the 

assumption of individual ability (Battilana et al., 2009) and rationality, both of which are 

questionable in their own right. Goldstein et al. (2008) correspondingly argue that stories on 

social ventures are easily “packaged as heroic quests in which the entrepreneurs are seen as 

overcoming one obstacle after another on the way to their Quixotic objectives” (p. 10).  

Several popular definitions of social entrepreneurship reflect such depictions of 

heroism. For example, Martin and Osberg (2007) incorporate the words inspiration, creativity, 

direct action, courage, and fortitude in their definition of social entrepreneurship, adding that 

some entrepreneurs “possess a burning desire to demolish the status quo” (p. 33). More 

recently, Choi and Majumdar (2014) highlight that often a social entrepreneur is viewed as “the 

innovator who imagines and pushes through social innovations and processes of social change” 

(p. 367) while Clyde and Karnani (2015) note that a social entrepreneur, rather selflessly, 

“sacrifice[s] economic profits in return for social impact” (p. 20). While scholars do not explain 

their ontological stance, Dacin et al. (2010) suggest that the individualized and idolized view 

on entrepreneurship is entrenched in a series of publications that can be traced back to the 

works of Schumpeter. Thus, heroism could well reflect a shared, and at least partially 

unconscious, paradigm through which to see entrepreneurship (Kuhn, 1970). This could 

explain why the entrepreneurship literature, generally, “is dominated by a normative 

ideologically-driven depiction of the entrepreneur as a heroic icon and symbolic figurehead” 

(Williams & Gurtoo, 2013, p. 422). Such representations of entrepreneurship extend into the 

field of social entrepreneurship and thereby contribute to “a narrative that neglects all the other 

diverse elements responsible for what took place” such as the systemic dynamics (Goldstein et 
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al., 2008, p. 13). Similar views are also noticeable in other areas of organization studies. For 

instance, Vaccaro and Palazzo (2015) find that a “post-heroic” view may explain how changes 

in institutions can be driven by “an unexpected coalition of powerless actors” (p. 1076). 

Second, it is typically implied that embeddedness, as mentioned above, relates to a 

single field with clear demarcations (Leca, Battilana & Boxenbaum, 2008). Davis and Marquis 

(2005) describe this as an arena consisting “... of actors, actions, and relations... whose 

participants take one another into account as they carry out interrelated activities” (p. 337). 

Such renditions, though, lack explanatory power in fuzzy contexts where field boundaries are 

unclear and individuals’ influences are not easy to see, if at all noticeable. 

Third, institutional entrepreneurship deliberately adopts a “non-fusionist approach” 

(Leca & Naccache, 2006, p. 629). While it may be analytically convenient to distinguish 

between different levels of reality or fields with their own “jurisdiction” (Greenwood & 

Suddaby, 2006, p. 27) and keep them separate, the nature of emergent processes, such as found 

in dynamic crisis situations, is that they involve systems and processes that are notoriously 

difficult to disentangle—for instance when they are open, invisible, or volatile—and thus 

unpredictable. This is an area where institutional entrepreneurship would also fall short. 

Fourth, and last, institutional entrepreneurship accepts the positive formation of 

practices that guide social behavior, including norms, rules, and routines (Lawrence & 

Suddaby, 2006; Scott, 2005), much rather than their dismantling (Khan, Munir & Willmott, 

2007). Furthermore, while their genesis can be dynamic (e.g., Scott, 2008), institutions, by 

definition, consist of more-or-less stable patterns of social practice (Bathelt & Glückler, 2014). 

Correspondingly, when studying the literature on institutional theory, one gets the sense that 

institutions are “comfortable constants in academic analysis” (Nasir, 2012, p. 41) as their 

permanence is rarely questioned (Tracey et al., 2011). This ontological characteristic, though, 

calls into question the suitability of institutions as a theoretical point of departure for studying 
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highly dynamic, pre- or post-institutionalized contexts. It is, however, these latter aspects taken 

to extreme lengths that are characteristic of the empirical situation that we survey in this paper 

and, arguably, push institutional entrepreneurship theory beyond its utilization space. Hence, 

we argue, the subsequent need for non-institutional perspectives, such as complexity theory, 

arises. 

Complexity Theory 

For decades, the economy was seen as a constituted process with a critical and controlling role 

for stable institutions (Sepulveda, 2015) and their embedded agents (Garud et al., 2007). The 

sociologist Cetina (2005), however, argues that this depiction is nowadays outdated. She posits 

that the contemporary global society is presently built around microstructural arrangements 

and “fluid, processual, and aterritorial” (p. 222) coordination among systems rather than path-

dependent institutions. These dynamic arrangements instigate “major disproportionalities 

between cause and effect, unpredictable outcomes and self-organizing, emergent structures” 

(Cetina, 2005, p. 214). The author contends that institutions have consequently yielded much 

power and influence. Because this depiction strongly mirrors our empirical setting, it seems 

fitting to adopt a non-institutional perspective in this paper, too. Complexity theory provides 

such non-institutional perspectives, and we use it in this article as a lens to make sense of the 

empirical material.  

Sciences of complexity specifically look into composite systems as a whole (Clegg, 

Hardy, Lawrence & Nord, 2006 Chapter 5). Complexity scholars, thus, deem it inappropriate 

to define such systems through simple constituents or basic causal factors, such as the (alleged) 

game-changing impact of an individual CEO. In the words of Anderson (1999), “complex 

systems resist simple reductionist analyses because interconnections and feedback loops 

preclude holding some subsystems constant in order to [properly] study others in isolation” (p. 

217).  
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Table 13: Key Tenets of Complex Systems 

# Property Additional Comment 

1. Complex systems have many 
elements. 

Simon (1962) writes: “Roughly, by a complex 
system I mean one made up of a large number of 
parts [...]” (p. 468). 

2. These elements interact 
dynamically. 

Thiétart and Forgues (1995) note that there are 
also dynamic interactions among systems, i.e., not 
only among their constitutive elements. 

3. The interactions between 
elements are impactful and 
mainly unpredictable, thereby 
changing the system and giving 
it novel features (“emergent 
properties”). 

On this, Dooley and Tsoukas (2011) remark that 
“[o]rganizations surprise us” (p. 731). 

4. The interactions are nonlinear. Plowman et al. (2007) link nonlinearity to 
feedback loops (see point #6). 

5. Direct interactions are short-
range; indirect influences, 
involving multiple steps, can be 
long-range. 

Simon (1962) speaks of strong and weak 
interactions. This signals the limited capabilities of 
individuals in complexity theory. 

6. Interactions may trigger 
positive (i.e., self-reinforcing) 
and negative (i.e., self-limiting) 
feedback mechanisms. 

Thiétart and Forgues (1995) point out that these 
two types of influences may act simultaneously. 

7. Complex systems are open 
systems interacting with their 
environment, which, in turn, 
may consist of an 
amalgamation of multiple 
systems. 

Eoyang (2011) observes that sometimes “common 
language of change is used [such as the term 
“turbulent environment”] to describe unpredictable 
and complex phenomena without explicitly 
drawing from the concepts and principles of 
complex adaptive systems” (p. 320). 

8. Complex systems do not 
naturally remain in, or evolve 
towards, stable equilibrium 
positions. Consequently, they 
require a flow of energy to 
prevent falling apart. 

Anderson (1999) argues that energy is a 
prerequisite for self-organization, which therefore 
is not unconditional; it comes at a price. Andriani 
(2001) compares self-organization to Adam 
Smith’s “invisible hand.” 

9. The behavior of complex 
systems is strongly shaped by 
its past. 

This property overlaps with institutional theory 
(i.e., institutional memory), which Byrne and 
Callaghan (2013) argue is much neglected. 

10. Elements in the system are 
unaware of the system as a 
whole; they only respond to 
local stimuli. 

This implies that there is no central coordinator 
(Yasmin & Peter, 2011). 
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It is informative to consider the general properties of complex systems. Here, we draw 

on Cilliers (2002 [1998]), who compiled an instructive listing of ten interdependent basic tenets 

of complex systems (see Table 13) to which we have added some references for illustrative 

purposes. 

Our inventory of complexity theory or complex systems thinking in social 

entrepreneurship research revealed only a limited uptake and empirical depth. For instance, 

Robb and Gandhi (2016) loosely base their advocacy of applying complexity theory to social 

entrepreneurship research on a case study. Their empirical material, however, is as yet 

preliminary. Furthermore, Corner and Ho (2010) only hint at the general usefulness of 

complexity theory in social entrepreneurship research by pointing to the messy and emergent 

nature of the empirical phenomena involved (see tenets 3 and 4, above). Likewise, Schaefer et 

al. (2015) argue that it is useful to adopt a complex systems perspective on social enterprises 

using profit as a means to drive beneficial changes in society. Accordingly, complexity theory 

helps scholars see that social entrepreneurship, in its interplay with society, involves recurrent 

feedback loops (see tenet 6, above). This view contrasts social enterprises with their for-profit 

counterparts, which typically endeavor to transfer their accumulated wealth to distant 

shareholders in a one-way fashion without considering the social interests of specified 

beneficiaries, such as vulnerable groups. 

