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Opportunity Discovery and Creation in Social Entrepreneurship: An Exploratory Study in Mexico 

 

Abstract 

 

In this study we propose a conceptual framework for the opportunity identification process in social 

entrepreneurship that includes both opportunity discovery and opportunity creation. We develop valid and reliable scales to 

measure these constructs. In addition, we test original hypotheses explaining the causes of opportunity discovery and 

opportunity creation. Our results confirm that ‘opportunity discovery’ and ‘opportunity creation’ are mutually exclusive 

constructs. We also find support for the role of radical innovation and information search in the opportunity identification 

process in a sample of Mexican social entrepreneurs.  

 
 

Introduction 

Social entrepreneurship is rapidly growing in Mexico. Although there are no concrete numbers in Mexico, Ashoka 

Mexico works with 204 social entrepreneurs and their enterprises. One example is “Circo Volador”
1
 (Flying Circus) in 

Mexico City founded by Héctor Castillo. This social venture reaches out to young gang members by providing them with 

opportunities for personal and professional development. An academic by profession, Castillo developed the idea to start 

“Circo Volador” when he was invited by the local government to develop a strategy to address the needs of gang youth. 

Initially, he decided to broadcast a radio show to reach over 1500 gangs. As he became more aware of their needs and 

abilities, Castillo gradually came upon the idea of empowering the youth to generate income by using their own talents to 

produce marketable goods and services. He formally started “Circo Volador” in 1997 and since then has received numerous 

international awards and has been invited to replicate his innovative intervention model in Venezuela, El Salvador and 

Brazil.
2
     

The key to Castillo’s success was the correct identification and exploitation of a social opportunity. There is some 

consensus among scholars that opportunity identification is the most fundamental element in the entrepreneurial process 

(Corner and Ho, 2010; Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Short et al., 2010). Without the identification of an opportunity it is not 

possible to start any entrepreneurial activity. Moreover, the failure to identify opportunities correctly may lead to failed 

ventures. While most scholars have focused on trying to define the construct ‘social entrepreneurship’, only a few have been 

interested in conducting research to shed light on the entrepreneurial processes associated with social entrepreneurship. 

Although the identification and exploitation of opportunities has been studied from different perspectives in the mainstream 

                                                           
1
 http://www.circovolador.org/ 

2
 Personal interview conducted on June 1st, 2011. 
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entrepreneurship literature, there is still little empirical research that examines how social entrepreneurs identify social 

opportunities. In this paper, we fill this gap by adapting theory about opportunity identification from the mainstream 

literature to the context of social entrepreneurship.  

Specifically, we contribute to the literature by importing the theory of opportunity discovery and creation (Alvarez 

and Barney, 2007; Vahgely and Julien, 2010) into the realm of social entrepreneurship in order to explain the identification 

of social opportunities. The challenge is especially great as these constructs have not yet been operationalized for 

commercial entrepreneurship, let alone social entrepreneurship. We then develop a number of hypotheses to explain why 

opportunity discovery or opportunity creation will occur by drawing from the mainstream entrepreneurship literature. We 

test these hypotheses by developing scales to measure the main constructs and applying a survey instrument to a sample of 

74 social entrepreneurs in Mexico. We find evidence to support some, but not all of the hypotheses, suggesting limits to the 

ability of the mainstream literature to explain opportunity identification in social entrepreneurship.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Opportunity is a key element in both commercial and social entrepreneurship processes (e.g. Drucker, 1985; Dees, 

2001; Mair and Martí, 2006; Peredo and McLean, 2006; Venkataraman, 1997; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). 

Nevertheless, scholars distinguish between commercial and social opportunities (Austin et al. 2006; Dorado, 2006; Mair, 

2006; Robinson, 2006), identifying differences in the mission and value created by each. Where commercial value creation 

is about the creation of personal and/or shareholder wealth (Austin et al., 2006), social value creation is “about resolving 

social issues such as generating income for the economically disadvantaged or delivering medical supplies to poverty-

stricken areas of the globe and requires innovation just as economic value creation in the commercial sector does” (Corner 

and Ho, 2010:636). Social value creation is about social impact.  

Surprisingly the concept of social opportunity has not been defined in the literature. Similar to business 

opportunities, social opportunities need to be circumscribed by potential solutions provided by social entrepreneurs to solve 

specific social problems. Therefore, we define social opportunity in the context of entrepreneurship as a potential business 

solution to address a social problem. This solution should potentially generate social value, which is defined as “that which 

enhances well-being for the earth and its living organisms” (Brickson, 2007: 866). 

