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Abstract: The purpose of this paper was to demystify the role of social entrepreneurship as a vehicle towards 
sustainable development in South Africa. This study adopted a quantitative research design as it intended to obtain and 
analyse numerical data. Data was collected using a self-administered questionnaire in a survey. A sample of 60 social 
entrepreneurs was conveniently sought to participate in the study. Data was analysed using factor analysis and 
regression analysis. Reliability of constructs was tested using the Cronbach’s alpha. Descriptive statistics showed that 
the surveyed social entrepreneurs possess high levels of social entrepreneurship as measured by empathy, moral 
obligation, social mission and social innovation scales. The regression results validated the key role of social 
entrepreneurship towards sustainable development in South Africa. A significant and positive relationship was 
established between SE and ECS (β, 0.691; p.0.011) and between SE and SS (β, 0.431;p.0.002). On the other hand, no 
significant relationship was found between SE and ES (β, 0.052; p.0.321). The paper concludes that developing a huge 
social entrepreneurship base will immensely contribute towards the attainment of sustainable development in South 
Africa. Recommendations were made for the government to launch policies favouring social entrepreneurship growth.  
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INTRODUCTION 

South Africa like other nations, is confronted with a 
plethora of sustainable development challenges such 
as economic (failure rate of businesses), environmental 
challenges such as water shortages, excessive carbon 
emission, energy shortages and social sustainability 
challenges such as poverty, inequality, high crime rate 
and incidences of deadly diseases such as HIV and 
AIDS (Littlewood & Holt, 2015). Such a plethora of 
sustainable development challenges stand as a threat 
to human life if measures are not adopted to promote 
sustainable development. Water shortage is projected 
to be a serious challenge in South Africa as the country 
received the lowest rainfall in 2015 since 1904 (Piesse, 
2016). The acute water shortage is likely to affect food 
production if the challenge is not quickly abated, putting 
human life at risk (United Nations World Water 
Assessment Programme, 2016). Furthermore, issues 
such as greenhouse emissions remain relatively high in 
South Africa as approximately 95% of its electricity 
comes from coal (Girmay & Chikobvu, 2017). Other 
catastrophes such as cyclone Dineo and serious heat 
waves were experienced in countries such as South 
Africa, Zimbabwe and Mozambique where it claimed 
lives (Mugambiwa & Dzomonda, 2018). This is a 
severe threat to human life which requires urgent but 
sustainable solutions. Recently, calls have been made  
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for the business fraternity to commit towards 
sustainable development goals as a way to balance 
current consumption and future needs (Kiron, Unruh, 
Kruschwitz, Reeves, Rubel & Felde, 2017). However, 
existing literature indicates that most forms of 
businesses especially private firms do not address the 
issue of sustainable development as they are mainly 
motivated by the desire to make profits (Lin & Tan, 
2016).  

As indicated by Littlewood and Holt (2015), social 
entrepreneurship can be a sustainable vehicle towards 
attaining sustainable development in South Africa and 
globally (Ziegler, Schulz, Richter & Schreck, 2014; 
Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018). Social entrepreneurs 
are committed to sustainable development goals such 
as eradicating poverty, protecting the environment and 
economic inclusion (Holt & Littlewood, 2017). Social 
entrepreneurs are mainly driven by a social purpose as 
compared to other forms of businesses which are 
driven by the profit maximisation objective 
(Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018). Bosma and Levie 
(2010) regard social entrepreneurship as an agent that 
bridges the gap between the shortfalls of the 
government and non-governmental organisations when 
it comes to addressing social ills. The novelty of this 
study is in linking social entrepreneurship initiatives to 
sustainable development, a new area which is still 
under researched (Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018). 
Additionally, literature about social entrepreneurship is 
sparse in South Africa (Littlewood & Holt 2015). It is 
against this backdrop that this study was conducted to 
contribute to the knowledge gap in this field. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sustainable Development 

Sauvé, Bernard and Sloan (2016) define 
sustainable development as the ability of systems to 
meet present needs without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs. A number 
of summits such as the Bruntland Report 1987, the 
Kyoto protocol 1992, the World summit on Sustainable 
Development in Johannesburg in 2002, the Earth 
summit 2012 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil and the Paris 
Climate Agreement 2015 among others have been 
initiated to encourage nations, organisations, firms and 
individuals to participate in sustainable development 
initiatives seriously. The issue of sustainable 
development is best explained by Elkington (1997) 
using the triple bottom line approach (TBL). Elkington 
(1997) underscores that businesses should strive to 
balance and attain the triple bottom line by addressing 
the sustainable facets; economic, social and 
environmental sustainability. 

