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Resourced-based View and Internationalization in Social Enterprises: An 

exploratory study from Ashoka’s Globalizer in Brazil 

 

1. Introduction 

Significant changes have recently occurred in the world with an emphasis in the global financial 

crisis that produced an economic recession causing significant social and environmental costs in 

most developed and emerging countries. These changes have brought to the forefront the activity 

undertaken by Social Enterprises (SEs) and their important role in addressing social and economic 

problems. In a context of economic crisis, Social Enterprises (SEs) have achieved great notoriety 

due to their capacity  to provide solutions to solve and minimize persistent social problems while 

supporting those which are most affected by the globalization dynamics (Kerlin, 2013; Zahra, 

Newey, & Li, 2014).  

In order to respond adequately to these new demands and to successfully accomplish their missions, 

SEs must leverage their resource-base (RBV) by combining different types of social, human and 

financial capital to produce both social and economic value (Zahra, Gedajlovic, Neubaum, & 

Shulman, 2009). This challenge is particularly relevant in a context within which they are required 

to achieve organizational and environmental sustainability (Di Zhang & Swanson, 2013). It is 

widely recognized that SEs operate mainly in institutionally-challenging contexts characterized by 

scarce resource environments, which require their managers crucial managerial capabilities and 

creativity in order to successfully attract resources while accomplishing the organizations’ mission 

(Bacq & Eddleston, 2018; Desa & Basu, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009). In addition, the increasing global 

wealth disparity, the corporate social responsibility movement, the market, institutional and state 

failures along with technological advances have created numerous opportunities for SE 

internationalization (Zahra, Rawhouser, Bhawe, Neubaum, & Hayton, 2008).  In order to face these 

challenges, SEs rely mainly on the role of SEs entrepreneurs to identify and create strategic 

opportunities while adequately managing resources (Westhead, Wright, & Ucbasaran, 2001).  In 

order to address the abovementioned concerns, this study seeks to provide answers to the following 

research questions:  

R1: What is the role of founders (or top-managers) on the achievement of success among Social 

Enterprises? 
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R2: What is the influence of key SEs’ resources on the internationalization strategy? 

By providing answers to the above mentioned research questions, the present study seeks to  

understand which resources and capabilities are relevant to the sustainability and 

internationalization strategy undertaken by SEs. From a conceptual framework, the study applies 

the resource-based view (RBV) to explain how the type and nature of resources are relevant to 

explain the international activities pursued by these organizations. It is widely recognized that the 

concept of SE has been mostly focused on single country studies, are very local oriented 

organizations, lacking empirical support (Kerlin, 2010, 2013; Zahra et al., 2014). Moreover, the 

RBV view has been mainly applied to the for-profit sector with very few empirical studies being 

applied to the social enterprises setting (Meyskens, Robb-Post, Stamp, Carsrud, & Reynolds, 

2010).  

With respect to the methodological approach, the study relies on several case studies of social 

enterprises belonging to the Ashoka’s Globalizer Program in Brazil, a global initiative, created in 

2010 with the objective of supporting the internationalization of social enterprises, connecting them 

with experts, supporters and investors (Ashoka, 2016). We followed a qualitative approach and 

conducted several in-depth interviews with the founders and directors of these social enterprises. 

In selecting the organizations, particular care was taken to ensure that the organizations belong to 

different segments and represent different stages of internationalization.  

The study’ findings provide relevant insights regarding the role of the management of key resource-

based factors on social enterprises’ performance. Further, the study contribute to shed light on how 

these resources actually lead to more effective processes along with their path of 

internationalization.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

2.1 The concept of Social Entrepreneurship 

Social entrepreneurship is considered as a new phenomenon and has become a highly relevant topic 

in entrepreneurship research during recent years, in industrialized, emerging and developing 

economies (Doherty, Haugh, & Lyon, 2014; Seelos & Mair, 2005). According to Doherty et al. 

(2014) the increasingly interest towards social enterprises and social entrepreneurship can be 
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justified by the following trends, namely: 1) decrease in philanthropic giving, 2) new models of 

public services, 3) interest in  novel forms of capitalism and 4) responses to deficiencies in 

economies and the consequent rise of inequalities. This study adopts the definition of Mair & Martí, 

2006 who stated that social entrepreneurship involves ‘‘the innovative use and combination of 

resources to pursue opportunities to catalyze social change and/or address social needs’’ (p. 37). In 

the social enterprises setting, achieving sustainability goals, such as acquiring resources and 

developing new capabilities poses key challenges to these organizations’ managers.  