Finally, on the notion of individual leadership, Goldstein et al. (2008) point to 

complexity theory as they challenge the “major assumption” of the heroic leader presumably 

being attributable to the social enterprise’s success. They write: “There is no clear-cut, explicit 

general understanding of the systemic dynamics involved in how social entrepreneurial 

ventures come into being, develop, and succeed (or not)” (Goldstein et al., 2008, p. 10, 

emphasis in the original). This resonates with the tenth tenet above, indicating that in complex 

systems, the role of the central coordinator has diminished. To sum up, all social 
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entrepreneurship studies that we found advocating or using complexity theory somehow lack 

an empirical grounding. Our study addresses this shortcoming by presenting and rigorously 

analyzing longitudinal empirical data. We emphasize that, although complexity theory is 

indispensable to our endeavors, we use it only as an instrument “to develop explanations that 

help us understand specific aspects of [social entrepreneurial] issues” (Okhuysen & Bonardi, 

2011, p. 6). In that sense, it is merely a catalyst rather than an area that we seek to extend. 

In conclusion, in this theoretical background section, we argued that social 

entrepreneurship research within dynamic empirical contexts increasingly adopts an 

institutional entrepreneurship lens. Moreover, we noted that social entrepreneurs exercising 

their individual agency are often understood as individuals with superhuman qualities. In 

contrast, we posit that complexity theory opens different pathways of (pre-)theoretical thinking, 

whereby social entrepreneurship’s messy and emergent nature can be interpreted through basic 

tenets such as dynamism, unpredictability, nonlinearity, emergence, feedback mechanisms, and 

openness. One consequence of this view is the diminishing importance of the central 

coordinator in contexts where continuous and unpredictable change is “endemic” (Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1997). We later address how this, in turn, shapes the scholarly perceptions of the 

social entrepreneur as an idolized individual, and, based on our empirical findings, propose 

what could be an alternative characterization. 

METHODOLOGY 

Alvesson and Sandberg (2011) consider a study’s problematization of established literature an 

integral part of its overall methodology. Problematization, they argue, should be a trigger for 

scholars to think quite differently, instead of applying “prepackaged problematization attempts 

[...] mainly reproducing the assumptions underlying their own perspective” (Alvesson & 

Sandberg, 2011, p. 252). Active and challenging problematization, hence, becomes the 

foundation of a study’s research question (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011). This research question 
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subsequently must frame the overall research design (Bono & McNamara, 2011). It is in this 

light that we have crafted our research design. For instance, our research question—what is 

contained in the idea of generative leadership?—helps to reveal and challenge a widely held 

assumption that social entrepreneurs must be individual leaders who are in control and 

personally attributable to their organization’s social impact. In addition, our research question 

invites us to explore an alternative view. Moreover, since we essentially endeavor to better 

understand social processes that are fluid and difficult to quantify—such as how our informants 

perceive themselves with others and how they respond to everyday events—we chose to 

conduct inductive qualitative research whereby interviews play a key role (Gephart, 2004; 

Pratt, 2009). We carried out the subsequent coding of interview transcripts, analysis, and 

writing activities, mainly according to the grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; 

Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). 

Research Context 

Despite several international organizations releasing upbeat reports on Greece’s economic 

development throughout 2018, the country constituted an extreme case when we started to 

engage with our informants throughout 2016 and 2017, thus offering some gripping empirical 

data on which to elaborate theory (Pratt, 2009). Here, the word “extreme” paraphrases the 

country’s “pathological” state of being at the time (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 75). While 

Greece neither experienced the kind of chaos one sees when a natural disaster strikes a Third 

World country (see e.g., Barin Cruz, Aguilar Delgado, Leca & Gond, 2016) nor engages in 

armed conflict, the argument that the country is (or was?) collapsing became increasingly 

convincing. For example, Tainter (1990) identifies eleven significant themes prevalent in a 

collapse in his seminal work, The Collapse of Complex Societies. While gathering our empirical 

material, we found at least six of these themes seem implicated in the case of Greece, namely, 

the depletion of a vital resource on which society depends (i.e., loan capital), the occurrence of 
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some insurmountable catastrophe (i.e., the influx of refugees, particularly from war zones; 

UNHCR recorded 856,723 arrivals in 2015 alone), insufficient responses to emergent 

circumstances (i.e., persistent political stalemates aggravating the situation), elite 

mismanagement or misbehavior (i.e., in 2016, Greece ranked 69 in Transparency 

International’s Corruption Index, the second lowest EU-28 country on the chart), social and 

labor market dysfunction (i.e., in December 2016, youth unemployment stood at 45%,2 more 

than 20% above Greece’s overall unemployment rate, which stimulated the outward emigration 

of over 427,000 young Greeks over a 5-year period (Dokos, 2017; Labrianidis & Pratsinakis, 

2014)), and economic deterioration (e.g., according to Eurostat, from 2009 until 2013, Greece’s 

GDP shrunk annually by 4.3%, 5.5%, 9.1%, 7.3%, and 3.2% respectively;3 at the time of 

writing this paper, in 2017, economic growth is still anything but certain). The breadth and 

depth of these crises severely constrain the availability of resources and, thereby, stifle 

numerous forms of societal activity. 

In view of this, scholars have released multiple disconcerting reports in recent years on 

Greece’s political system (Pappas, 2013; Vasilopoulou, Halikiopoulou & Exadaktylos, 2014), 

economic policy (Kotios, Pavlidis & Galanos, 2011; Piketty, Sachs, Flassbeck, Rodrik & 

Wren-Lewis, 2015), social policy (Matsaganis, 2012), health care (Karanikolos et al., 2013; 

Kentikelenis, Karanikolos, Reeves, McKee & Stuckler, 2014; Kondilis et al., 2013; Simou & 

Koutsogeorgou, 2014), the environment (Lekakis & Kousis, 2013), and intellectual climate 

(Labrianidis & Sykas, 2015; Trachana, 2013). Surprisingly, though, few social 

entrepreneurship researchers have targeted Greece. One exception is a Thomson Reuters 

 
 
2 Source: YCharts (https://ycharts.com/indicators/greece_youth_unemployment_rate_lfs), accessed January 4th, 
2018. 
3 Source: Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Real_GDP_growth,_2005 
%E2%80%932015_(%C2%B9)_(%25_change_compared_with_the_previous_year;_%25_per_annum)_YB16. 
png), accessed January 4th, 2018. 
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Foundation polemic highlighting the “dramatic lack of committed capital” in the Greek social 

entrepreneurship sector and its negligible social impact (Nasioulas, 2018, para. 7). In 2011, the 

Greek government implemented a dedicated legal form, called “Koin.S.Ep.,” in a bid to 

stimulate and formalize social entrepreneurship in Greece (European Commission, 2014). 

Technically, these are cooperatives that must have at least five employees and to whom all 

surpluses (i.e., profits) should be distributed by law (European Commission, 2013). In Greece, 

social enterprises address a wide range of topics, such as social problems, medicine 

distribution, or the circular economy (Ernst & Young, 2016; Folke Bernadotte Academy, 

2014). 

Data Collection 

We started mapping out the landscape of social enterprises in Greece in October 2016. To this 

end, we conducted internet searches, browsed social media platforms and internet fora, perused 

agendas of local business events (such as those organized by the British Council in Athens), 

identified award-winning social business initiatives, listed business incubators, assessed 

activities by public sector institutions, read domestic and international news coverage on 

entrepreneurial activity in Greece, accessed more than 20 European Commission policy papers 

on social entrepreneurship (e.g., European Commission, 2014), reviewed the pursuits of media-

savvy Greek entrepreneurs, and went through a Greek government registry of social 

enterprises. We then prioritized the resulting long list of Greek social enterprises and started 

contacting companies that we considered had potential as informants. We specifically looked 

for social enterprises with an earned income strategy, three or more employees, and at least a 

one-year existence. We established contact via email and continued with an initial interview 

by telephone. While the telephone interview typically revealed useful information in its own 

right, it importantly helped develop a trusting and long-term relationship. Our approach was in 

correspondence with the views of Alvesson (2003) who caution against the false belief that 
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“the interviewee—given the correct interview technique—primarily is a competent and moral 

truth teller, acting in the service of science and producing the data needed to reveal his or her 

interior (i.e., experiences, feelings, values) or the facts of the organization” (p. 14). 

