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This thesis investigates leadership perspectives in social entrepreneurship, 

focusing on challenges and strategies for sustainable impact. Drawing on 

interviews with social entrepreneurs, policymakers, and industry experts, 

the study identifies key barriers such as balancing social and financial 

goals, navigating complex regulations, and fostering trust among diverse 

stakeholders. Findings highlight resilience and adaptability as essential 

leadership traits, supported by sustainable practices like ethical sourcing, 

waste reduction, and community engagement. Strategic partnerships and 

collaborative networks further amplify enterprise impact. Statistical analysis 

reveals exceptionally strong correlations between leadership and 

challenges (0.975), and leadership and strategies (0.97), underscoring 

leadership’s pivotal role in sustainability. While leadership and challenges 

positively influence sustainability, strategies require re-evaluation to 

strengthen long-term outcomes. The research proposes a comprehensive 

framework for cultivating resilient, innovative leaders committed to social 

change. Ultimately, it emphasizes visionary yet practical leadership as 

central to advancing sustainable social entrepreneurship and guiding future 

inquiry. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Social entrepreneurship has increasingly been recognized as a 

transformative mechanism for addressing complex social and environmental 

challenges. Unlike conventional enterprises that prioritize profit maximization, 

social enterprises pursue a dual mission: achieving financial sustainability while 

generating measurable social impact (Smith, Gonin, & Besharov, 2013; World 

Economic Forum, 2025). This dual orientation positions social entrepreneurship as 

a critical driver of inclusive growth, poverty alleviation, and environmental 

stewardship, particularly in contexts where traditional market solutions fail to meet 

societal needs. The rise of social entrepreneurship reflects a broader shift in global 

business paradigms, where responsibility and impact are valued alongside 

profitability (Garg & Kumar, 2023). 
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Leadership is central to the success of social enterprises. Effective leaders in 

this domain are not only skilled in business management but also deeply 

committed to ethical practices and social values. Transformational leadership, 

characterized by vision, inspiration, and trust-building, has been shown to mobilize 

teams toward collective goals (Northouse, 2021). Adaptive leadership, which 

emphasizes resilience, experimentation, and learning in uncertain environments, is 

equally critical in navigating the dynamic landscapes of social entrepreneurship 

(Heifetz, Linsky, & Alexander, 2009). These leadership perspectives enable social 

entrepreneurs to balance competing demands, secure resources, and scale their 

impact (Corner & Ho, 2010; Bacq & Janssen, 2011). 

Despite its promise, social entrepreneurship faces persistent challenges. 

Securing sustainable funding remains a primary obstacle, as traditional investment 

mechanisms often misalign with the dual objectives of social enterprises (Rizvi, 

2024). Navigating complex regulatory frameworks, balancing social and financial 

goals, and overcoming scepticism from stakeholders further complicate 

sustainability efforts (Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014; TVLP Institute, 2020). Moreover, 

the COVID-19 pandemic underscored the need for innovative leadership 

approaches, highlighting the importance of resilience and adaptability in times of 

crisis (Garg & Kumar, 2023). These challenges are often context-specific, varying 

across geographic regions, industries, and target populations, which necessitates 

nuanced leadership strategies tailored to diverse environments (Johanna, 2010; 

Medine & Minto-Coy, 2023). 

Existing scholarship has explored the impact of social entrepreneurship, its 

business models, and innovation strategies (Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 2010; Saebi, 

Foss, & Linder, 2019). However, there remains a notable gap in understanding the 

specific leadership strategies that mediate the relationship between challenges, 

strategies, and sustainability outcomes. Addressing this gap is essential for 

advancing both theory and practice in the field. This study therefore investigates 

leadership perspectives in social entrepreneurship, focusing on how leaders 

confront challenges, employ strategies, and ultimately drive sustainable impact. By 

integrating qualitative insights from interviews with quantitative survey data, the 

research aims to propose a framework for nurturing resilient, innovative, and 

impactful leaders. 

The contribution of this study is threefold. First, it enriches the theoretical 

discourse on leadership in social entrepreneurship by examining how 

transformational, adaptive, and innovative leadership styles mediate sustainability 

outcomes. Second, it provides empirical evidence from the Malaysian context, 

offering insights into the challenges and strategies employed by social 

entrepreneurs in a developing economy. Third, it delivers actionable 

recommendations for policymakers, support organizations, and practitioners, 

thereby bridging the gap between academic research and practical application. 

Ultimately, this research seeks to enhance the sustainability of social enterprises 

and their capacity to generate meaningful social change. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This study employed a mixed‑methods research design to capture both the 

breadth and depth of leadership perspectives in social entrepreneurship. The 

rationale for adopting a mixed approach was to combine the strengths of 

quantitative and qualitative inquiry: quantitative surveys provided generalizable 

insights into the relationships among challenges, strategies, leadership traits, and 

sustainability outcomes, while qualitative interviews offered rich, contextualized 

accounts of how social entrepreneurs navigate complex realities. The integration of 

these two strands allowed for triangulation of findings, thereby enhancing the 

validity and reliability of the results. 