 

Opportunity identification in social entrepreneurship 

Although many refer to the term “opportunity identification”, in fact there is no clarity as to what exactly this term 

means.  The first studies to examine the way entrepreneurs perceived opportunities were based on the theory of opportunity 
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recognition (Ardichvili et al., 2003; Chandler et al., 2003; Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). In this 

theory, opportunities are conceived to be objective phenomena, that is, to exist independently of the entrepreneur (Eckhardt 

and Shane, 2003; Gartner et al., 2003), which implies that opportunities are “objects that are there …, just waiting to be 

discovered” (Alvarez and Barney, 2007:11).  Therefore, the term ‘recognition’ involves searching and discovering (finding) 

opportunities.  

Recently, a new theory articulated by Alvarez and Barney (2007) holds that opportunities are created by 

entrepreneurs. This approach implies that opportunities depend on entrepreneurs and therefore will be seen as ‘subjective’ 

phenomena. Entrepreneurs essentially construct their opportunities. The theory of opportunity creation has been gaining 

strength as more scholars have provided empirical evidence that some entrepreneurs start an iterative process of enactment 

to form opportunities (Alvarez and Barney, 2005; Alvarez and Barney, 2007; Baker and Nelson, 2005; Sarasvathy, 2001). 

The idea of enactment comes from the work of Karl Weick (1988:306) who explained that “when people act, they bring 

events and structures into existence and set them in motion.” So opportunities are created as a consequence of the actions of 

the social entrepreneur.  

In order to synthesize the two approaches, Alvarez and Barney (2007) argued that opportunities can be formed by 

exogenous shocks or by entrepreneurs. Therefore, the term “opportunity identification” refers to the way entrepreneurs 

become aware of an opportunity, whether created or discovered. Still empirical research has not demonstrated that 

opportunity discovery and opportunity creation are two independent constructs within this process.  Due to the lack of 

theoretical development on opportunity identification in social entrepreneurship, we have drawn from the mainstream 

entrepreneurship literature to propose a series of hypotheses regarding opportunity identification among social 

entrepreneurs. Figure 1 outlines the theoretical relationships proposed in this study. 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------------- 

Factors involved in the discovery of social opportunities 

Entrepreneurial alertness has been identified as one of the key attributes that can lead entrepreneurs to discover 

opportunities. For Kirzner (1997:72), entrepreneurial alertness “refers to an attitude of receptiveness to available (but 

hitherto overlooked) opportunities.” In this sense, entrepreneurs are continuously scanning the environment to find 

opportunities.  Entrepreneurial alertness depends on three different elements: information search, perception of the 

environment, and the entrepreneur’s social network of weak ties. 
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The search for idiosyncratic information is essential to entrepreneurial alertness (Kirzner, 1973; Busenitz, 1996; 

Gaglio and Katz, 2001; Eckhardt and Shane, 2003; Gartner et al., 2003; Shane, 2003; Sarasvathy et al., 2003). When social 

entrepreneurs analyze and understand the social problem that has attracted their attention, they initiate a search for 

information related to possible solutions for the social problem. We argue that social entrepreneurs with a higher inclination 

to search for information to find a solution to solve a specific social problem are more likely to discover social opportunities 

than those social entrepreneurs less inclined to search for such information. Thus we hypothesize: 

 

H1: Social entrepreneurs’ high information search of preexisting business solutions is positively related to opportunity 

discovery. 

 

Accurate perception is another element of entrepreneurial alertness (Gaglio and Katz, 2001). Entrepreneurs who 

discover opportunities perceive reality more accurately than those who do not discover them. In other words, entrepreneurs 

make assumptions about reality and act in consequence (Shane, 2003; Alvarez and Barney, 2007). We argue that social 

entrepreneurs who make more accurate assumptions about reality and make decisions based on those assumptions are more 

likely to discover social opportunities than those social entrepreneurs who do not. Thus, we hypothesize: 

 

H2: Social entrepreneurs’ accurate perception of the environment is positively related to opportunity discovery. 

 

A third element of entrepreneurial alertness is the entrepreneur’s social network. Entrepreneurs are in contact with 

different people at different levels of relationships with different type of relationships. These relationships constitute what 

scholars have defined as social networks. However, little research has been done related to understanding the role of social 

networks in the discovery of opportunities (De Koning, 2003; Singh, 2000).  