Economic Sustainability 

Economic sustainability centres on the ability of the 
business to remain profitable in order to sustain its day 
to day activities (Masocha & Fatoki, 2018). Economic 
sustainability describes the firm’s ability to be profitable 
and contribute to shareholder value (Sarango-Lalangui, 
Álvarez-García & del Río-Rama, 2018). According to 
the Global Reporting Index (GRI) (2019:48), “the 
economic dimension of sustainability concerns the 
organization’s impacts on the economic conditions of 
its stakeholders, and on economic systems at local, 
national, and global levels”. 

Social Sustainability 

The social sustainability pillar explains a balance 
attained by the social systems in terms of culture, 
peace, wellbeing and justice (Social Sustainability 
Policy, 2016). Sarango-Lalangui et al. (2018) define 
social sustainability as the equilibrium attained between 
the business’ activities and the needs of the society. 
This encompasses social responsibility and ethical 
behaviour of the business towards the community in 
which it conducts its operations. Social sustainability is 
key for business longevity (Sy, 2016). Recently, most 
communities have become aware of their rights due to 
the vastness of information made possible by the 
proliferation of technology. This has made communities 
to have strong bargaining power that their petitions for 

socially undesirable deeds by businesses can see a 
firm close its operations. 

Environmental Sustainability 

The concept of environmental sustainability has 
evolved over the past couple of decades (Ong et al., 
2014). Environmental sustainability has been defined 
differently in existing literature (Ong et al., 2014; 
Amacha & Dastane, 2017). Environmental 
sustainability is defined as the ability of business 
systems to balance activities which enhance human 
welfare with environmental needs (McGinn, 2009). 
Goodland and Daly (1996:1003) define environmental 
sustainability as “holding waste emissions within the 
assimilative capacity of the environment without 
impairing it. It also means keeping harvest rates of 
renewables to within regeneration rates.” 

The Triple Bottom Line submit that the economic, 
social and environmental pillars are interrelated in 
some manner. For instance, for businesses to be 
successful in their economic activities, they need 
natural resources from the environment and human 
capital from the society (Elkington, 1997). When one of 
these pillars is not given attention, then the sustainable 
development agenda is weakened (Amacha & 
Dastane, 2017). 

Social Entrepreneurship  

Pangriya (2019) defines a social entrepreneur as an 
agent of change driven by a social mission to transform 
people’s lives through innovation and accountability. As 
defined by Martin and Osberg (2007:35), “the process 
of social entrepreneurship involves three stages: 
identifying a stable but inherently unjust equilibrium that 
causes the exclusion, marginalisation, or suffering of a 
segment of humanity that lacks the financial means or 
political clout to achieve any transformative benefits on 
its own, identifying an opportunity in this unjust 
equilibrium, developing a social value proposition, and 
bringing to bear inspiration, creativity, direct action, 
courage, and fortitude, thereby challenging the stable 
state’s harmony and forging a new, stable equilibrium 
that releases trapped potential or alleviates the 
suffering of the targeted group, and through imitation 
and the creation of a stable ecosystem around the new 
equilibrium, ensuring a better future for the targeted 
group or even society at large.” Sivathanu and Bhise 
(2013) describe a social entrepreneur as an individual 
who is ambitious, strategic, resourceful, result oriented 
and mission oriented. According to Littlewood and Holt 
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(2018), social entrepreneurship is an innovation driven 
process centred on the social will. On the other hand, 
Jilenga (2017:42) defines social entrepreneurship “as a 
process involving the innovative use and combination 
of resources to pursue opportunities to implement 
social change and address social needs.” Social 
entrepreneurship should not only be limited to describe 
individuals as it also involves any other organisation 
that is driven mostly by a mission to create social value 
(Bhatt, Qureshi & Riaz, 2019). In this study, social 
entrepreneurship is defined as a process of mobilising 
resources to solve social problems. 