The research was conducted among social entrepreneurs actively managing 

social enterprises in Damansara, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. This location was 

selected because of its vibrant entrepreneurial ecosystem and the growing presence 

of social enterprises addressing local social and environmental issues. Purposive 

sampling was used to ensure that participants were directly involved in leadership 

and decision‑making roles. For the quantitative phase, approximately 400 

questionnaires were distributed, with a target of at least 285 valid responses to 

achieve statistical significance and representativeness. For the qualitative phase, 

semi‑structured interviews were conducted with a diverse subset of social 

entrepreneurs, selected to reflect variation in enterprise size, sector, and leadership 

style. 

The survey instrument was designed to measure key constructs identified in 

the literature. Challenges included balancing social mission and financial viability, 

navigating regulatory landscapes, securing funding, and managing cultural factors. 

Strategies encompassed innovative practices, community engagement, sustainable 

sourcing, and waste reduction. Leadership traits were operationalized as visionary, 

adaptive, ethical, collaborative, and resilient. Items were developed from 

established scales and refined through expert review to ensure content validity. The 

interviews complemented the survey by probing deeper into leadership 

perspectives, focusing on how leaders interpret challenges, implement strategies, 

and mediate sustainability outcomes. Interviews were audio‑recorded, transcribed 

verbatim, and analysed thematically. 

Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics to profile 

respondents, followed by correlation and regression analyses to examine 

relationships among variables. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was employed 

to test the hypothesized mediating role of leadership between challenges, 

strategies, and sustainability outcomes. Qualitative data were analysed through 

thematic coding, conducted iteratively to identify recurring patterns and emergent 

themes related to leadership practices, contextual influences, and innovative 

approaches. Integration of the two datasets was achieved through a convergent 
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design, where quantitative and qualitative findings were compared and synthesized 

to provide a holistic understanding of leadership in social entrepreneurship. 

Ethical considerations were central to the research process. Approval was 

obtained prior to data collection, and all participants provided informed consent. 

Participation was voluntary, and respondents were assured of confidentiality and 

anonymity. Data were stored securely and used solely for research purposes. These 

measures ensured that the study adhered to established ethical standards while 

respecting the rights and dignity of participants.  

 

The response rate achieved in this study was both robust and reliable. As 

Sekaran and Bougie (2016) note, the response rate represents the proportion of 

participants who engaged in the research from the determined sample size, and 

ensuring a high response rate is crucial for validating the collected questionnaires 

for data analysis. Out of the 400 questionnaires administered to employees across 

fifteen manufacturing companies in Nigeria, 285 were returned, yielding a 

response rate of 71.25%. This figure exceeds the minimum threshold of 50% 

considered acceptable for survey research (Creswell & Creswell, 2021) and aligns 

with Hair, Page, and Brunsveld’s (2019) emphasis on the importance of high 

response rates for ensuring data reliability. The strong participation suggests that the 

topic of social entrepreneurship and leadership resonated with respondents, 

thereby enhancing the credibility of subsequent analyses (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 Response Rate 

Description Value 

Questionnaires Administered 400 

Questionnaires Returned 285 

Response Rate 71.25% 

 

 

The demographic characteristics of respondents provide further insight into 

the composition of the sample (Table 2). Gender distribution revealed that 78.7% 

of respondents were male and 21.3% female, reflecting the male‑dominated nature 

of leadership roles in manufacturing and social enterprise sectors in Nigeria. Age 

distribution showed that 53.3% were mid‑career professionals, 29.3% senior 

leaders, and 17.3% young adults. This indicates that the majority of respondents 

were at a stage in their careers where they possessed both experience and 

responsibility, making them well‑positioned to provide informed perspectives on 

leadership challenges. 
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Table 2 Respondents Demographic Characteristics 

 Item Frequency 
Percent % 

Gender Male 59 78.7 

 
Female 16 

21.3 

Age Young Adults 13 17.3 

 
Mid-Career Professionals 40 53.3 

 
Senior Leaders 22 

29.3 

Ethnicity Malay 13 17.3 

 Chinese 24 
32.0 

 Indian 22 
29.3 

 Others 16 
21.3 

Education 

Background 

Higher Education 59 

78.7 

 Technical Training 16 
21.3 

Industry Sector Nonprofits 13 17.3 

 For-Profits Social 

Enterprises 

28 
53.3 

 Hybrid Organizations 22 
29.3 

Professional Role Social Entrepreneurs 13 17.3 

 Senior Management 24 
32.0 

 Sustainability Officers 22 
29.3 

 Employees 16 
21.3 

Experience Level Experienced Practitioners 59 78.7 

 Emerging Leaders 16 
21.3 

 