Early efforts to study social networks in entrepreneurship focused on weak ties. In contrast to strong ties, which are 

represented by the relationships among the entrepreneur and his/her immediate network of closets individuals such as 

family and/or friends, weak ties are represented by the relationships among the entrepreneur and the people he/she knows on 

casual terms in different places and situations. As Hills et al. (1997: 204) explain, weak ties are casual acquaintances which 

“do not require individuals to expend much time or contact to maintain the relationship (as opposed to strong ties). A friend 

of a friend, or a causal business contact would be considered a weak tie.”  

The most frequently cited article in this literature is Granovetter (1973) who shows that weak ties are sources of 

unique information. Hills et al. (1997) identify weak ties as elements that lead entrepreneurs to have access to more 
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information. Entrepreneurs will have access to more information through the people they know less well (e.g., Kaish and 

Gilad, 1991; Singh, 2000).  

Like business entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs are in contact with a large number of different people, and we 

suggest that social entrepreneurs who discover opportunities will tend to initiate contact with different people that they 

perceive to be important sources of information. In this sense, social entrepreneurs who have extended networks of weak 

ties are more likely to discover social opportunities than those social entrepreneurs who have less extended networks of 

weak ties.  

 

H3a: There is a positive relation between the high number of weak ties of the social entrepreneurs’ networks of weak ties 

and opportunity discovery.  

 

The second attribute of the social entrepreneur’s social network of weak ties that might have an influence on the 

discovery of opportunities is the diversity of the people who constitute that social network.  Social networks formed by 

more homogeneous people are less diverse and are characterized by people with redundant information. In more diverse or 

heterogeneous networks, the people with whom the entrepreneur has ties increase the probability that he or she will obtain 

non-redundant information (De Koning, 2003; Shane, 2003:49; Singh, 2000). 

We suggest that social entrepreneurs with more diverse social networks of weak ties are more likely to discover 

social opportunities than social entrepreneurs with less diverse networks of weak ties.  

 

H3b: The high diversity of social entrepreneurs’ social networks of weak ties is positively related to opportunity discovery.  

 

Factors involved in the creation of social opportunities 

Social entrepreneur’s bricolage capabilities 

Alvarez and Barney (2007: 131) argue that in creation theory opportunities are formed by the “actions, reactions, and 

enactment of entrepreneurs exploring ways to produce new products or services.” Related to the actions of entrepreneurs to 

form opportunities, some scholars have used Lévi-Strauss’s (1966) concept of ‘bricoleur’ to develop the theory of 

opportunity creation (e.g., Baker and Nelson, 2005; Garud and Karnoe, 2003). By bricoleur, Lévi-Strauss (1966: 17) 

referred to those individuals who “make do with ‘whatever is at hand’ […].” Baker and Nelson (2005: 333) redefined 
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bricolage to be more integrative and oriented to opportunities: “making do by applying combinations of the resources at 

hand to new problems and opportunities.”   

“Making do” means that the entrepreneur makes things happen by disregarding any limitations, understood as 

“deceptive conclusions”. Deceptive conclusions would be seen by persons as constraints, barriers or prohibitions that would 

not enable them to act (Weick, 1979:149). Weick (1979) suggests that people who have a high fear of failure might be 

deterred in the face of constraints. However, people who have a low fear of failure continue forward. So social 

entrepreneurs with low fear of failure do not let obstacles stop them from creating social opportunities. Thus, we 

hypothesize:   

 

H4a: Social entrepreneurs’ low fear of failure is positively related to opportunity creation.  

 

The second attribute highlighted in Baker and Nelson’s (2005) definition of ‘bricolage’ is the combination of 

resources at hand. To define ‘resources at hand’ they considered all the abilities, skills, knowledge, ideas, social networks, 

and the preexisting material resources available to entrepreneurs. They also included in their definition, resources that could 

be obtained for free or at a very low price. The combination of the resources at hand for new purposes implies that 

entrepreneurs will look for new ways to use existing resources to create new forms to serve markets. In the case of social 

entrepreneurs who create solutions for social or environmental problems, they combine the resources they have at hand to 

bring into existence the solutions they have in their mind. Thus, we hypothesize:  

 

H4b: Social entrepreneurs’ ability to combine and use the resources at hand to solve social problems is positively related to 

opportunity creation. 