Social Entrepreneurship and Sustainable 
Development 

Social entrepreneurship plays a key role towards 
achieving sustainable development (Zhang & 
Swansona, 2014). Even though social 
entrepreneurship is often overlooked when it comes to 
drivers of sustainable development, it remains one of 
the best factors which balances both business and the 
social mission (Sulphey & Alkahtani, 2017). It 
contributes directly and indirectly towards each 
sustainable development pillar; economic, social and 
environmental sustainability (Forouharfar, Rowshan & 
Salarzehi, 2019). 

Social Entrepreneurship and Economic 
Sustainability 

Ward (2016) asserts that social entrepreneurship 
sets a platform for sustainable development. Similarly, 
Jilenga (2017) endorse the above assertion by arguing 
that social entrepreneurship’s activities result in 
sustainable businesses in that they reinvest a large 
part of their surpluses in support of their mission in the 
communities they serve. Rather than just creating 
employment, social entrepreneurs establish networks 
that continuously support their ventures, hence, 
creating a more sustainable venture (Muralidharan & 
Pathak, 2018). The active role of social entrepreneurs 
in fuelling economic activity is widely documented 
(Bhatt et al., 2019). Based on the above empirical 
findings, this paper proposes that; 

H1: There is a positive and significant relationship 
between social entrepreneurship and economic 
sustainability 

Social Entrepreneurship and Social Sustainability 

Tamara ( ‎2017) remarks that social entrepreneurship 
is primarily driven by social purpose and efficiency. As 

pointed by Vohra (2017), Social entrepreneurs respond 
to social ills like youth unemployment, drug abuse and 
crime is normally in a socially, economical, sustainable 
and environmentally friendly manner. Social 
entrepreneurship brings sustainable public wealth 
unlike other types of business ventures which are 
driven by individual profit maximisation (El Ebrashi, 
2013). Manyaka (2015) endorse social 
entrepreneurship as a panacea to the high levels of 
unemployment in South Africa. Coetzee and Meldrum 
(2015), note that social entrepreneurship creates 
sustainable solutions to issues in their communities 
such as unemployment, poverty and inequality, 
diseases, crime and drug abuse among others. For 
example, few social entrepreneurship activities have 
been identified in South, Matthew and his North Star 
Alliance assists haulage truck drivers and other mobile 
workers with pills and medicine to cure sexually 
transmitted diseases and HIV and AIDS. His 
organisation has since expanded to Swaziland, 
Zimbabwe and Zambia. Other successful social 
entrepreneurship organisations in South Africa include, 
Andrew Muir and his Wilderness Foundation, the Cape 
Town Carnival and the MySchool fundraising 
programme. These social enterprises have achieved 
much in transforming people’s lives and helping to 
address social ills in South Africa. According to 
Sivathanu and Bhise (2013), social entrepreneurship 
result in social capital and it promotes equity. Based on 
the literature review above, this study hypothesises 
that; 

H2: There is a positive and significant relationship 
between social entrepreneurship and social 
sustainability 

Social Entrepreneurship and Environmental 
Sustainability 

Social entrepreneurs can be applauded for their 
active role in environmental protection. Their activities 
range from recycling to environmental protection 
campaigns. Social entrepreneurs also participate in 
environmental issues such as climate change by 
launching programmes aimed creating awareness, 
mitigation strategies and also put pressure on 
governments to align their policies in favour of the 
environment (Van Cauwelaert, 2015). Other social 
entrepreneurs especially in Eastern African countries 
like Kenya are involved in waste management where, 
they go around collecting waste which can be sold to 
generate income to attain their social purpose (Holt & 
Littlewood, 2017). Social entrepreneurs usually 
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transform deemed useless garbage into something of 
value to the communities they serve while at the same 
time protecting the environment (Muralidharan & 
Pathak, 2018). Another crucial element of social 
entrepreneurs is that they are not forced by legislation 
to take environmental sustainability into their business, 
but they do it voluntarily which in a way makes them 
effective in tackling environmental issues as compared 
to other business forms Muralidharan & Pathak, 2018). 
Based on the literature review above, this study 
hypothesises that; 