We built on our initial insights during subsequent face-to-face interviews. We typically 

had two face-to-face sessions with each informant. As we moved from desk research to email 

contact to telephone interview and in-depth face-to-face interviews, the social enterprises that 

seemed less suitable to our research—e.g., because they were less active than they first 

appeared—were filtered out. The first round of face-to-face interviews took place in January 

2017. It was exploratory and used to identify themes that social entrepreneurs deemed relevant. 

We mainly asked questions to identify problems. The second round of face-to-face interviews 

took place in October 2017. Here we asked our informants to reflect on three critical themes in 

advance. While the interviews now focused on the researchers’ specific areas of interest, we 

avoided “talking questionnaires” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 71). Instead, we followed a loose 

structure in order to leave ample space for rich accounts, contextual information, spontaneity, 

and alignment with cultural preferences. We also engaged several new social enterprises in 

October 2017, following referrals from our expanding network in Greece. 

In nearly all cases, we interviewed multiple people within the same social enterprise. 

We conducted 33 interviews (see Table 14), and all but four were recorded and fully 

transcribed. We also took notes with impressions and reflections and perused complementary 

material such as websites and social media outlets. This information not only supplemented 

our general understanding of social entrepreneurship in Greece but was at times also used as 

direct input to our interviews, for instance, by asking interviewees to reflect on messages they 

had posted on social media. We exchanged over 200 emails with informants. We additionally 

conducted small group interviews, with two or three informants simultaneously, on five 

occasions. The dynamics of such sessions were refreshing and added to our understanding.  
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Table 14: Key Interview Data 

Telephone 
Interviews 
(December 
2016–October 
2017) 

Face-To-
Face 
Interviews 
(January 
2017) 

Face-To-
Face 
Interviews 
(October 
2017) 

Number of 
Group 
Interviews 
(2 or 3 
Informants) 

Unique 
Informants 

Unique 
Social 
Enterprises 

11 10 12 6 24 12 

 

Over time, we gradually attained access to a diverse collection of social enterprises. In 

terms of maturity, some were startups, others had plateaued or were going through a growth 

spurt, one was in decline, and two had ceased to exist during our study. Our informants also 

operated in different sectors, ranging from media and communications, the arts, social services, 

community development, agriculture, hospitality, sustainable energy, and high-tech healthcare. 

Thus, we obtained diverse longitudinal empirical (rather than cross-sectional) material that 

helped to characterize the “content, contexts, and processes of change” in social enterprises in 

dynamic environments (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 268). 

Data Analysis 

We endeavored to reveal meanings and patterns in our empirical data through intensive coding 

(Saldaña, 2015). We used qualitative data analysis software, which offered much flexibility as 

to how the emerging categories related to one another and revealed their empirical foundation. 

We sometimes split categories into more detailed ones, rolled them up to higher levels of 

aggregation, and often reparented or renamed them. Our circular, nonlinear approach to coding, 

however, was never a siloed activity (Pratt, 2008). We regularly iterated between the interview 

transcripts, categories, academic resources, and drafting of our initial findings section. We thus 

worked toward higher levels of abstraction and, gradually, our story on social entrepreneurship 

and generative leadership through a complexity theory lens unfolded. The evolving product—

feeding on large amounts of raw data—eventually began to convey novel aspects of social 

entrepreneurship, and a suggestive theory formed (Edmondson & McManus, 2007; Gioia et 
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al., 2013; Golden-Biddle & Locke, 2007). Moreover, conducting a qualitative longitudinal 

study meant that we had the opportunity to incorporate our developing insights and thereby 

adapt our interview protocols in-between stages. At regular intervals, we presented our 

intermediate findings to colleagues at research seminars. The ensuing discussions were 

precious by way of sensemaking and focusing our paper, e.g., by refining its research question. 

FINDINGS 

Considering our research questions on how to characterize social entrepreneurs facing 

abnormally challenging circumstances for prolonged periods and, subsequently, what is 

contained in the idea of generative leadership, we observed how social entrepreneurs could be 

outward-looking and self-effacing people rather than self-referential individuals. Our findings 

thus provide evidence against the well-established scholarly depiction of social entrepreneurs 

as predominantly heroic, front-line leaders. The data structures (with interview samples) that 

inform the following sections are shown below (see Table 15, Table 16, Table 17, and Table 

18 below). 

Challenging the Notion of a Heroic Leader 

A comment from one of our informants, an employee in a successful social enterprise, about 

one third into our planned series of interviews particularly caught our attention. She said: “No 

heroes anymore—no more heroes. No, I feel that I am responsible” (Code 01/F3/F3). This was 

an interesting view because we realized that up to then, we had tacitly assumed that 

entrepreneurial activity under crisis conditions would increase, not decrease, the need for 

strong individual leadership of the venture’s CEO. However, this comment seemed to suggest 

the opposite. We subsequently decided to also ask other informants about their perceptions of 

entrepreneurial leadership. They, too, seemed to share the idea that social entrepreneurs can 

also fulfill not-so-prominent roles within a larger amalgamation in which responsibilities are 

spread out. For example, one interviewee said: “My [formal] position [...] is the Founder and 
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President [...]. But the truth is, we’re a small team of people; everybody takes a little bit of 

everybody’s role” (Code 05/F2/01). Similarly, a stakeholder of a social enterprise that we 

worked with commented on the challenges that empowering employees would raise: “It’s 

difficult because everyone is involved. [...] The volunteer has the same say as the President. 

This is something that a normal entrepreneur would never accept” (Code 04/F2/01). 

This depiction, however, should not be taken to suggest that the view of social 

entrepreneurs as front-line leaders is irrelevant; it only draws our attention away from 

habitually emphasizing the role of the leader as an intervening central controller and, 

conversely, also recognizing broader, more fluid and collaborative conceptualizations. The 

latter notion, we found, revealed itself in our empirical material in four different ways, that is, 

through sharing and delegation, focusing on beneficiaries, international orientations, and easing 

their attitude toward failure. 

Sharing and Delegation 

The social entrepreneurs that we engaged with were often open to sharing or delegating their 

responsibilities, rather than trying to control or do everything by themselves. This created space 

for employees to feel empowered and autonomous, illustrated by comments that employees 

made like “I am responsible and in charge of everything [in my area]” (Code 01/F3/02). 

Another employee would actively probe her CEO to delegate tasks to others, to which he would 

typically express openness to other points of view by replying, “Okay, I didn’t think about that” 

(Code 07/F2/02). Similarly, a CEO (Code 07/F1/01), pondering upon his own position, 

accentuated the pivotal role of the project as a source of potentiality for those involved, rather 

than using it as a vehicle to draw attention to his own involvement, status, or heighten 

individual control: 
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This thing is going beyond my vision and beyond my needs. [...] People are 

asking [for] more, and that means not more from me, of course. They are asking 

more from the promises that the whole project gave to them. 

Another (former) CEO also stressed the collective nature of her venture (Code 04/F2/01): 

In [this social enterprise], everyone has some responsibility, so they know that 

if they’re not helping, they cannot expect anything. It’s a collective first, and 

then [comes] the individual.  

We observed, however, that relinquishing control was no trivial matter for social entrepreneurs. 

One CEO (Code 02/F3/01) described his need for control as borne from parental protective 

behaviors about his company, which he called his “child,” to which he rhetorically added: 

“How many risks can you take with your child? You want it to be as safe as possible.” This 

CEO, though, received a stark reminder about his physical limitations when, during our 

involvement with his company, doctors diagnosed him with Multiple Sclerosis. However, he 

was quick to see how this positively affected the trust-levels on his team and impacted his 

company as a whole:  

These people who were on the team saw all these vulnerabilities back in 

September. That made them actually trust me much more [...] I saw this as an 

amazing opportunity [...] because if there was not this diagnosis, for example, 

[the company] would be the same as one year ago. Probably it would be closed 

right now. 

A two-minute video, used to announce the aforementioned social enterprise’s second 

anniversary, featured many employees, collaborators, and other stakeholders. Its CEO—our 

informant—however, was shown only fleetingly. He blended in the team, certainly not taking 

center stage.  
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We found different occurrences whereby leaders only seemed ready to let go once a 

culture of shared values had formed in their immediate environment. For example, the 

following two moral stories show how a CEO’s ideas about intended behaviors of vendors (i.e., 

resellers) of his company’s product resonated with how one of his direct reports explained it: 

People [...] give you €5, and they say, 

keep the change. [...] We say to them if 

you want to keep the change, the tip, 

keep it—it’s up to you, we can’t force 

you, it’s not illegal, of course, you can 

keep it. But we encourage you not to 

keep the change. If the same person goes 

to [a competitor] when they buy [a 

similar product], do they say to the 

[vendor] keep the change? No. Why does 

he do it with you? So, we try... this is 

about getting us all thinking about the 

relationship (Code 01/F2/02—CEO). 

We say [that] some people, they will 

come and give you €5. Because [our 

product] costs €3. And maybe they will 

tell you, okay, keep the rest. We advise 

you not to keep it. But encourage him or 

her to buy another one. And give you €6. 

Because you will gain this person and 

the way that he thinks also. It’s about 

how you can help with a different 

perspective. So, it’s also to change [the] 

perspective through this activity for 

everyone (Code 01/F3/03—informant, 

reporting on the CEO). 

