Social entrepreneurship: critical understanding
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Social entrepreneurship is an entrepreneurial activity, which results in providing socially important services, employment of persons with physical disabilities or mental disorder, goods and services for the most vulnerable parts of the society. The advantages of social entrepreneurship in comparison to non-profit organizations are the use of effective business methods, the innovation component and profit, which ensure financial stability. 

However there are still many disputable issues concerning this phenomenon. The first point of critique regards the vagueness and diversity in definition of social entrepreneurship. The common way to define it is to point out two crucial aspects, namely market principles of doing business, including income-generating and social mission [1]. Historically, non-profit sector is developed as an alternative to state and market distribution of social goods. Assuming that the combination of social and entrepreneurial creates a new phenomenon, which is neither state (or non-profit), nor a private sector, one would argue, what exactly «social» and «entrepreneurial» in this context mean. Interpretation of social goals in social entrepreneurship can be found in at least three different variations [3], namely:

1) social mission plays an important role, income-generating is only a positive side effect;

2)  both social goals and profit are of a great importance for a social entrepreneur;

3) social activities of for-profit organizations are also a part of social entrepreneurship.

Putting social goals on the first place enables many experts to rate social entrepreneurship as a part of the third (non-profit) sector. Income earned in social enterprise is reinvested in business to fulfill social mission. Such an assumption differs from the point of view, that meeting social goals should be profitable (business-oriented thinking), because income-generating means financial stability and sustainability of a project. Whereas the first two interpretations obviously put the accent on social mission and thus lie in the same plane, the third interpretation is more confusing. Under social activities one can understand corporate responsibility of business, charity or cooperation with non-profit organization in social campaigns. 

Apart from being «social», it is important to be an entrepreneur, which overall means [3]:

1) to have above-average risk-tolerance;

2) to be resourceful;
3) to have the capacity in recognizing the opportunity to create a value;

4) to be innovative.

The portrait of a social entrepreneur appears to be similar to entrepreneur in general understanding of this word. It is a risk-taking person, who comes up with extraordinary solutions in the situation of scarce resources. A social entrepreneur brings a new product (service) or innovation in terms of distribution of already existing goods and has the business intuition to get profit. The important thing is that the goods (services) should be socially oriented and they are supposed to bring social benefits. Innovation turns out to be essential when speaking about social entrepreneurship. Though arguing on most of its attributes, most of the experts emphasize the power of entrepreneurial ideas, which breaks the stereotypes and creates new ways to solve existing problems. 

On the other extreme are those, who propose to use the fact of meeting social needs as the most important estimation of one enterprise's success. As an example, Global Association of the World's Social Entrepreneurs (Ashoka) prepares questionnaire to evaluate two main indicators, namely sustainability and replicability of the projects and interviews the beneficiary to reveal their level of satisfaction from the social programs [2]. Thus, financial success and availability of resources for long-run perspective are not considered. 

Apparently, such a broad understanding and a great variety of interpretations make it problematic to estimate the efficiency of social entrepreneurship. Saying, that market methods automatically mean efficiency is saying nothing. On the contrary, the combination of market principles and social orientation, in our opinion, can explain the complexity of this phenomenon.  Market competition and getting profit are not always consistent with social objectives. As a result, it is complicated to see the input of social entrepreneurship in solving social problems in proper perspective. If social entrepreneurship is an income-generating business, the common evaluating tools in terms of profitability can be applied. But this approach, obviously, does not include social and environmental impacts, which social entrepreneurship should have.  

The other aspect of the evaluation problem is that the most approaches seem to be «success-demonstrating» rather than «improvement-evaluating» [1]. Some of the experts agree, that social entrepreneurship should be sustainable and practical [2]. To put it somewhat differently, there should be a way to adopt the successful models to make them useful in other problem segments, within other target groups of consumers or even in other countries. But the problematic thing about that is the intangibility of entrepreneurial charisma and creativity, which cannot be just copied. It is important to rate the successful social enterprises in percentage from all the rest, which were created but failed [1]. 
Finally, one more critical aspect regarding social entrepreneurship concerns the common approach, which bases on assumption of predetermined positive impact of this phenomenon in modern life. Taking into account that all the social goods providers have failures, it appears to be logical at least trying to think of possible failures, which social entrepreneurship itself could have.
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