H3: There is a positive and significant relationship 
between social entrepreneurship and environmental 
sustainability. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a quantitative research design 
as it intended to obtain and analyse numerical data. 
Data was collected using a self-administered 
questionnaire in a survey. The questionnaire consisted 
of 3 sections. Section A consisted of demographic 
characteristics such as; gender, level of education and 
number of years of the organization. Section B 
consisted of questions related to social capital and 
section C consisted of questions related to sustainable 
development. The population of the study was all social 
entrepreneurs in Limpopo. The researcher considered 
social entrepreneurs who registered their Non-profit 
Companies (NPC) with the Companies and Intellectual 
Property Commission (CIPC), with Department of 
Social Development and unregistered social 
entrepreneurs who have been active in spearheading 
social change in their communities. A combination of 
convenience and snow ball sampling techniques were 
employed to draw a sample of 60 social entrepreneurs 
to participate in the study. Fatoki (2018) used empathy 

and moral obligation to measure social 
entrepreneurship. This study added new variables such 
as social mission and social innovation to measure 
social entrepreneurship. Sustainable development was 
measured using economic, social and environmental 
sustainability. Data was analysed using descriptive 
statistics and regression analysis. Reliability of 
constructs was tested using the Cronbach’s alpha. The 
Cronbach’s alpha results on all constructs were above 
the recommended 0.7 threshold indicating that the data 
collection instrument was reliable. 

RESULTS 

Demographic Characteristics 

Table 1 shows demographic information for the 
participants. The results show that most social 
enterprises (58%) in study area are run by women 
while 42% are owned by men. Considering the age of 
the participants, participants above 50 years 
constituted the highest percentage (30%) followed by 
the 41-50 years age group at 28%.  

Descriptive Statistics for Social Entrepreneurship 

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for social 
entrepreneurship. Social entrepreneurship was 
measured based on social mission, social innovation, 
empathy and moral judgement. The results show that 
social entrepreneurship is high among the participants 
as indicated by high scale mean of 4.8. 

Descriptive Statistics for Sustainable Development  

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for sustainable 
development. The table shows that social 
entrepreneurs who participated in the study are actively 

Table 1: Biographical Information  

Variables Category Frequency Percent (%) 

Male 25 42% Gender 

Female 35 58% 

Below 20 years 2 3% 

20-30 years 8 13% 

31-40 years 15 25% 

41-50 years 17 28% 

Age  

Above 50 years 18 30% 

Rural 37 62% Location 

Urban 23 38% 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Social Entrepreneurship 

Statement  N Mean Standard deviation 

I am alone or with others, currently trying to start or currently owning and managing any 
kind of activity, organization, or initiative that has a social mission. 

60 4.58 1.09 

Our organization/initiative is aimed at creating social value 60 4.44 1.11 

We exist to solve the basic needs of society, such as food, shelter, education, and basic 
health 

and hygiene services. 

60 4.22 1.07 

Creativity and innovation drive our social enterprise’s model 60 4.78 1.03 

Most of the resources we command emanate from our innovative ways of fundraising 60 4.13 0.89 

Seeing individuals that are socially disadvantaged generates an emotional response in me 60 4.41 1.13 

I feel compassion for individuals that are socially marginalised 60 4.77 1.10 

When I think about socially disadvantaged individuals, I try to put myself in their situation 60 3.66 0.97 

It is our ethical responsibility to help individuals that are socially disadvantaged 60 3.89 1.03 

We are morally obliged to help individuals that are socially disadvantaged 60 4.47 1.12 

Social justice expects us to help individuals that are less fortunate than ourselves 60 4.66 1.05 

Scale mean 60 4.8  

 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics for Sustainable Development 

Statement  N Mean Standard deviation 

Economic sustainability 
The number of our beneficiaries has increased. 60 3.78 1.13 

We actively retain our funds to incrementally grow our social enterprise for better impact in 
future. 

60 4.21 0.77 

Our organisation has sufficient funds to pursue its social mission 60 3.86 1.10 

Our organisation is economically well managed  60 4.33 1.11 

We invest in economically viable projects to generate funds for our social mission 60 4.66 1.05 

Social sustainability 
Our organisation is actively involved in the fight against crime 60 4.56 1.22 

Our organisation is actively involved in promoting access to health for all 60 3.88 0.88 

We thrive to ensure that disadvantaged groups in society have access to quality education, 
shelter, food and access to other basic amenities 

60 4.68 1.14 

Our organisation employees people from the local community 60 4.11 1.00 

Our organisation actively participate in human rights awareness campaigns in rural areas 60 3.66 1.08 

Our organisation has facilities to feed the disadvantaged groups such as orphans and the 
elderly 

60 3.59 0.94 

Our organisation is involved in initiatives that promotes social cohesion and cultural values 60 4.66 1.01 