Ethnic diversity was evident, with Chinese respondents comprising 32.0%, 

Indians 29.3%, Malays 17.3%, and others 21.3%. This mix highlights the 

multicultural composition of the workforce, which may influence leadership 

practices and organizational culture. Educational background was dominated by 

higher education qualifications (78.7%), with 21.3% reporting technical training, 

suggesting that most respondents had formal academic preparation relevant to 

leadership and management. 
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Industry sector representation showed that 53.3% of respondents were 

engaged in for‑profit social enterprises, 29.3% in hybrid organizations, and 17.3% 

in nonprofit organizations. This distribution reflects the growing prominence of 

hybrid and for‑profit models in social entrepreneurship, where financial 

sustainability is pursued alongside social impact. Professional roles varied, with 

32.0% in senior management, 29.3% serving as sustainability officers, 21.3% as 

employees, and 17.3% identifying as social entrepreneurs. This spread indicates 

that the sample captured perspectives from both leadership and operational levels, 

thereby enriching the analysis of leadership dynamics. 

Finally, experience levels revealed that 78.7% were experienced 

practitioners and 21.3% emerging leaders. The predominance of experienced 

respondents suggests that the dataset is grounded in practical knowledge and lived 

experience, while the inclusion of emerging leaders provides insights into evolving 

leadership practices and generational perspectives. Taken together, these 

demographic distributions ensure diversity across gender, age, ethnicity, education, 

sector, role, and experience, thereby strengthening the representativeness and 

reliability of the dataset for subsequent statistical and thematic analyses. 

The primary objective of this research was to develop practical and scalable 

strategies to address leadership challenges in social enterprises. Interviews with key 

stakeholders revealed several recurring issues, including resource constraints, 

difficulties in maintaining mission alignment, and challenges in managing diverse 

teams. These findings are consistent with prior studies that highlight the tension 

between social and financial objectives, resource scarcity, and the complexity of 

managing diverse stakeholder expectations in social enterprises (Ebrahim & 

Rangan, 2014; Saebi, Foss, & Linder, 2019). By systematically analysing these 

common leadership issues, the study identified strategies that are both effective and 

adaptable across different organizational contexts. 

Based on the interview data, several practical strategies were proposed to 

tackle these challenges. These include leadership training programs tailored to the 

specific needs of social enterprises, mentorship opportunities to guide emerging 

leaders, and resource optimization techniques. Similar approaches have been 

emphasized in the literature, where leadership development and mentorship are 

seen as critical for building resilience and sustaining mission‑driven organizations 

(Northouse, 2021; Garg & Kumar, 2023). For example, implementing cost‑effective 

solutions and leveraging community resources can help overcome financial 

constraints, echoing findings that resource mobilization and community 

engagement are central to social enterprise sustainability (Yunus, Moingeon, & 

Lehmann‑Ortega, 2010). Collectively, these strategies aim to strengthen leadership 

capabilities and ensure that leaders are equipped to navigate the complexities of 

balancing social mission with financial sustainability. 

To ensure scalability, the strategies were designed to be flexible and 

applicable across enterprises of varying size and sector. This involved creating 

modular frameworks and tools that can be replicated and adapted. For instance, 
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leadership training programs can be structured in components, allowing 

organizations to select modules most relevant to their needs. The emphasis on 

scalability aligns with calls in the literature for adaptable models that can be 

applied across diverse contexts while maintaining fidelity to social impact goals 

(Dacin, Dacin, & Matear, 2010; Medine & Minto‑Coy, 2023). 

The proposed strategies are supported by empirical evidence gathered from 

stakeholder interviews. The real‑world experiences and insights of practitioners 

provide a strong foundation for these solutions, ensuring that they are not only 

theoretically sound but also practically effective. This empirical validation 

enhances the credibility of the recommendations and demonstrates their potential 

to address leadership challenges in diverse social enterprise settings. 

The insights were further translated into actionable recommendations for 

practice. These include organizing regular town hall meetings to strengthen 

communication, engaging employees in mission‑driven projects to reinforce 

alignment, implementing recognition programs to motivate staff, and conducting 

interactive workshops to build collaborative skills. Such recommendations resonate 

with prior findings that emphasize participatory leadership, transparent 

communication, and recognition as mechanisms for sustaining employee 

commitment in mission‑driven organizations (Heifetz, Linsky, & Alexander, 2009; 

Corner & Ho, 2010). By adopting these recommendations, social enterprises can 

foster a strong sense of mission and vision, thereby enhancing their overall impact 

and sustainability. 

The regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between 

the independent variable (CSSEmean) and the dependent variable (SSEmean). The 

model summary (Table 3) indicates a correlation coefficient (R) of 0.546, suggesting 

a moderate positive relationship between CSSEmean and SSEmean. The coefficient 

of determination (R
2
) was 0.299, meaning that approximately 29.9% of the 

variance in SSEmean can be explained by CSSEmean. The adjusted R
2
 value of 

0.296 further confirms that the explanatory power of the model is not inflated, 

while the standard error of the estimate (0.627) indicates a reasonable fit of the 

regression line to the observed data. These results demonstrate that CSSEmean has 

meaningful predictive capacity for SSEmean, though other factors may also 

contribute to variance in the dependent variable. 

 

Table 3 Model Summary measuring item CSSE with SSE 

 

Model R 

 

R Square 

Adjusted R 

Square 

Std. Error of 

the Estimate 

 1 .546
a
 .299 .296  .62719 

a.Predictors: (Constant), CSSEmean 

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) results (Table 4) confirm the statistical 

significance of the regression model. The regression sum of squares was 46.896, 

representing the variation explained by CSSEmean, while the residual sum of 
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squares was 110.143, indicating unexplained variation. With a total sum of squares 

of 157.039, the degrees of freedom for regression and residual were 1 and 280, 

respectively. The mean square for regression was 46.896 compared to 0.393 for the 

residual. The resulting F‑statistic of 119.217 was highly significant (p < .001), 

demonstrating that CSSEmean is a statistically significant predictor of SSEmean. 

 

Table 4 ANOVA measuring item CSSE and SSE 

Sum of 

Model Squares 

 

df 

 

Mean Square 

 

F 

 

Sig. 

1 

Regression 46.896 1 46.896 119.217 .000
b
 

Residual 110.143 280 .393   

Total 157.039 281    

a. Dependent Variable: SSEmean; b. Predictors: (Constant), CSSEmean 

 

The coefficients Table 5 provides further detail on the relationship between 

CSSEmean and SSEmean. The unstandardized coefficient (B) for CSSEmean was 

0.775 (SE = 0.071), indicating that for every unit increase in CSSEmean, SSEmean 

increases by 0.775 units. The constant (intercept) was 0.931 (SE = 0.408), 

suggesting the baseline level of SSEmean when CSSEmean is zero. The 

standardized coefficient (Beta) of 0.546 highlights the relative importance of 

CSSEmean in predicting SSEmean. Both the constant (t = 2.283, p = .023) and 

CSSEmean (t = 10.919, p < .001) were statistically significant predictors. The 95% 

confidence interval for CSSEmean ranged from 0.635 to 0.915, confirming the 

stability and reliability of the coefficient estimate. 

 

Table 5 Coefficient measuring item CSSE and SSE 

 

 

 

 

Model 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

 

 

 

 

t 

 

 

 

 

Sig. 

95.0% Confidence 

Interval for B 

 

B 

Std. 

Error 

 

Beta 

Lower 

Boun

d 

Upper 

Bound 

1 (Constant) .931 .408 
 

2.283 .023 .128 1.734 

CSSEmean .775 .071 .546 10.919 .000 .635 .915 

a. Dependent Variable: SSEmean 

 

The normal probability plot of regression standardized residuals (Figure 1) 

further supports the validity of the model. The observed cumulative probabilities 

closely aligned with the expected diagonal line, indicating that the residuals were 

approximately normally distributed. This confirms that the assumption of normality 
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was met, thereby validating the statistical tests and confidence intervals used in the 

regression analysis. 

 

 

 
Figure 1 Regression Standardized Residuals for CSSE and SSE 

 

Overall, the regression analysis demonstrates a statistically significant and 

moderately strong relationship between CSSEmean and SSEmean. The model 

explains nearly one‑third of the variance in SSEmean, with reliable coefficient 

estimates and a good fit as indicated by residual diagnostics. These findings suggest 

that CSSEmean is an important predictor of SSEmean, providing empirical support 

for the hypothesized relationship between the constructs. 

 

CONCL

 This study examined leadership perspectives in social entrepreneurship, 

highlighting the challenges of resource constraints, mission alignment, and 

managing diverse teams. Quantitative analysis confirmed a statistically significant 

and moderately strong relationship between contextual strategies (CSSEmean) and 

sustainability outcomes (SSEmean), with leadership practices explaining nearly 

one‑third of the variance. Qualitative insights reinforced the importance of tailored 

training, mentorship, and resource optimization, leading to practical, scalable 

strategies for social enterprises. 

A key contribution is the proposed framework for nurturing resilient, 

innovative, and impactful leaders, emphasizing resilience‑building, innovation, 
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mentorship, and continuous evaluation. By integrating empirical evidence with 

actionable recommendations, the study advances both theory and practice, 

demonstrating that effective leadership mediates the link between challenges, 

strategies, and sustainability. Ultimately, fostering strong leadership enhances the 

capacity of social enterprises to drive meaningful social change and sustainable 

development. 
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