2.2 A resource-based view of social entrepreneurship 

The resource-based theory explains how firms sustain competitive advantage by focusing on their 

ability to develop resources and new capabilities as environments change (Barney, 2001). This 

theoretical framework is considered ‘‘perhaps the most influential framework for understanding 

strategic management’’ (Barney, Jay, 2001; p. 625). Therefore, the use of RBV to the context of 

social enterprises contributes to understand the type and nature of resources, which are critical to 

the internationalization processes and to the fulfillment of SEs mission from a global perspective. 

As it is widely recognized, from a for-profit perspective, RBV explains how firms maintain their 

competitive advantage. According to Barney, Wright, & Ketchen (2001) “These resources and 

capabilities can be viewed as bundles of tangible and intangible assets, including a firm’s 

management skills, its organizational processes and routines, and the information and knowledge 

it controls.” (p. 625). Not all firm resources hold the potential to sustain competitive advantages, 

and to do so, a resource must have four attributes: 1) it must be valuable, 2) rare, 3) imperfectly 

imitable, and 4) able to be exploited by a firm’s organizational processes. In resource-based view, 

a firm is said to have a sustainable competitive advantage when it is creating more economic value 

than the marginal firm in its industry and when other firms are unable to duplicate the benefits of 

this strategy (Barney & Clark, 2007).  

2.3 Internationalization of Social Enterprises 

Despite the growing interest on social entrepreneurship, most of the literature in this area is still 

focused on single countries (or regional analysis) with little attention being given to the 

international perspective (Chen et al., 2018; Kerlin, 2013; Tukamushaba, Orobia, & George, 2011). 

Social entrepreneurship emerged as an economically sustainable alternative that generates social 

value and alleviates social problems (Chen et al., 2018; Munoz, 2010). From an international 
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perspective, the emergence of a new type of social entrepreneur, better informed and holding 

managerial capabilities and resources contributes to fulfill the SEs Mission.  

2.4 Conceptual propositions 

This study utilizes the RBV focusing on four resources: human capital, management know-how, 

industry-specific know-how and capability of the founder to obtain financial resources in 

accordance with Westhead et al. (2001). 

Human capital 

According to Westhead, Wright, & Ucbasaran (2001) “Entrepreneurs with more diverse levels of 

human capital are purported to have the ability to develop relevant skills and contacts and are able 

to tap into dense resource and information networks.” (p. 339). These authors argue that highly 

educated entrepreneurs have enhanced problem-solving skills and are able to wider social and 

business networks, which help them to find business opportunities, including entering in foreign 

markets. Besides, it has been suggested that individual motivation and organizational culture are 

key factors to contribute for SEs effectiveness (Bacq & Eddleston, 2018; Barney, 1991). The 

previous discussion leads to the following propositions: 

P1: Highly educated founders (or top-managers) are more likely to succeed in Social Enterprises. 

P2: Highly educated founders (or top-managers) are more likely to follow an international strategy 

Management Know-How 

Management know-how would assist social entrepreneurs to acquire resources through the ability 

to identify appropriate partners, investors, and advisors. This managerial capability would allow 

them to introduce better human resource practices, undertake more promising competitive 

strategies, and identify better market opportunities, including potential internationalization 

opportunities (Westhead et al., 2001). It has been observed that in many businesses, the owner is 

the key resource to  accumulate social capital that leads to management know-how, a feature that 

is crucial to the development of a successful venture (Wright, Westhead, & Ucbasaran, 2007). 

P3: Founders (or top-managers) who hold high management training tend to better succeed in 

Social Enterprises. 

P4: Founders (or top-managers) who hold high management training tend to follow an international 

strategy. 
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Industry-Specific Know-How 

Experience in a particular industry provides the founder of social enterprises with valuable 

resources such as network, base of stakeholders, and the ability to seek opportunities leading to  

the success of their social ventures (Westhead et al., 2001). To support this idea, we take the UN 

report on inclusive business in Brazil (Programa das Nações Unidas para o Desenvolvimento, 

2015) that posits that lower income markets need the necessary knowledge, technology and know-

how to function. 

P5: Founders (or top management) evidencing high industry-specific know-how are likely to 

succeed in Social Enterprises 

P6: Founders (or top management) evidencing high industry-specific know-how are likely to 

pursue an international strategy 

 

Ability to Acquire Financial Capital 

Many social enterprises struggle to achieve organizational sustainability. These organizations often 

need to compete for donors, volunteers, investors and customers and to acquire resources while 

developing capabilities to achieve social goals and allow the SE to pursue a broader range of 

activities and projects (Bacq & Eddleston, 2018; Programa das Nações Unidas para o 

Desenvolvimento, 2015; Westhead et al., 2001). One great challenge for most SEs is to develop 

revenue streams that make them less dependent on donations and government funds, so the ability 

to acquire capital is key for the SEs success. 