 

Innovation radicalness  

The concept of innovation radicalness is used by Marvel and Lumpkin (2007), but not clearly defined. Rogers 

(1995:11) defines innovation as “an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an individual or other unit of 

adoption. The idea, practice, or object can exist before the entrepreneur has knowledge about it, so that the entrepreneur 

would be discovering the idea, practice or object. According to Zahra et al. (2008:124), ‘radicalness’ refers to the “extent to 

which a major innovation or social change is necessary to address a particular problem.” When the concept of radicalness is 

linked to the concept of innovation, the result is a novel solution that has a highly positive impact (Leifer et al., 2000; 

Dahlin and Behrens, 2005; Marvel and Lumpkin, 2007).  
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For the case of social entrepreneurship, we maintain that innovation radicalness refers to a novel solution which has 

distinctive features that are missing in previously observed solutions and that has a very positive impact on society and/or 

the environment. As a result, social entrepreneurs who introduce radical solutions to address social problems are more likely 

to create opportunities than those social entrepreneurs who do not introduce radical solutions to address social problems. 

 

H5: A high innovation radicalness of social entrepreneurs’ solutions is positively related to opportunity creation. 

  

Blind variations  

In a creation context, entrepreneurs engage in an iterative process of trial and error while forming the opportunity 

(Baker and Nelson, 2005; Alvarez and Barney, 2007). Rather than search for information, these entrepreneurs first “act and 

observe how consumers and markets respond to their actions” (Alvarez and Barney, 2007: 131). This process implies the 

existence of blind variations. In creation theory, blind variations are actions that entrepreneurs start unconsciously or 

without planning. Even if they start the action deliberately, their action initiates a process of trial and error that makes 

possible the construction of opportunities. The main characteristic of this type of variations is that entrepreneurs are not be 

able to see the “whole picture”, which means that entrepreneurs do not understand the consequences of their actions until 

they finish the process of trial and error and the opportunity is created.  

Social entrepreneurs, as well as commercial entrepreneurs initiate this process of informal experimentation to form 

a social opportunity. Indeed, social entrepreneurs with a higher inclination to work more on the basis of trial and error, 

acting and observing how target individuals, groups, or communities respond to their actions are more likely to create social 

opportunities than social entrepreneurs who tend to work less on a basis of trial and error. 

 

H6: The use of blind variations by social entrepreneurs is positively related to opportunity creation. 

 

Methodology 

Research site 

We chose Mexico as the research site because there are many opportunities for social entrepreneurship. In 2010, 

with a population of 112.3 million (INEGI, 2011), over 52 million were in a situation of poverty given that they did not 

have the income to satisfy at least one of their minimal needs: food, health, education, shelter, and clothing (CONEVAL, 

2012:48-49). Some of the efforts by the Mexican government to reduce the number of poor people are represented by such 

social programs as Oportunidades (Opportunities), which provides support to rural people living in extreme poverty through 
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the enhancement of nutrition, health, education and employment opportunities, and Hábitat, which was created in 2003
3
 to 

combat urban poverty and overcrowding in cities through the construction of dwellings and communities centers (DOF, 

2009). More recently, the Mexican government created the Seguro Popular (Popular Insurance) to provide assistance to 

those people who do not have access to other forms of public or private health insurance.  

 Despite these efforts, national statistics show that the number of poor people has increased over the last few 

years (CONEVAL, 2012).  As a result of the gap between government efforts and increasing poverty, social entrepreneurs 

have arisen to address social or environmental problems locally.  These social entrepreneurs work without fiscal, legal, or 

logistical support by the government. However, numerous civil society organizations have either emerged to support social 

entrepreneurship or have begun to include social entrepreneurship as a priority. These organizations include Ashoka 

Mexico, the Schwab Foundation Mexico, Green Street, and Iniciativa México, as well as several well-known universities. 

Thus, Mexico provides a fertile setting for the study of social entrepreneurship.   

  

Survey instrument 

We developed an instrument to measure the two dependent variables (opportunity discovery and opportunity 

creation) and the eight independent variables identified in the previous section (information search of preexisting business 

solutions, perception of the environment, number of weak ties, social network diversity, fear of failure, use and combination 

of resources at hand, innovation radicalness, and blind variation) based on a five-point Likert scale (1=Strongly disagree, 

2=Disagree, 3=Neither agree nor disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree) (DeVellis, 2003; Fowler, 1995).  The questionnaire 

was developed using both the theory and the results obtained in a field study of social entrepreneurs. We included some 

socio-demographic items as control variables such as gender, age, and the level of education.  