Our organisation advocates against child labour and abuse of women in societies 60 4.22 0.85 

Environmental sustainability 
Our organisation is involved in environmental protection advocacy 60 2.44 1.03 

Our organisation has initiatives to protect the environment 60 1.68 1.00 

We are actively involved in waste recycling 60 1.55 0.66 

Our organisation is involved in initiatives to mitigate climate change. 60 2.33 1.11 

Our organization carries out specific initiatives to reduce environmental pollution. 60 3.44 1.02 

Our organization carries out specific initiatives to reduce water consumption 60 1.23 0.95 

Our organization carries out specific initiatives to reduce carbon emissions.  60 2.10 1.12 
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Table 4: Regression Results 

Hypotheses  Regression weight (β) T-values P values Reject H0 

H1  SE → ECS 0.691 5.234 0.011 Yes  

H2 SE → SS 0.431 3.644 0.002 Yes  

H3 SE → ES 0.052 1.223 0.321 No 

 

involved in initiatives that contribute immensely towards 
economic and social sustainability. This is evidenced 
by high means on these sustainable development 
pillars. This is supported by existing studies. For 
instance, Jilenga (2017) assert that social 
entrepreneurship’s activities result in sustainable 
businesses in that they reinvest a large part of their 
surpluses in support of their mission in the communities 
they serve while Vohra ( ‎2017) remarks that social 
entrepreneurs actively respond to social ills such as 
youth unemployment, drug abuse and crime. However, 
the weak scores on environmental sustainability shows 
that social entrepreneurs are not actively involved in 
environmental protection initiatives. This is supported 
by Littlewood and Holt (2015) who found out that South 
Africa still lags behind in terms of social entrepreneurs 
responding to environmental sustainability as 
compared to most developed countries.  

Regression Results  

Table 4: Regression results shows regression 
results on the relationship between social 
entrepreneurship and sustainable development. Based 
on the results, a significant and positive relationship 
was established between SE and ECS (β, 0.691; 
p.0.011) and between SE and SS (β, 0.431;p.0.002). 
On the other hand, no significant relationship was 
found between SE and ES (β, 0.052; p.0.321). The 
hypotheses that; H1: There is a positive and significant 
relationship between social entrepreneurship and 
economic sustainability and H2: There is a positive and 
significant relationship between social entrepreneurship 
and social sustainability were accepted. On the other 
hand, the hypothesis which stated that; H3: There is a 
positive and significant relationship between social 
entrepreneurship and environmental sustainability was 
rejected. The findings of this study are supported by 
several studies. For example, Sulphey and Alkahtani 
(2017) reported that social entrepreneurship positively 
influences economic sustainability. The study further 
submitted that social entrepreneurs play an active role 
towards allowing nations to move towards being 
sustainable nations which enhance their global 

competitiveness. Littlewood and Diane Holt (2018) also 
provide strong evidence that social entrepreneurs 
positively contribute towards social sustainability which 
is crucial in addressing imbalances in South African 
societies. This is an area which the government and 
private firms have failed to address in the past 
decades. Forouharfar et al. (2019) exuberate the 
critical role played by social entrepreneurship towards 
sustainable development. Their study provides strong 
evidence that social entrepreneurship actively 
contributes towards all pillars of sustainable 
development which are economic, social and 
environmental sustainability.  

CONCLUSION 

Social entrepreneurship plays a critical role towards 
sustainable development in South Africa. This was 
confirmed in the current study. Hence, supporting and 
growing a large base for social entrepreneurs goes a 
long way in addressing the sustainable development 
challenges confronting South Africa. More importantly, 
the results revealed that social entrepreneurship is a 
possible antidote towards the sustainable development 
challenges in South Africa such as poverty, 
unemployment, high crime rate and diseases such as 
HIV and AIDS. Another crucial empirical finding was 
that social entrepreneurs in South Africa are active in 
addressing the economic and social sustainability 
pillars of sustainable development but are not fully 
active in the areas of environmental sustainability. 
Hypotheses; H1 and H2 were accepted while H3 was 
rejected. This study makes recommendations to the 
government to develop a customised support 
programme for social entrepreneurs as they are not 
catered for in programmes extended to mainstream for 
profit entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurs are also 
advised to tap into initiatives to protect the environment 
as there are funding opportunities provided by 
stakeholders such as Nedbank among others. 
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