 

P7: Higher ability to acquire financial capital is likely to promote the success of Social Enterprises 

P8: Higher ability to acquire financial capital is likely to lead SEs to pursue an international strategy 

 

3. Methodology 

Given the complex nature of the topic, resources in social entrepreneurship and consequently its 

internationalization path, along with the particularities and challenges faced by the Brazilian 

market, we adopted a qualitative case study research strategy. This approach provides a flexible 

and iterative process that allowed us to get a detailed access of multiple perspectives within each 

case, allowing us to contribute and developing existing theory. 
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The study reports the findings of  four social enterprises indicated by Ashoka as part of their 

Globalizer Program in Brazil, a global initiative, created in 2010 with the objective of supporting 

the internationalization of social enterprises, connecting them with experts, supporters and 

investors (Ashoka, 2016). The Globalizer Program is an Ashoka initiative that supports social 

entrepreneurs in their internationalization process to spread their impact more broadly and 

efficiently. Ashoka fellows from the Globalizer Program were chosen for this analysis because they 

usually play a very active role in the markets in which they operate. The rationale for studying 

multiple cases, rather than a single one, was chosen to permit cross-comparisons amongst cases to 

improve the robustness of the findings (Yin, 2014). 

Data were collected from multiple sources, allowing the convergence and triangulation of findings 

(Jick, 1979). The research started with a semi-structured interview with an Ashoka director who 

indicated and contacted the companies that best suited the study. Out of five companies, four 

accepted to participate in the research, so semi-structured interviews were conducted with founders 

and directors from these social enterprises. Interviews were registered and transcribed, backed up 

by a systematic review by the interviewee. Data were analyzed and tested to enhance internal 

validity and reliability of the constructs (Yin, 2014). In total, there were 5 interviews (including 

Ashoka’s director) with an average of one hour each. The four social enterprises are briefly 

described, as follows: 

Case Study 1: ISES 

This organization emerged from incubator and accelerator programs from the main universities in 

São Paulo and was sponsored by public authorities to eradicate poverty.  ISES (Institute of 

Socioeconomics Solidary) worked since its beginning in 2004 with the support and development 

of inclusive businesses. Between 2005 and 2014, in collaboration with Fundação Getúlio Vargas 

(FGV) ISES started their first partnerships with large companies interested in qualifying their 

investments in projects to strengthen local economies through development of inclusive businesses. 

Since 2017, ISES started, in a partnership with Catering International & Serviços (CIS), to work 

in Mozambique to develop community-based suppliers, with emphasis on family farmers and 

artisanal fishers to supply CIS-managed restaurants in the country (ISES, 2019). 

 

Case Study 2: Preta Hub - Feira Preta Festival 
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Preta Hub is an NGO and a commercial enterprise that gathers a network of independent small 

entrepreneurs seeking to promote business and cultural events with a focus on the Afro Brazilian 

community. Their main activity is the Feira Preta Festival (black fair), the largest black cultural 

event in Latin America. The event was born in 2002 as a product fair for African Brazilian 

entrepreneurs and today is a festival that presents content, products and services that represent the 

most inventive and innovative in black creativity in different segments. Currently, Preta Hub is 

negotiating the launch of Feira Preta Festival in Colombia, the second largest population of people 

of African descent in Latin America, after Brazil (Preta, 2019). 

 

Case Study 3: Turma do Bem (TdB) 

In 1995, Fabio Bibancos a well-known dentist launched the “Dentist for good” project with a group 

of fellow dentists to work as volunteers to provide dental treatment to young people from the base 

of the pyramid (BoP). In 2002, he founded the TdB (gang for good) which became the largest 

specialized network of volunteers in the world, with the objective to promote and scale up the 

access to dental treatments. TdB is an OSCIP (Organization of Civil Society of Public Interest) that 

operates with a number of commercial partnerships, sponsorships and donations (they do not take 

public funds) and mainly it coordinates around 16,000 volunteer dentists in Brazil, throughout 

Latina America and Portugal.  