Moreover, another CEO expressed his expectations surrounding team contributions, which his 

team member reiterated: 

Today, we are planning together, we 

are discussing everything, so it’s not 

that I’m taking decisions, and I will 

say to [my colleague] we will do 

this. We are discussing everything; 

We make a kind of unofficial reflection. How 

was the week or what was good for us? [...] 

We cannot do everything, and you realize 

this, or maybe we can, but we have to put it 

in a long-term plan [...] We want to be open, 
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we are trying to find our standards 

and levels and limits (Code 

07/F1/03—CEO). 

to try different collaborations, to see what 

works, what doesn’t work (Code 07/F2/02—

informant, reporting to the CEO). 

Such evident signs of shared values and expectations within a team would allow CEOs to 

develop trusting relationships with their team members and collaborate on more equal terms or 

even imagine teams functioning without their involvement. Indeed, one CEO remarked that 

“the ideal scenario [is] to trust a person so much, in terms of principles, that they can just be 

there when I’m not there” (Code F1/02/02). This could be an active process by the CEO rather 

than something that is left to chance: “I see my role in [my company] as a role of a person who 

wants to make sure that our principles and values are intact and we adhere to these principles 

and values” (Code 01/F3/01). Table 15 summarizes the data structure on sharing and 

delegation. 

Table 15: Findings on Sharing and Delegation 

In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

No heroes anymore—no more heroes. No, I feel that I am 
responsible (01/F3/03). 

No more 
heroes 

Collaborative 
mindset 

I mean, to be honest, nothing is accomplished just by one 
person. There is always something besides, behind, or 
before. I used to see myself as the heropreneur ... But 
there is an ecosystem; there is a community. [...] It has to 
be multi-stakeholder, even if an organization is one 
person [...] You have to think beyond boundaries of 
organizational processes. An organization is not just [a] 
structure in which work is embedded. That’s why I think 
nobody can do things by themselves (04/F3/01). 

If you want to be a hero like Steve Jobs or just want to be 
a hero and not change the world, then basically, you 
don’t get it. This is my standing on this. You know, I’m 
very radical. If you just want to be a hero for yourself, 
then you’re not a social entrepreneur, sorry. A social 
entrepreneur is not made a social entrepreneur by 
himself. A social entrepreneur is made a social 
entrepreneur by the community that he is serving. So, this 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

has nothing to do with, “I want to be the Steve Jobs of the 
social community.” It doesn’t work this way. This is the 
tradition of business that we know. Because actually [it’s 
that] mentality that destroyed a lot of things in the social 
context. It’s [that mentality] that destroys whatever is 
social in this world (04/F3/01). 

I’m not alone. I couldn’t do it alone. There are other 
people who support me in my team. There are advisors 
who help me… they give advice on how to give a fight. All 
these things are important; I’m not the only one 
(09/F1/01). 

At no point in my life, I felt like a hero. Probably I’m not 
the… this is personal… this is my character... (01/F3/01). 

I don’t even want to use the word “hero.” It’s not about 
being different or being a sort of a community leader. For 
me, it’s about doing the right thing. And as long as I feel 
I’m doing the right thing, I’m happy with myself, and 
that’s it (01/F3/01). 

Today, we are planning together, we are discussing 
everything, so it’s not that I’m taking decisions, and I will 
say to [my colleague] we will do this. We are discussing 
everything; we are trying to find our standards and levels 
and limits that we will never go to that direction because 
we do not support this (07/F1/03). 

We work 
together 

In [this social enterprise], everyone has some 
responsibility, so they know that if they’re not helping, 
they cannot expect anything. It’s a collective first, and 
then [comes] the individual (04/F2/01). 

Everyone 
contributes 

My [formal] position [...] is the Founder and President 
[...]. But the truth is, we’re a small team of people; 
everybody takes a little bit of everybody’s role (05/F2/01). 

Others can do 
the same job 

Because [the CEO] was alone and slowly, slowly, every 
day I’m like, okay, what do you have to do? “Do you 
think that this we can give to that person that is 
responsible for Facebook? You don’t have to do 
everything.” He’s like, “okay, I didn’t think about that” 
(07/F2/02). 

It’s difficult because everyone is involved. [...] The 
volunteer has the same say as the President. This is 
something that a normal entrepreneur would never accept 
(04/F2/01). 

Group-
responsibility 
for key 
decisions 

Informal 
responsibilities 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

I’m responsible, in charge of everything that has to do 
with the vendors (01/F3/02). 

Self-
responsibility 
for own work 

I think you have to lead by example, to be honest with 
you, okay. And I say this is a very, very humble way 
(02/F2/01). 

Leading by 
example (not 
by decree) 

Leaders’ 
positioning 

Because we say, okay, [our mission is to] support people 
support themselves, mobilize them, motivate them. But the 
motivation starts from us (01/F3/03). 

Leaders 
stimulating 
initiatives 

When it comes to the moment that somebody has to 
decide, it’s his responsibility (01/F3/02). 

End-
responsibility 
remains with 
leaders 

What I am trying to do is to create a community… Of 
course, I want to do my work and want to live off it. Of 
course, I am offering too much time; I am doing only this, 
but I will ask people to feel empowered (07/F1/01). 

Leaders 
stepping back 
from the 
limelight 

I see that there are people who don’t have the time to 
enter competitions because they’re doing real work. And I 
appreciate that more than seeing the very prominent 
examples again and again (04/F1/01). 

Sometimes if you want or you don’t want, you have to get 
in the front and take the lead. It’s something that is either 
beneficial or a demand or an organizational demand 
(07/F1/01). 

Circumstances 
demanding a 
figurehead 

 

Focusing on Beneficiaries 

Most interviewees were able to explain where their beneficiaries reside, as illustrated in the 

following example: 

We take the neighborhood as our place; we don’t say it’s all over Greece, all 

over Europe. We’re working on neighborhood regeneration. Our world is 

smaller—what we want to achieve is smaller, but very focused (Code 04/F2/01). 

We observed a strong focus on the social enterprise’s beneficiaries or the company’s morality-

tied foundations. This point is well illustrated by a CEO (Code 01/F3/01) who responded to 
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this paper’s first author recalling a childhood memory as follows: “I grew up with Superman 

and Spiderman movies, where people or creatures save the planet from crooks and evil. But 

this hasn’t formed you, maybe?” This question provoked the following telling response from 

the CEO:  

No. It’s not about being different. [...] I don’t even want to use the word “hero.” 

It’s not about being different or being a sort of a community leader. For me, it’s 

about doing the right thing. And as long as I feel I’m doing the right thing, I’m 

happy with myself, and that’s it. 

Another interviewee (Code 04/F2/01) described her prime orientation—i.e., outward-looking 

and self-effacing—within a local community initiative as follows: 

So, it’s literally going door-to-door, to all the restaurants, all the cafes, to all 

the people, to the neighborhoods [...] talking with the older people. Literally 

going, speaking with them, explaining what the event will be about, the first 

event, that there will be music, that there’s this and this and this. It’s a one-year 

process of just talking to them. It’s a painful process; it’s a lot of hours. [...] It’s 

a very different kind of leadership that is more community-oriented rather than 

being the number one. And I saw that I’m functioning better this way. 

Another (Code 01/F3/03) stressed the importance of the stories of beneficiaries and how they 

form the empirical foundation of vital business activities and innovations in her company:  

All these stories are really tools to understand and design these programs for 

them. To really support them. [...] Innovation comes from them, [it] derives 

from there. So, that generates these programs and activities that we do all the 

time. Because it’s something real and alive. It’s not something abstract. 
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Lastly, interviewees regularly alluded to their humble intentions, thereby positioning 

themselves in relation to the beneficiaries. This information transpires from comments such as 

“I’m doing mainly the dirty work, as they say. I clean a lot” (Code 03/F2/02) or:  

[The beneficiaries] see people from [our social enterprise] working, [running] 

coffee shops, cleaning things, doing various works. They are not like the higher 

manager; they’re very low profile. So, when [the beneficiaries] see this, they 

also understand, okay, they’re not rich. It’s not we’re the wonderful 

international people with much money. It’s young people just working and 

doing various jobs (Code 04/F2/01). 

Table 16 summarizes the data structure on focusing on beneficiaries. 
 
Table 16: Findings on Focusing on Beneficiaries 

In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Categories 

I said to people that the social business is about the 
person and it’s not about the business (01/F2/02). 

People first Bonding 

People are tending to social business as the new money-
making way. That’s not how it is; a social business is 
about helping the person first and then the business, okay 
[...] The ideal is to serve the business. The business is 
there to serve the people (01/F2/02). 

It’s not about being different or being a sort of a 
community leader. For me, it’s about doing the right 
thing. And as long as I feel I’m doing the right thing, I’m 
happy with myself, and that’s it, that’s about it 
(01/F3/01). 