We first gathered information from thirteen social entrepreneurs (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005:1349) from Ashoka 

Mexico and conducted semi-structured interviews. We asked them about their understanding of the social entrepreneurship 

phenomenon and some questions related to how they got the idea to start their social projects and develop the opportunity. 

For the analysis of the interviews, we use ‘open coding’ (Babbie, 2004; Esteberg, 2002) to identify the trending topics, and 

‘code by list’ (Babbie, 2004) based on the study by Gartner et al. (2003), to identify the words related to the language used 

in opportunity discovery and creation. 

Using the results of the first part of this study and following the measurement model proposed by DeVellis (2003), 

we generated a pool of 87 items which was validated by three experts in survey research.  From this validation, the pool of 

                                                           
3http://innova.fox.presidencia.gob.mx/ciudadanos/biblioteca, date of access: October 10th, 2010. 
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items was reduced to 35 final items. The items were developed in Spanish.  An English translation of the variables and 

items can be found in the Appendix 1.  

Sample 

The instrument was administered by interview, either in person or electronically (telephone, Skype and e-mail). To 

select the social entrepreneurs for the interviews, we used the non-probabilistic methods of snowball sampling and 

purposive sampling. According to Babbie (2004: 184), snowball sampling is an appropriate procedure “when the members 

of a special population are difficult to locate […].” We began with Ashoka Mexico and an incubator for social entrepreneurs 

at a major university located in Mexico City. We then included referrals from the first two sources.  

Since the few studies related to social opportunities conducted by researchers use mostly qualitative methods such 

as case studies and grounded theory (e.g. Baker and Nelson, 2005; Corner and Ho, 2010, Zahra et al., 2008), there is no 

clear reference point for the size of the sample. The first surveys on opportunity identification in commercial 

entrepreneurship report small samples, between 50 and 60 entrepreneurs (e.g. Kaish and Gilad, 1991). Allowing for a 

minimum of five observations per variable, we contacted an initial 115 social entrepreneurs. Of these, we were able to 

administer the questionnaire to 74 social entrepreneurs who accepted to participate, representing a response rate of 64%. Of 

these, we obtained 62 usable responses: 50 from Ashoka Mexico, six through the university, and six by referral from other 

social entrepreneurs. 

 

Results 

We analyzed the data with several multivariate techniques, such as factor analysis, normality tests, and two-stage 

least squares (Kerlinger and Lee, 2000, Wooldrige, 2000). We built the dependent and independent variables using 

exploratory factor analysis (Hair et al., 2010) through the method of extraction of principal components, using those factors 

with eigenvalues greater than 1. We used the Kaiser varimax criterion for the rotation of the matrix in order to obtain the 

best solution (Johnson and Wichern, 1992).  

Based on the original values of the items, we generated a factor score for each observation. As Hair et al (2010: 

127) explain: “The advantage of using these scores instead of the original values is that they represent an averaged variable 

of those loadings that are explaining the highest variability in the original set of values for the items.” When the method of 

extraction is principal components, the factor scores are computed directly from the original set of values. Table 1 

summarizes how each variable was built, the results obtained for the total variance explained for each variable, the test of 

normality, and the analysis of reliability.  
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--------------------------------------- 

Insert Tables 1 and 2 about here 

--------------------------------------- 

From Table 1, we can see the validity and reliability of the scales for the dependent variables are confirmed. 

Regarding the independent variables, all of them show an acceptable level of explanation, however, three of them have poor 

internal consistency (fear of failure, innovation radicalness, and blind variation).   

Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation matrix for both dependent variables with all the independent variables. It is 

interesting to observe that the variable ‘perception of the environment’, which is an independent variable for ‘opportunity 

discovery’, correlates significantly with the dependent variable ‘opportunity creation’ and with the independent variables 

‘use and combination of resources at hand’ and ‘low fear of failure’ which are two independent variables for ‘opportunity 

creation’. These results suggest that ‘perception of the environment’ might be seen more as a process constituted by 

different elements than as a single action. Moreover, these results might indicate a possible interdependency between the 

dependent variables. An appropriate method to test this assumption is through a system of two simultaneous equations 

estimated by two-stages least squares. 