 

Case Study 4: Vivenda 

Fernando Assad, one of the owners of Vivenda, has worked with his two partners for ten years at 

the CDHU (Development Company of Housing and Urban Development) in São Paulo carrying 

out urbanization projects for favelas (shantytowns). He realized that although the government focus 

had been on building new homes, the inadequacy of existing ones was a problematic issue, so in 

2014 they launched the program Vivenda to reform homes of lower income families with solutions 

that integrate technical advice, specialized labor and installment payments. This is the only social 

enterprise that depends exclusively from their commercial activities as they are a regular for-profit 

SME. They have recently opened their first store and they plan to expand through this model which 

has called the attention of other countries, even though they plan to internationalize only after they 

consolidate their business model (Vivendas, 2019).  
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4. Findings and Discussion 

These four social enterprises represent a very heterogeneous group, evidencing features with 

respect to size, business segments, stage of internationalization, sources of revenues and legal 

forms. By comparing each company we found many differences and similarities in the way they 

have managed their resources in order to startup, sustain and develop their businesses and their 

path to internationalization. 

As revealed in the literature, the key variable for small business internationalization is the decision-

maker of the firm. In line with Westhead et al. (2001) four categories of an entrepreneur’s human 

capital are examined: general human capital, management know-how, specific industry know-how 

and the ability to acquire financial capital. Our main objective was to analyze the SEs resource 

management and mobilization strategies and to identify capabilities that contribute to scale their 

social impact. The findings support the proposed view of social entrepreneurship, as the 

entrepreneurs in our cases pursued opportunities to address social problems, with the common goal 

to develop sustainable and independent businesses, in most cases, avoiding the use of government 

funds. In the case of Brazil, this conduct is an important sign of seriousness that helped them to 

strengthen their reputation, and achieve the legitimacy that, in some cases, allowed their 

internationalization. The analysis of each resource provided insights on the management, business 

models and performance, including their path of internationalization, with focus on their positive 

social and economic impact and thus, contributing to the theoretical development on Social 

Entrepreneurship. 

Considering each resource in our analysis, we observed that human capital can be considered as a 

key element in the success of SEs. In all cases, the role of the founders was crucial for the 

accomplishment of their initiatives, along with the active role of their teams, considered very 

motivated, committed to the success and impact of their SEs. This finding contrasts the common 

view upon which there is a conflict between social and economic missions (Desa & Basu, 2013; 

Tan & Yoo, 2015), leading us  to consider that these SEs adopted complementary roles in order to 

bring together the ‘economic’ and the ‘social’ in their business equation and routines (Ormiston & 

Seymour, 2011). The management and industry know-how of the founders in our cases were also 

essential to their success. Findings show that in most cases founders used all their expertise, skills 

and network for the success of their projects. In the case of Vivenda, this expertise was decisive 
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for the identification of opportunities based on a deep knowledge of the market and the needs of 

their users, allowing them to develop a specific “product” in a sustainable business model.  

The issue of internationalization deserves a special consideration as it varied greatly among the 

four social enterprises. TdB is the most international, present in 12 countries in Latina America 

and Portugal (TdB, 2018a), followed by ISES present in Mozambique. Nevertheless, Preta Hub 

already caught the attention of Colombian investors and potential partners and Vivenda of investors 

from Argentina, who want to replicate their business model. 

5. Conclusion, implications for theory and practice & further research  

 

This study contributes to enhance our understanding of the role of different resources in the growth, 

sustainability and internationalization of SEs. The findings obtained from the cases studies confirm 

the relevance of the four considered resources, that are human capital, management know-how, 

industry know-how and capability to obtain financial resources to the achievement of success 

among SEs. To some extent, the influence of resources on the SEs internationalization strategy was 

also evidenced. The study highlights the fact that internationalization strategies are greatly 

influenced by the quality of the SEs business model and by the social impact these organisations 

are able to provide. We conclude that creative solutions may work everywhere and that the success 

of SEs is not necessarily related to the economic or social stage of its original market. This 

knowledge may provide policy-makers and practitioners with additional insights into the key 

resource-based factors associated with the SEs decision to internationalize their business. It is also 

significant to observe that in all cases, the duality of their missions was not an issue, as teams were 

highly motivated, dedicated and fully committed to the success and impact of their SEs. This study 

reinforces the importance of balancing the SEs’ dual missions by conciliating ‘economic’ and 

‘social’ goals in their regular functioning, and therefore confronting the common view that there is 

a conflict between social and economic missions (Desa & Basu, 2013; Tan & Yoo, 2015). Further, 

the resource-based theory demonstrated its theoretical relevance to examine the processes upon 

which key resources influence the overall success of SEs, thus confirming that SEs in which theirs 

founders have more resources, larger contact networks, and considerable management know-how 

are significantly more likely to succeed. We recognize that the sample size of four social enterprises 

may have implications for the results and limit possible generalizations. Therefore, we encourage 
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future research addressing this topic, including quantitative studies in order to further confirm our 

results. 
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