We know that we are very responsible because we have to 
deal with people. This is the thing that we need to always 
do, since the beginning, [pay attention to people], you 
know? You have to deal with people. So, it’s not I’m 
going to design… The design [is for] real needs. So, we 
are very responsible, and we try to do the best and step by 
step. We don’t want to do everything. We have… if 
someone comes and has an idea. Maybe we won’t 
implement the idea the next day, but the next year. 
Because we need to do this. We have a list of ideas, and 

Understanding 
needs 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Categories 

these people have called us. We have these ideas and 
contacts. So, when we get more secure to do a new step, 
then okay, we decide to do. So, I think we won’t go to 
different directions. Everything that we do puts the person 
in the center (01/F3/03). 

All these stories [volunteered by the beneficiaries] are 
really tools to understand and design these programs for 
them. To really support them [...] Innovation comes from 
them, [it] derives from there. So, that generates these 
programs and activities that we do all the time because 
it’s something real and alive, it’s not something abstract 
(01/F3/03). 

Accepting 
innovative ideas 
from 
beneficiaries 

[The beneficiaries] see people from [our social 
enterprise] working, [running] coffee shops, cleaning 
things, doing various works. They are not like the higher 
manager; they’re very low profile. So, when [the 
beneficiaries] see this, they also understand, okay, they’re 
not rich. It’s not we’re the wonderful international people 
with much money. It’s young people just working and 
doing various jobs (04/F2/01). 

Keeping a low-
key profile 

[We have] a very good level of communication with the 
people. They can communicate with them (03/F2/02). 

Good 
communication 
skills 

[We’re] not only a social enterprise but at the same time, 
it is involvement of the [beneficiaries], directly. 

Working with 
(not just for) 
beneficiaries 

Gradual 
change 

We take the neighborhood as our place; we don’t say it’s 
all over Greece, all over Europe. We’re working on 
neighborhood regeneration. Our world is smaller—what 
we want to achieve is smaller, but very focused 
(04/F2/01). 

Acting local 

So, it’s literally going door-to-door, to all the restaurants, 
all the cafes, to all the people, to the neighborhoods [...] 
talking with the older people. Literally going, speaking 
with them, explaining what the event will be about, the 
first event, that there will be music, that there’s this and 
this and this. It’s a one-year process of just talking to 
them. It’s a painful process; it’s a lot of hours [...] It’s a 
very different kind of leadership that is more community-
oriented rather than being the number one. And I saw that 
I’m functioning better this way (04/F2/01). 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Categories 

On the other hand, in Greece, because of the economic 
crisis, there are so many social problems and economic 
problems right now. The good thing is, if you just try to 
change the life of a few people, you know, contribute to 
the Greek economy, it makes a huge social impact 
(05/F2/01). 

I see that those people working on the ground at some 
point gain visibility, but they gain visibility through their 
work, through the results, not because they enter [social 
entrepreneurship] competitions (04/F2/01). 

Gaining 
visibility 
through work 
achievements 

 
International Orientations 

Almost all informants expressed a strong outward, and typically international, orientation. 

Several had applied for and received financial support from German institutions such as the 

Robert Bosch Foundation (e.g., Code 06/F1/01, 07/F1/01, 08/F1/01) or Goethe Institute (e.g., 

Code 02/F1/1), although the monetary amounts were quite low. One other social enterprise 

(Code 01/F3/03) had received substantial money from Open Society Foundations, which was 

used in its entirety to fund a thorough social impact analysis conducted by Deloitte Consulting.  

Individually, interviewees had lived in Australia, Austria, Netherlands, and United 

Kingdom for either work or education purposes. Quotes such as the following were 

commonplace in our interviews: “We are a part of two international networks” (Code 

01/F1/01), “I have lived in London. This was nice. But I’m here. I want to do something good 

for my country” (Code 06/F2/01), “I was recently in Berlin, at a [...] center like this” (Code 

03/F2/01), or “We have a collaboration with the Greek Economic University, here in Athens 

and they collaborate with Kent University, so we had a few exchanges” (Code 05/F2/01). 

Obviously, most interviewees spoke English fluently. This international orientation is 

important because it creates space for other points of view. For example, one interviewee (Code 
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02/F1/01) had built a core team with people from Somalia, Belarus, Afghanistan, Greece, 

Pakistan, and Russia. Another social entrepreneur (03/F1/01) stated: 

We exchange good practices and have communications with other 

organizations in Europe. This is how we try to develop the social economy. 

But this could also be about transposing cultural norms from elsewhere to the Greek working 

context. For instance, one interviewee (Code 01/F2/02), who had lived abroad for several years, 

explained how this experience influenced his work ethics: 

I think my influences come from Australia. In this office, you will see how much 

on time we are, for example. When we say we start at two o’clock, we start at 

two o’clock. We have a members’ meeting next Tuesday, and they know, and 

I’m so happy for them, they absolutely know, I guarantee you this, that at two 

o’clock we’re starting. They know. And this is about building trust. Because we 

always do what we say. 

Complexity theory states that complex systems require a flow of energy to prevent falling apart. 

For the social enterprises that we studied, vital energy was absorbed in the form of international 

funding, contacts, and ideas—which helped their ability to weather a harsh business climate. 

Table 17 summarizes the data structure on focusing on international orientations. 

Table 17: Findings on International Orientations 

In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

I think my influences come from Australia. In this office, 
you will see how much on time we are, for example. When 
we say we start at two o’clock, we start at two o’clock. 
We have a members’ meeting next Tuesday, and they 
know, and I’m so happy for them, they absolutely know, I 
guarantee you this, that at two o’clock we’re starting. 
They know. And this is about building trust. Because we 
always do what we say (01/F2/02). 

Spending time 
abroad 

Exposing 
oneself to 
other cultures 

I have lived in London. This was nice. But I’m here. I 
want to do something good for my country (06/F2/01). 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

I learned that they do [a similar service as us] in Munich 
in Hamburg and in Amsterdam too (01/F2/02). 

Drawing ideas 
from other 
countries 

So, during the first meeting of the [management] team, it 
was me with another person, Rosa, who is also from 
Greece, Nadir, from Afghanistan, Anna from Belarus, and 
Nonna from Russia (02/F1/01). 

Building 
multicultural 
teams 

I was recently in Berlin, at a […] center like this 
(03/F2/01). 

We are a part of two international networks (01/F1/01). Engaging in 
international 
networks We exchange good practices and have communications 

with other organizations in Europe. This is how we try to 
develop the social economy (03/F1/01). 

We have a collaboration with the Greek Economic 
University here in Athens, and they collaborate with Kent 
University, so we had a few exchanges, and for the very 
first time, they visited a social enterprise, and they 
selected us. It was a great event for them as well to see 
that social entrepreneurship in Greece is active 
(05/F2/01). 

For instance, last Saturday, they invited us, the British 
Council, for a workshop. They had a five-day conference 
and Saturday, they organized a workshop, with 
representatives of museums and how museums could be 
more open to society, how they can do different things. I 
went there; I presented our program, the way that we do 
it, and how to [... partner with us]. It was really, really 
creative and they came up with very nice ideas 
(01/F3/03). 

Currently, we’re working with someone from Google 
(02/F2/01). 

So, we’re working together with the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation and another organization [to write] a policy 
paper on energy poverty (03/F1/01). 

[Greek CEO:] My partner is German (01/F2/02). Having 
multicultural 
family 
relationships 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

Okay, you’re an international player, what are you 
bringing on the table in the local context? And what will 
you [bring] in order to sustain what you are locally? 
Because if you’re an international player, coming... 
disrupting the ecosystem as it is... and then leave, you’ve 
damaged a lot more than without your presence. I prefer 
you not to come, rather than to come to Greece 
(04/F2/01). 

Causing 
damage 

International 
organizations 
accessing 
Greece 

I don’t think the international network is in place anyway 
regarding the Athens space (04/F2/01). 

Limited impact 

 

Easing Their Attitude Toward Failure 

As we realized that our informants were not predominantly self-centered, we could see that 

their relationship with venture success and failure was relatively relaxed. For example, one 

informant (Code 02/F2/01) expressed no misgivings about repeated failings as he slowly and 

calmly stated: “We have tested many business models. We failed in most cases.” He continued: 

“We do not have a problem with making mistakes because we know that in order to build 

something long term, we have to make mistakes.” Probing him further trying to better 

understand his attitude to failure, he replied: 

Actually, it’s my own strange personality. I prefer to make mistakes in order to 

understand what is right. When I first came to [the incubator that hosts his 

venture], they were telling me what to do and not to do. But I was never 

listening. I was trying whatever was coming to mind, and I was always failing. 

But now I understand better what is wrong and what is right. But the people at 

[the incubator] are always next to me, and they support my mistakes. 

We gradually learned that to some of our subjects, failing seemed to have lost its negative 

connotation. As one social entrepreneur succinctly said (Code 01/F3/01): 
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Failure is part of life. I was invited to talk about failure a couple of years ago 

on International Failure Day. I’m trying to… to [let it] really sink in [to] me 

that if you are going to make a mistake, make it fast and move on.  