We developed two simultaneous equations to test our hypotheses: one for opportunity discovery and one for 

opportunity creation. The models are represented by the following equations: 

OD= α0 + α1OC + α2INFO + α3PERCEP + α4SNWEAK + α5D1 + α6D2 + α7D3 + α8D4 + α9D5 + α10D6 + 

α11D7 + u1 

OC= β0 + β1OD + β2BRIFEAR + β3BRIUSE + β4RAD + β5BLIND + β6D1 + β7D2 + β8D3 + β9D4 + β10D5 

+ β11D6 + β12D7 + u2  

OD refers to opportunity discovery and OC refers to opportunity creation. OC refers to the predicted values of OC estimated 

in the first stage and OD refers to the predicted values of OD estimated in the first stage. INFO is the information search of 

preexisting business solutions; PERCEP is the perception of the environment; SNWEAK is the social network of weak ties; 

BRIFEAR refers to the bricolage capability of low fear of failure. BRIUSE is the bricolage capability of use and 

combination of resources at hand. RAD refers to innovation radicalness. BLIND is blind variations. α refers to the 

regression coefficients for the predictors on opportunity discovery. β refers to the regression coefficients for the predictors 

of opportunity creation. u1 is the error term for the opportunity discovery equation and u2 is the error term for the 

opportunity creation equation. We included various dummy variables for control variables: gender (D1), age 20-40 years 

……………………….…………………………….… (1) 

……...………………….……………….…… (2) 

˄ 

˄ 

˄ 

˄ 
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(D2), age 41-60 years (D3), education (bachelor’s degree) (D4), education (graduate degree) (D5), whether social project is in 

the area of human rights (D6), whether the social project is in the area of economic development, (D67). 

To estimate the parameters of the structural equations, we ran the two-stage least square command with the use of 

instrumental variables in STATA 10.1. The results for these analyses are displayed in Table 3. After several tests, the best 

model for opportunity discovery showed an adjusted R
2
= 0.164 and a statistic F=2.11 with a p-value lower than 0.05 

(p=.036), which confirms the statistical significance of the model. This result tells us that the 16.4% of the variation in 

opportunity discovery is explained by the regression equation. 

----------------------------------------------- 

Insert Table 3 about here 

----------------------------------------------- 

 

The results for opportunity creation showed an adjusted R
2
=0.151 and in the ANOVA test the F= 2.08, which is 

statistically significant since the p-value is lower than 0.05 (p=.043). This result means that the 15.1% of the variation in 

opportunity creation is explained by the regression equation.  

The coefficients of the independent variables for opportunity discovery showed that only the estimated regression 

coefficients for information search of preexisting business solutions (INFO) (b=0.469, p=0.001) and the dummy variable 

‘middle-aged social entrepreneurs’ (D3) (b= -0.672, p=0.046) are statistically significant. When comparing the beta 

coefficients of both variables, we observed that the coefficient for information search is greater (β=0.469) than the 

coefficient for ‘middle-aged social entrepreneurs’ (β= -0.339). The negative sign means that ‘middle-aged social 

entrepreneurs’ would tend to discover fewer social opportunities than old social entrepreneurs, which served as the baseline. 

These results confirm hypothesis 1 with regard to information search, but fail to confirm hypothesis 2 (perception of the 

environment), hypothesis 3a (number of weak ties), and hypothesis 3b (diversity of social entrepreneur’s ties). 

The coefficients of the independent variables for opportunity creation showed that the estimated regression 

coefficient for ‘innovation radicalness’ is statistically significant (RAD) (b=0.392, p=0.007). Thus, hypothesis 5 dealing 

with the impact of the innovation radicalness of a social entrepreneur’s solutions on opportunity creation is partially 

confirmed since the 2SLS model for opportunity creation is statistically significant and the estimated regression coefficient 

for the variable ‘innovation radicalness’ is also statistically significant. However, the variable does not have internal 

consistency which means that the scale is not measuring the variable appropriately. These results are telling us that despite 

the low internal consistency of the scale, it shows a positive causal relationship with opportunity creation. Therefore, it is 

suggested that by developing new items and extending the sample size, the positive relationship between ‘innovation 



13 

radicalness’ and opportunity creation will be confirmed by future research. These results disconfirm hypotheses 4a (fear of 

failure), 4b (bricolage), and 6 (blind variation).   

It is important to highlight that the coefficients for predicted opportunity discovery and predicted opportunity 

creation’ are not significant, which confirms that opportunity discovery is not statistically related to opportunity creation. In 

other words, from the statistical point of view, the two dependent variables opportunity discovery and opportunity creation 

are mutually exclusive which implies that they are two different constructs. These results confirm partially the model 

proposed in Figure 1. 