Instead, several social entrepreneurs linked failure to “trying,” whereby the effort counted more 

than the result. The following quote (Code 08/F1/01) illustrates this stance:  

This year we [...] said that we will try things; we will see how it goes and if it 

fails, okay. But it’s worth to try [...] We want to be part of this movement [of] 

initiatives that are trying to change things. 

Even if a social enterprise is aborted—to regular entrepreneurs, perhaps the ultimate form of 

failure—this was not necessarily framed as a terrible outcome. It could be the seed of something 

new, essentially linking failure to the complexity theory concept of emergence, as expressed 

by one interviewee matter-of-factly (Code 04/F2/01):  

Our main aim was to create jobs. We could not in the third year, so we said, 

guys, we tried it for three years... Now close down. There’s a lot of knowledge 

that can be used, activism-wise, culture-wise, governance-wise, for others. And 

this is it. [...] There was no reason to keep this going. So, we extracted the good 

things and looked at how they could be embedded somewhere else. And this is 

exactly what happened. 

Table 18 summarizes the data structure on easing their attitude toward failure. 

To conclude, we argue that the above examples regarding sharing and delegation, 

focusing on beneficiaries, and having an international outlook are not trivial remarks; they 

signal a tendency of our informants to deliberately position themselves as a part in a much 

broader, dynamic context, within which they are not in a controlling position. Our interviewees 

realize that relinquishing control also takes away some of their accountability for venture 

success; hence, they express a more relaxed attitude toward performing well as individuals. 
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Here, failure is not necessarily considered a dead end; it could very well cycle back to new 

beginnings. In all, social entrepreneurs operate within a dynamic and fluid realm. Their 

working environment thus meets the general characteristics of “open system boundaries, high 

dimension interaction, and nonlinear causality” (Eoyang, 2011, p. 322). Interpreting our 

empirical material through a complexity theory lens, rather than adopting a perspective which 

is intrinsically governed by stability, reveals novel insights, which we shall expound on in the 

next two sections. 

Table 18: Findings on Easing Their Attitude Toward Failure 

In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

This year we [...] said that we will try things; we will see 
how it goes and if it fails, okay. But it’s worth to try [...] 
We want to be part of this movement [of] initiatives that 
are trying to change things (08/F1/01). 

Being part of a 
movement 

Convergence 

But I want to be part of this movement here, with all these 
initiatives. I just want to be inside and try to see… I 
wasn’t sure that, okay, I want to go back and I will help 
Greece. No, there is a movement… a lot of initiatives are 
trying to do things. I could see the situation, also with the 
funding coming from abroad to Greece. And for me, it 
was really interesting to be part of this and try to do 
something, not by doing the same like in Berlin or try to 
take some good things from abroad and integrate them in 
our community here (08/F1/01). 

It wasn’t out of choice but under pressure. And also, it’s 
because most of the people are in these kinds of 
enterprises, projects, whatever, they are mostly… I have 
seen a lot of people doing social business or doing 
innovative stuff just because they have no other choice 
(07/F1/01). 

No other 
choice 

To be honest, that was the worst idea I’ve ever had 
(02/F1/01). 

Having bad 
ideas 

Learning from 
failure 

We have tried three business models so far, which have 
failed (02/F1/01). 

Trial and error 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

Actually, it’s my own strange personality. I prefer to make 
mistakes in order to understand what is right. When I first 
came to [the incubator that hosts his venture], they were 
telling me what to do and not to do. But I was never 
listening. I was trying whatever was coming to mind, and 
I was always failing. But now I understand better what is 
wrong and what is right. But the people at [the incubator] 
are always next to me, and they support my mistakes 
(02/F1/01). 

We have tested many business models. We failed in most 
cases. We try to build something long term. And that’s 
why you see us very curious and discovering new things 
and testing a lot of ideas and making a lot of mistakes. 
And we do not have a problem with making mistakes 
because we know that in order to build something long 
term, we have to make mistakes. So, yeah, if there is 
something, in ten years, you will still talk about [social 
enterprise] (02/F2/01). 

I’m very active myself with things, but the truth is, I failed 
as a social entrepreneur. Not only once, twice. Why did I 
fail, and that’s why I’m critical because... I felt that other 
people would get inspired by what I’m doing. Doesn’t 
happen [But this didn’t happen]. Motivated, yes. Inspired 
and dedicating their life and work doesn’t happen 
because all of us have other issues to solve. How do you 
create engagement with people that have their own 
issues? (04/F2/01). 

Observing 
insufficient 
impact 

I would say, to overcome such a difficult thing and you 
remain strong, I think people trust you, and maybe they 
can trust you even more than before (05/F2/01). 

Coming out 
stronger 

Again, I would look at the bright side, and I will say it’s 
good this thing is over, and we managed to overcome 
difficulties, and you know to overcome the situation, then, 
of course, makes you stronger, and you can hope for the 
best. We hope it won’t happen in the future, but if 
something bad happens, we can all deal with it 
(05/F2/01). 

I mean... the organizational aspect is a bit... 
complicated... and we’re not very good at that. [...] We 
are not very strict. We say something, and we don’t stick 
to it as a strict rule. This is a problem, I think, ... for 
somebody who sees us from outside. I’ve heard it from the 
German volunteers who were here. The organization is a 
big problem for them (03/F2/02). 

Drifting Failure 
responses 
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In-Vivo Sample First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Categories 

That was an interesting idea because there was an open 
call for such proposals. But if we haven’t an answer soon, 
we’ll start something maybe on another platform 
(03/F2/01). 

Switching in 
anticipation of 
failure 

Failure is part of life. I was invited to talk about failure a 
couple of years ago on International Failure Day. I’m 
trying to… to [let it] really sink in [to] me that if you are 
going to make a mistake, make it fast and move on 
(01/F3/01). 

Moving on 

Our main aim was to create jobs. We could not in the 
third year, so we said, guys, we tried it for three years... 
Now close down. There’s a lot of knowledge that can be 
used, activism-wise, culture-wise, governance-wise, for 
others. And this is it. [...] There was no reason to keep 
this going. So, we extracted the good things and looked at 
how they could be embedded somewhere else. And this is 
exactly what happened (04/F2/01). 

Closing a 
venture 

I regretted a lot... that I didn’t choose the right people at 
the right time because I wanted to give people chances 
and people weren’t ready. I could have killed it earlier, 
far earlier. Otherwise, no, I don’t regret... [...] So, there’s 
always a time in an enterprise or organization that there 
are not the right people on board. There’s always the time 
that you say, okay, actually we should stop (04/F2/01). 

 

We present the overall data structure for the above four aggregate dimensions in the 

schematic below (Figure 2). 

FROM HEROPRENEURSHIP TO GENERATIVE LEADERSHIP 

Complexity Theory and the Role of the Leader 

A complexity theory concept that resonates particularly well with our empirical material is 

holism, whereby a system is considered as a fluid ensemble, and direct interactions are typically 

short-range. One implication of this view is that there is no central coordinator in the whole 

(Yasmin & Peter, 2011). Our findings support this salient point. The social entrepreneurs that 

we studied neither have nor seek to hold controlling positions within their organizations and 

networks—this pattern was confirmed by interviewing their subordinates. Their diminished 
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sense of self-importance is at odds with the “individualized, messianistic script” of 

heropreneurship in the social entrepreneurship literature (Dey & Steyaert, 2010, p. 87). We 

understand that this comes out of necessity, though, rather than idealistic motivations. 

 

Figure 2: Schematic of Data Structure on Generative Leadership 
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After all, doing business in Greece means that a complex environment imposes substantial 

limitations and demands upon individual entrepreneurs: There is little funding in the market, 

there are few viable commercial opportunities, and there is a shortage of qualified young 

natives, to name but a few constraining factors. Most social entrepreneurs that we interviewed 

understand that they individually cannot bend space and time and, therefore, they neither see 

themselves nor expect to be seen as heropreneurs. This finding resonates with studies that have 

linked individualistic CEOs to failure (Habersang, Küberling-Jost, Reihlen & Seckler, 2019). 

Concretely, our social entrepreneurs actively share and delegate responsibilities, focus their 

energies on their ventures’ beneficiaries, and allow an inflow of ideas through their 

participation in pan-European networks. 

As mentioned, among the tenets of complexity theory are openness, dynamism, and 

unpredictability. For instance, when a social enterprise deliberately considers the stories of its 

beneficiaries, it does not only express receptivity and openness but also, to a degree, gives up 

autonomy and control; consequently, its developmental trajectory could become more 

unpredictable. Other precepts are that direct interactions are short-range and that the past 

strongly shapes the behavior of a complex system. Several of the social entrepreneurs that we 

interviewed actively created such a shared past among those in their proximity, e.g., by building 

trust and instilling their values upon their immediate colleagues. Thus, ventures became less 

dependent upon single actors, such as the Founder/CEO. It would be wrong, however, to infer 

that the social enterprises that we investigated are egalitarian places. Considering Simon’s 

(1962 ) argument that hierarchy plays a crucial role in complex systems, we, too, found 

evidence that our informants acknowledge social order and, thus, leadership, but what kind of 

leadership? 
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Generative Leadership 

In researching this question, we found the work of Surie and Hazy (2006), who—within the 

context of complexity theory—perceive social entrepreneurs as “generative leaders” who 

“foster innovation, organizational adaptation, and high performance” (p. 13). We argue that the 

keyword here is foster as it shifts our attention from leaders managing systems to leaders 

supporting systems (Dawkins & Barker, 2018). As such, generative leaders give up individual 

control in the interest of creating the conditions for interdependencies and emergence 

(Goldstein et al., 2008).  