Related to the normality of the residuals, the normality of the error terms was tested through the Shapiro-Wilk test 

of normality for all models, and in all the cases the results showed that the residuals behave normally since the p-value for 

the test is greater than 0.05 (Hair et al., 2010).  

 

Discussion  

Research on opportunity identification in social entrepreneurship is at an early stage and the few empirical studies 

conducted (e.g. Corner and Ho, 2010; Perrini et al., 2010) are based mainly on qualitative methodologies such as case 

studies and grounded theory. This situation has not permitted progress in testing the theory in social entrepreneurship. This 

study contributes to research on opportunity identification in social entrepreneurship by establishing theoretical propositions 

by applying the theories of discovery and creation developed in the mainstream entrepreneurship literature to the field of 

social entrepreneurship and proposing a conceptual framework that contributes to this field. Within the conceptual 

framework we introduced a new definition of the concept of “social opportunity.” This definition advances the literature 

since current definitions of ‘social opportunity’ are broad and fail to distinguish clearly between commercial and social 

opportunities (e.g. Austin et al., 2006; Corner and Ho, 2010; Guclu et al., 2002; Perrini and Vurro, 2006; Robinson, 2003). 

The findings in this study provide empirical evidence that distinguishes social opportunities different from commercial 

opportunities in terms of the way they are identified.  

We move the discussion forward by developing scales to measure the constructs ‘opportunity discovery’ and 

‘opportunity creation,’ which prove to be reliable and present adequate construct validity. Furthermore, predicted 

opportunity creation and predicted opportunity discovery for both dependent variables, opportunity discovery and 

opportunity creation, in the two simultaneous regression equations are not statistically significant, which supports the non-

interdependency of opportunity discovery and opportunity creation.  

The results show that both processes can be present in the same entrepreneur, which implies that some social 

opportunities are the outcome of a combination of the processes of discovery and creation. This finding is consistent with 
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that of Corner and Ho (2010: 645) who found that opportunities are “neither purely created nor purely discovered.” So even 

though discovery and creation are different dimensions, the opportunity identification process of social entrepreneurs can be 

characterized by both dimensions. For example, in this study there are some social entrepreneurs who searched for 

information to find a business solution and afterward they innovated to transform and adapt it to serve a community locally.  

While the results show that the social entrepreneurs in the sample present a mixture of discovery and creation, they 

also show that the majority have a tendency either to create or discover and just a few present a balance between both 

processes. A relevant finding, not reported in the results section is that the majority of social entrepreneurs in our sample 

showed a tendency to discover opportunities. This can be understood if we recall the definition of opportunity discovery as 

“finding preexisting business solutions to address social problems or needs”.  An important implication is that it would be 

easier for the majority of social entrepreneurs to search for solutions that already exist in other places around the world and 

innovate to adapt them locally, rather than to initiate a process to create an opportunity from zero.  This implication merits 

further research.   

 A final implication of the study is that some of the processes relevant to opportunity identification in commercial 

entrepreneurship may not translate easily into social entrepreneurship. Only two of the hypotheses were supported or 

partially supported. Although information search and innovation radicalness seem to apply in both kinds of 

entrepreneurship, many of the other elements do not. These results suggest that the identification of social opportunities may 

follow a different process than the identification of business opportunities. Further research to develop a more complete 

theory of social opportunity identification is warranted. 

This study has two important limitations that must be considered. First, due to the difficulty of identifying a 

population of social entrepreneurs in Mexico, only 115 social entrepreneurs were approached and of these 74 accepted to 

participate in the study. Only 62 social entrepreneurs were usable in the final analyses. Still, given the difficulty of locating 

even 74 social entrepreneurs who were willing to participate, this sample provides a contribution to the literature. Second, 

due to the use of non-probabilistic sampling methods, it is not possible to project these results on the whole population. 

Clearly, the sample in this study does not represent the population of social entrepreneurs in Mexico. However, given that 

the purpose of the study is not to describe the population of Mexican social entrepreneurs, but rather to test hypotheses, this 

study does allow us to take an initial first step in that direction, subject to further research.  

 

Conclusion 

Social entrepreneurship has emerged as a new phenomenon that is helping to improve the living conditions of 

many people around the world. This study sheds light on the opportunity identification process in social entrepreneurship 
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through the application of the theories of opportunity discovery and opportunity creation developed in commercial 

entrepreneurship. In doing so, it provides several contributions to current research in social entrepreneurship. First, it 

develops a conceptual framework for opportunity discovery and opportunity creation in social entrepreneurship. Within this 

framework we propose a definition of social opportunity and several hypotheses that advance the literature on opportunity 

identification. The results provide partial support for the proposed model. We were also able to confirm the mutual 

exclusivity of the constructs ‘opportunity discovery’ and ‘opportunity creation’ using valid and reliable items to measure 

these dependent variables.  