This could explain why several of the social entrepreneurs that we encountered in 

Greece actively share and delegate responsibilities, focus energies on their ventures’ 

beneficiaries and their international networks, and do not necessarily define failure as a defeat 

but as potentially new beginnings. In all, such bearings are thought to increase a firm’s 

resilience, helping it withstand the threats imposed by a turbulent external environment 

(Eoyang, 2011). 

Thus, while there is a role for leadership in the organizations that we examined, this is 

not expressed in terms of stereotypical heroic, self-absorbed, or even potentially narcissistic 

individuals at the helm (Nicholls, 2010; Tedmanson et al., 2012). Instead, we propose that for 

social enterprises in complex crisis situations, it is not conducive to try and understand their 

inner workings and evolution by assuming there is a Founder/CEO as a managing heropreneur 

at the top of a hierarchy, firmly steering the ship into calmer waters.  

In contrast, the drivers, means, and ends are entirely different matters for the 

Founder/CEO as a generative leader. Here, the social entrepreneur is an active constituent 

within a continually interacting and adapting network. Here, too, generativity suggests an 

outward-looking and caring orientation. Thus, by pragmatically relinquishing self-

centeredness, the social entrepreneur creates space for employees, so they can take on more 
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responsibilities and thereby become generative leaders in their own right. Leadership hence 

becomes an emergent function within the organization, rather than something that the formal 

leader single-handedly does to it. 

Generative leadership is a multidisciplinary concept that neither is confined to 

leadership studies alone nor originated there. We traced it back to advances in the field of 

developmental psychology in the 1970s (Siminovitch, 1991). During this time, generativity 

was seen as a necessary psychosocial stage in adult life that would help an individual move 

from dependence to independence. Generative leaders build their own legacy—and, in a way, 

transcend their mortality—by furthering their contributions beyond their narrow self-interests, 

that is, to their followings (e.g., organizations) and the communities in which they are 

embedded (Siminovitch, 1991).  

Senge (1990) prominently situated “generativity” in the field of business research, and 

contends that organizational leaders should not be seen as heroes, that is, “special people who 

set the direction, make the key decisions, and energize the troops” Senge (1990, pp. 8-9). Senge 

calls this a Western “myth” (p. 9), which reinforces a symptomatic focus on short-term events. 

Instead, the author advocates “generativity,” which he essentially depicts as being about 

creatively addressing root causes of pressing issues in an integrated fashion. Surie and Hazy 

(2006) subsequently propose a framework for generative leadership, drawing on leadership 

studies, innovation research, and complexity theory. Their work, too, depicts generative leaders 

as shapers of conditions for others to take on more leadership responsibilities rather than 

depicting leaders as individuals with unique attributes commanding the ship from high up. 

Considering social entrepreneurship research, we note that only a few scholars have 

used the concept of generative leadership thus far. Goldstein et al. (2008), Goldstein, Hazy, 

and Silberstang (2010), and Marion and Uhl-Bien (2011) merely make a fleeting reference, 

while Goldstein, Hazy, and Lichtenstein (2010) reinforce the partnership between generative 
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leadership and complexity theory, using social entrepreneurship examples for illustrative 

purposes. Despite these studies and their foundations, we argue that generative leadership 

within the context of social entrepreneurship still lacks conceptual clarity and remains 

undertheorized.  

For example, the literature typically defines generative leadership by briefly listing 

what people do, such as “foster[ing] innovation, organizational adaptation, and high 

performance” (Surie & Hazy, 2006, p. 13). However, such renderings in isolation are mere 

generalizations. Furthermore, if one were to substitute the adjective “generative” with another 

moderator, for instance, “unifying,” would the definition be hampered? Hence, we are set on a 

definition of generative leadership that captures the concept’s essential and distinguishing 

qualities (Suppes, 1957).  

Consistent with systems thinking, we propose an integrative definition of generative 

leadership, whereby we attempt to express its genus by clustering various scholars’ depictions 

(see Table 19). Combined, we argue, this cluster definition expresses more meaning than its 

elements would separately. We do not claim that the constituents of this cluster definition are 

entirely consistent with each other. There will be internal tensions, gaps, and contradictions; 

however, these can be invitations for further exploration. 

Clearly, properties that scholars have traditionally associated with leadership—such as 

charisma, heroism, masculinity, control, predictability, top-down interventionism, results-

orientation, execution—are lacking from the above cluster definition. Instead, the cluster 

definition of generative leadership emphasizes the endeavors to shape, or probably more aptly, 

influence complex, dynamic, and interrelated causes and conditions, with a view of positively 

contributing to their organization’s development. In other words, generative leaders initiate 

purposeful movement, with and through others, while knowing that the outcomes are far from 

predictable. 
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Table 19: Definitions of Generative Leadership 

Definition of Generative Leadership Key Ingredients 

“[T]hose aspects of leadership that foster innovation, 
organizational adaptation, and high performance over time. A 
critical element of generative leadership is the ability to seek 
out, foster, and sustain generative relationships that yield new 
learning relevant for innovation. This, in turn, requires a 
nuanced understanding of the environment and an ability to 
structure situations and manage interactions” (Surie & Hazy, 
2006, p. 13). 

Relationships, learning, 
outward focus, design. 

“[E]nablers of change, not by their special charisma, but by 
creating conditions that allow for the emergence of new ideas 
and approaches” (Goldstein et al., 2008, p. 15). 

Change, conditions, 
emergence, novelty. 

“[F]ocuses on the mutual influence that occurs within every 
exchange [...] Moreover, generative leadership refers to 
capturing the benefits of this mutual interplay [...]—it spawns 
new opportunities that increase the organization’s potential for 
novelty, flexibility, and growth. [...] [G]enerative leadership 
tunes into patterns of interaction rather than specific one-time 
moves’’ [...] Generative leadership does not wait fatalistically 
for the unexpected to happen, but instead actively participates 
in and coevolves with the environment and the future” 
(Goldstein, Hazy & Lichtenstein, 2010, pp. 2-3). 

Symbiotic, progressive, 
patterns, active. 

“An individual who acts deliberately to shape the complex 
dynamic [which can manifest itself as a] bottom up, interactive 
process” (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2011, p. 388). 

Intentional, interactivity. 

“[C]reates conditions where new ideas and innovations—
constructive deviations from the patterns—are encouraged and 
in some cases, reinforced in an ongoing effort to find new 
information inside the system and beyond the boundary in order 
to generate alternative paths forward for the system. In doing so, 
this type of leadership creates and keeps alive promising 
alternative possibilities for the future as conditions change” 
(Hazy, 2012, pp. 224-225). 

Conditions, innovation, 
fluidity. 

 

A FRAMEWORK OF GENERATIVE LEADERSHIP 

Table 20 presents a framework with the defining properties of heropreneurship and generative 

leadership as having emerged from this paper. Additionally, we include in this table some 

potential questions to guide further studies on generative leadership. 
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The above framework benefits from the complexity theory lens, too. For example, the 

notion of ascribing limited (i.e., “mundane”) capabilities to the generative leader is congruent 

with the basic idea of the aforementioned fifth tenet of complexity theory, namely, that 

elements in complex systems can only make a direct impact on their immediate surroundings, 

and for long-range impact, it is necessary to take intermediate steps. Such moves are indirect 

and unavoidably weaker as compared to the potential of direct exchanges. Hence, according to 

complexity theory, it would be less likely to encounter social entrepreneurs with large-scale 

transformative powers than those engaging in “atomistic actions” (Zahra et al., 2009, p. 523). 

Similarly, in the above framework, we qualify the generative leader as a “modest” 

individual. Again, through complexity theory, we can begin to unpick some inherent meanings. 

To illustrate, we heard through informal conversations that our informants sometimes had a 

fraught relationship with money as they believed that social enterprises should not make money 

on their services. This led to flawed business models that were barely covering operating 

expenses. Money shortages subsequently incurred further negative pressures on already ailing 

social ventures and, in turn, social entrepreneurs began developing an even more complicated 

relationship with money. Thus, from the perspective of the sixth tenet of complexity theory on 

self-reinforcing feedback loops, (financial) modesty does not necessarily appear as a virtue.  

Moreover, we note that the concept of generative leadership might be perceived as 

drawing attention away from individuality toward collectivism; however, we oppose this view. 