Importantly, the study examines different factors involved in the discovery and creation of social opportunities by 

drawing insights from the mainstream entrepreneurship literature. Specifically, the results provide support for the role of 

information search in opportunity discovery and for innovation radicalness in opportunity creation. However, other concepts 

and hypotheses drawn from the mainstream literature did not apply. Thus, the study explores the limits of commercial 

entrepreneurship as a way to understand social entrepreneurship. In summary, this study advances the literature in social 

entrepreneurship by contributing to a vocabulary and sorting through concepts and relationships that provide initial insights 

into opportunity discovery and creation among these social entrepreneurs in Mexico.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual model of the factors that lead social entrepreneurs to discover or create social opportunities. 

 

 

 

Table 1. Summary of the construction of each variable, the results of the total variance explained for each variable, 

the test of normality and the analysis of reliability. 

 

 

  

Source: Authors 
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Table 2. Correlation matrix  

 

Coefficients in bold denote a statistical significance at a 1% level for ** and at a 5% level for *, using a two sided test.   

 

Table 3. Two-stage least squares final model for opportunity discovery and opportunity creation 
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Appendix 1 

 
 Variable name Items and item code 

Opportunity discovery I discovered the solution to the problem. (OD1) 

This solution already existed and I only found it. (OD3) 

I realized there was a solution. (OD5) 

I found a solution to the problem. (OD7) 

Opportunity creation I created a solution for the problem. (OC2) 

I made a solution for the problem. (OC4) 

I developed an answer to the problem. (OC6) 

This solution did not exist, I have been creating it. (OC8) 

Entrepreneurial alertness: 

Information search related to 

preexisting solutions 

I searched for solutions to solve the problem. (INFO1) 

I looked for any solution that was already done in other places. (INFO3) 

I looked for solutions to generate income for the people. (INFO5) 

I looked for someone else who were working in a similar problem. 

(INFO9) 

I looked for information for a solution through other civic organizations. 

(INFO11) 

I made a solution from one or more models that I found. (INFO12) 

I observed related projects with solutions to the problem I identified 

(INFO14) 

Entrepreneurial alertness: 

Perception of the environment 

I perceived that this solution would have a future in Mexico. (PERCEP4) 

I believe that my perception of the problem was good. (PERCEP7) 

The perception I have of the problem leaded me to find a solution. 

(PERCEP10) 

Entrepreneur’s social 

networks of weak ties 

I asked my acquaintances if they knew of a solution to the problem. 

(SNWEAK2) 

I met people that were working on developing a solution to the problem 

in which I was interested. (SNWEAK6) 

I asked some people about the way they solved a similar problem to the 

one I identified. (SNWEAK13) 

I have a very large social network which enabled me to have access to 

more information to find a solution to the problem. (SNWEAK15) 

Diversity of the social 

network ties 

Knowing people from diverse circles let me have access to information to 

solve the social problem. (SNWEAK_DIV8) 

Bricolage capabilities: Fear of 

failure 

I was not afraid of failing while I was trying to solve the problem. 

(BRIFEAR1) 

I have overcome all the obstacles to create a solution for the problem. 

(BRIFEAR5) 

Bricolage capabilities: Use 

and combination of the 

resources at hand 

I invented a new way of making things to try to solve the problem. 

(BRIUSE2) 

I reused all the resources at hand to create a solution to the problem. 

(BRIUSE6) 

I have created a proposal to solve the problem from the beginning to the 

end. (BRIUSE9) 

I combined the resources at hand to create a proposal to solve the 

problem. (BRIUSE12) 

Innovation radicalness I considered that a higher innovation was required to solve the problem. 

(RAD3) 

The solution I developed is unique. (RAD7) 

The proposal of a solution that I created has generated a high impact, 

positive change. (RAD10) 

Blind variations I first acted and then I saw how my actions impacted the problem. 

(BLIND4) 

After observing how my actions impacted the problem, I decided to make 

some changes to improve the solution. (BLIND8) 

I was not clear about how I was going to do the things, but I started to 

create a proposal to solve the problem. (BLIND11) 