Instead, we contend that the processes of generative leadership, as described in this paper, 

merely show that individuality is not an absolute measure of being, doing, or striving. The 

concept of generative leadership underscores this, as the social entrepreneurs that we feature 

in this paper are dependent upon their immediate environment to carry forward their impulses, 

i.e., they do not exercise direct control over their organizations in a conventional, linear sense. 

Instead, they instigate movement, or a series of movements, endeavoring to instill change on a 
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broader scale, albeit mostly indirectly. Here we adopt the ontological position that they do so 

as well-meaning individuals and not as collectivists without volition. 

Lastly, the above framework prompts us to caution against framing generative 

leadership as an idealized characteristic of the social entrepreneur. This would suggest passing 

moral judgment, namely that generative leadership is good, and heropreneurship is bad. 

However, it could be that, under different circumstances, it is in the best interest of social 

entrepreneurs to act both as generative leaders and heropreneurs.  

Servant Leadership and Distributed Leadership 

As a multidisciplinary concept, generative leadership intersects with complexity theory, 

developmental psychology, social entrepreneurship, and leadership studies. Regarding the 

latter, we note there may be questions about the defining features of generative leadership 

concerning established leadership theories. While it is beyond the scope of this study to assess 

where and how precisely generative leadership may be placed within the broader field of 

leadership studies, our brief comparison of generative leadership with servant leadership and 

distributed leadership brings further clarity on the concept. 

 Like generative leadership, servant leadership aims to empower other people (Van 

Dierendonck, 2011). However, whereas servant leadership has a strong focus on ethics (Parris 

& Peachey, 2013)—typically of those in positions of formal power—the known definitions of 

generative leadership do not emphasize this aspect. Instead, we argue that a unique and 

essential property of generative leadership that is lacking in servant leadership is that it frames 

leadership as a comprehensive organizational function, including but not limited to people in 

formal positions of power in a hierarchy. In other words, generative leadership can manifest 

itself anywhere and anytime. According to this perspective, employees, irrespective of their 

placing within the organization, can enact the leadership role, meaning that they can instigate 

ripples of change from their positions, especially so when social entrepreneurs set the example 
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by beginning to act as generative leaders. This view not only substantially broadens the well-

established (and often tacit as well as narrow) notion of what is the nature and scope of 

leadership in organizations, it is also consistent with the tenets of complexity theory explained 

earlier. For instance, the tenth tenet implies that no central coordinator is overseeing the 

organization as a whole. Instead, complexity theory would find multiple local coordinators 

working dynamically. These properties are reflective of the first and second tenets, i.e., in 

complex systems, many elements interact dynamically.  

 Viewing leadership as an organizational function, however, does not necessarily imply 

that leadership is a collective affair. This is where generative leadership differs from distributed 

leadership. In distributed leadership, leadership is seen as an emergent property of a group, 

culminating in “concerted action” (Woods, Bennett, Harvey & Wise, 2004, p. 445). In contrast, 

we posit that while generative leadership arises from a range of individuals that are dispersed 

within a wider context—hence, the term “function”—they nonetheless act as individuals. Even 

though concerted action is a possibility in generative leadership, it is neither its explicit aim 

nor a likely scenario under chaotic circumstances. From a complexity theory perspective, this 

depiction resonates with emergence and nonlinearity, the third and fourth tenets, respectively, 

presented earlier. Table 21 summarizes the discerning elements of generative leadership, 

servant leadership, and distributed leadership. 

Table 21: Comparing Generative Leadership with Servant and Distributed 
Leadership 

Generative Leadership Servant Leadership Distributed Leadership 

Change as individual 
enactments of movement. 

Emphasis on the ethics of 
change. 

Change as concerted 
action. 

Everyone can enact the 
leadership role. 

Concentrates on positions of 
formal power. 

Leadership emerges. 

Informal coordinators with a 
narrow view. 

Centralized coordinators 
overviewing substantial areas. 

Group-level endeavors. 
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Social Entrepreneurship as a Collective Effort 

Complexity theory, as employed in this paper, complements scholarly perspectives that have 

previously described the collective nature of social entrepreneurship. For instance, Shaw and 

Carter (2007) wrote: “In apparent contrast to the perceived centrality of the founding 

entrepreneur, most social enterprises depended on the involvement of other individuals, 

organizations, committees, and volunteers,” concluding that “entrepreneurship may be a 

collective rather than individual activity” (p. 430). The study, however, provided a condensed 

account of predominantly empirical findings; theoretical grounding was absent. Similarly, 

Defourny and Nyssens (2010) also emphasized collective dynamics in social entrepreneurship. 

The authors, however, mainly compared and contrasted European and American perspectives 

on social entrepreneurship; they did not provide theoretical substantiations on the presumed 

collective nature of social entrepreneurship in Europe. Likewise, Montgomery, Dacin, and 

Dacin (2012) underlined collaboration among actors in social enterprises rather than individual 

achievement. While these papers shed essential light on the dynamics of social 

entrepreneurship, we emphasize that collective (inter)action need not necessarily be the same 

as leadership, which is what our paper accentuates. Thus, complexity theory supplements 

articles like these, providing rich concepts from an established research tradition that can help 

interpret what social entrepreneurship means when not seen as focused on an individual at the 

top of a hierarchy. 

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS 

Our research setting is dynamic, poorly demarcated, unstable, and unpredictable. Different 

areas—such as domestic economics, global affairs, demography, competitive landscapes, 

cultural identity, and personal morals and standards—are tightly interrelated. In the theory 

section, we juxtapose institutional entrepreneurship with complexity theory and argue that the 

latter is more suitable for studying subjects in volatile and ambiguous situations. Specific 
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benefits of using a complexity theory lens arise when interpreting our findings and conducting 

our theoretical analysis. Our aim, however, is not to theorize social entrepreneurship in crisis 

situations as such. Rather, we chose an extreme research context like Greece anticipating that 

its stresses and strains might reveal novel properties of social entrepreneurship, which under 

more stable conditions would be more challenging to observe. 

This paper makes two key contributions. First, we use complexity theory as the 

foundation in an empirical study on social entrepreneurship, heeding the call of scholars like 

Corner and Ho (2010) and Schaefer et al. (2015) to adopt this lens. Our study thereby 

complements previous work on social entrepreneurship and complexity theory, which is scarce 

and predominantly conceptual, with longitudinal empirical material. Through this positioning, 

we are joining a conversation among scholars who are willing to consider complex answers to 

complex problems.  

Second, our study provides empirical evidence for seeing social entrepreneurs also as 

generative leaders rather than predominantly as social “heropreneurs” (Papi-Thornton, 2016, 

p. 4). While the concept of generative leadership can be traced back several decades, it is 

undeveloped within social entrepreneurship research. Concretely, we encountered humble, 

self-effacing social entrepreneurs who support the systems they are a part of, rather than trying 

to manage (i.e., control) them. We base our findings on interviews with social entrepreneurs as 

well as their followers. However, as it turns out, in situations of generative leadership, followers 

(i.e., regular employees) may also act as leaders. This dynamic of apparent role reversal 

challenges the traditional dichotomy between established agentic “leaders” and passive 

“followers” in organizations.  

Like all research, this paper has several limitations, too. The first is that its findings and 

abstractions are not generalizable. The empirical context we worked in has unique properties—

incessant change and severe resource constraints being two of them—making it difficult, if not 
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impossible, to take the ideas that arose from our study and identify specific conditions under 

which generative leadership appears (or vanishes) and apply these indicators elsewhere (e.g., a 

stable institutional environment with abundant resources and well-functioning markets), 

expecting similar outcomes. Instead, we conducted an exploratory, inductive study of 

phenomenological processes aimed at ‘verstehen’ in a hermeneutical sense (Byrne & 

Callaghan, 2013), instead of correlating variables to outcomes. Second, our usage of 

complexity theory as a lens to enhance our understanding of social entrepreneurship and further 

develop the concept of generative leadership is limited to drawing on an existing body of 

knowledge on complexity. Despite calls by organizational scholars (e.g., Oswick et al., 2011) 

to engage in a bidirectional process of conceptual blending—as opposed to solely borrowing 

theory—we refrained from doing so in this paper. We only used complexity theory to 

conceptualize generative leadership further. Nonetheless, through our research, we hope to 

encourage other researchers to use complexity theory in rigorously conducted empirical social 

entrepreneurship studies to this effect. Finally, as indicated earlier, we do not consider 

generative leadership and heropreneurship intrinsically incompatible. We instead see them as 

different ends on a broader spectrum. This implies that, except in the polar positions, a 

generative leader may also exhibit characteristics of a heropreneur to a degree. 

Conversely, heropreneurs can act like generative leaders, too; however, it is beyond the 

scope of this study to explore such dual roles. Our research predominantly shows that there is 

more to social entrepreneurship than the story of the hero’s quest and their superhuman 

achievements. We hope that future studies will investigate heropreneurship and generative 

leadership as potentially intertwining phenomena.  

 
  




