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Chapter 1
Introduction

“Make men work together show them that beyond their diff erences and geographi-
cal boundaries there lies a common interest” (Jean Monnet, cofounder of the EU, 
n.d.)





13INTRODUCTION

1The constructs of social entrepreneurship1, the EU Cohesion Policy and cross-border co-
operation, aim to create a societal impact through their activities. These constructs create 
their impact by operating in social, environmental, and economic domains. Moreover, they 
show similarities in their collaborative approaches, drivers, and characteristics. Neverthe-
less, we can not consider them as equating constructs. The EU Cohesion Policy comes from 
a more institutional orientation, whereas social entrepreneurship originates from an en-
trepreneurial and operational perspective. Identifying the complementarity between social 
entrepreneurship and the EU Cohesion Policy could bring both closer together. For the dis-
sertation, we use a broad definition of complementarity, which includes the correlational 
and performance approach, e.g., a focus on interrelatedness between activities and incre-
mental outcomes, respectively (Schweiger et al., 2019). The dissertation will analyze and re-
port two strands of complementarity: (1) institutional complementarity and (2) operational 
complementarity. Institutional complementarity refers to the organizational environments 
of cross-border cooperation and social entrepreneurship. Operational complementarity is 
more functional, referring to project and business model implementation, resources, and 
impact creation. Mutatis mutandis, achieving cross-border cooperation‘s policy priorities, 
based on the European Commission’s policy objectives, through closer engagement of 
social entrepreneurship could improve the quality of life, reduce regional disparities, and 
bring the EU closer to the citizens. To investigate the assumed complementarity between 
social entrepreneurship and the EU Cohesion Policy, we formulated the following general 
research question of this dissertation: "What forms of complementarity exist between so-
cial entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-border cooperation?"

1.1 EU COHESION POLICY 

Originating from the 1950s, the EU Cohesion Policy aims to reduce regional economic and 
social disparities across the EU and between its Member States (Darvas et al., 2019). The 
EU Cohesion Policy matured during decades of evolution, and today, about 35% of the total 
EU budget is allocated to further anchoring the EU Cohesion Policy as a cornerstone for 
cooperation. As it is a key policy for the European Commission (EC), the EU Cohesion Policy 
benefits all EU regions and cities by supporting economic growth, creating jobs, business 
competitiveness, sustainable development, and protection of the environment (Schwarz, 
2023).

The Interreg program is a primary instrument of the EU Cohesion Policy (Durà et al., 2018; 
Interreg, 2023; Meideros, 2018). Through the implementation of cross-border cooperation 
projects in EU border regions, e.g., Euroregions, the Interreg program addresses the EC’s 

1	 The terms “social entrepreneurship,” “social enterprise, ” “social entrepreneurial activity” and “social businesses” 
are interchangeably used in this dissertation.
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policy priorities in social, environmental, and economic domains. Cross-border cooperation 
can be defined as “any type of concerted action between public and/or private institutions 
of the border regions of two (or more) states, driven by geographical, economic, cultural/
identity, political/leadership factors, with the objective of reinforcing the (good) neighbor-
hood relations, solving common problems or managing jointly resources between commu-
nities through any cooperation mechanisms available” (De Sousa 2013, p. 673). Euroregions 
are territorial units formed by two contiguous sub-national units belonging to at least two 
EU Member States (Perkmann, 2003; Durà et al., 2018). Besides this positivist approach, 
Euroregions are considered laboratories of European integration, including institutional 
and operational elements needed to conduct the dissertation’s research. According to Durà 
et al. (2018), Euroregions symbolize communal living in border regions and naturally tend 
to strengthen this. Moreover, Euroregions can mobilize institutions operating at multiple 
governance levels and create territorial spaces for cross-border cooperation. Hence, Eu-
roregions allowed us to collect data and discuss policy implementation in a cross-border 
setting. It was no coincidence that the first Euroregion was founded along the German-
Dutch border in 1958 (Perkmann, 2003). Euroregions initially aimed to reconcile and heal 
the scars the First and Second World Wars had left behind on the European continent (Durà 
et al., 2018). Today, cross-border cooperation is at the essence of about 60 Euroregions 
covering the internal EU border regions to maintain and improve good neighboring com-
munity relations. these communities’ quality of life (Durà et al., 2018). 

The outlines of this dissertation become gradually visible after a closer look at how re-
search on the EU Cohesion Policy and cross-border cooperation evolved. Early research 
on cross-border cooperation mostly took an institutional perspective (Paasi et al., 2018). 
The rationale for this was the social and economic disadvantages EU border regions his-
torically face, which accelerate people’s movements to the country’s more central regions 
(Christodoulou, 2020; EC, 2015; Leick, 2011; Nave and Franco, 2021; Portolés, 2015). 
Cross-border cooperation seems an obvious way to mitigate such phenomena, yet border 
regions must cope with historical, cultural, and geographical barriers (Christodoulou, 
2020; Kurowska-Pysz and Szczepańska-Woszczyna, 2017). For example, mutual feelings of 
distrust and animosity from bygone eras persistently linger in border regions and impede 
cooperative actions (Jakola and Prokkola, 2018; Krätke, 1999; Paasi and Prokkola, 2008; 
Yndigegn, 2012). The research addressed these themes by investigating social capital and 
local embeddedness that are considered assets for successful cooperation (De Sousa, 
2013; Jørgensen et al., 2011; Jakola and Prokkola, 2018; Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Leick, 2011; 
Smallbone and Welter, 2012; Prokkola et al., 2012; Stverkova et al., 2018). Since the last 
decade, research has increasingly acknowledged the role of entrepreneurs as local actors, 
and cross-border entrepreneurship has become a more prominent theme in cross-border 
cooperation research (Böhm and Opiola, 2019; Chobal and Lalakulych, 2019; Jelinčić et al., 
2019; Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Smallbone and Welter, 2012; Stverkova et al., 2018). 
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1The relevance of cross-border entrepreneurship can also be explained by regional eco-
nomic development. Recently, an academic interest in the external effects of the EU Cohe-
sion Policy on economic development in border regions has emerged. Due to the internal 
EU market and the Schengen Treaty, the exchange of ideas, innovations, and knowledge 
between neighboring countries strengthened regional development, feeding into the ob-
jectives of the EU Cohesion Policy (Knippschild and Vock, 2016; Nave and Franco, 2021; 
Schwarz, 2023). Research into the external effects of the EU Cohesion Policy on regional 
economic development shows positive associations between cross-border cooperation 
projects and regional economic development (Basboga, 2020; Darvas et al., 2019). The 
external effects on regional economic development also explain the interest of academic 
research in the role of cross-border entrepreneurship, cross-border business opportunities, 
and strengthening bilateral relationships. However, the academic research focus has fallen 
mainly on commercial cross-border entrepreneurship. The role and contribution of social 
entrepreneurship to the EU Cohesion Policy through engaging in cross-border cooperation 
have never been investigated. 

The European Commission (EC) and regional policymakers promote social entrepreneurship 
emphasizing that social enterprises contribute to important policy objectives in the social, 
environmental, and economic domains; job creation, inclusiveness, equal opportunities, 
nature protection, and resource efficiency are examples of these (Borzaga et al., 2020; EC, 
2015; EC, 2021; Kraus et al., 2017; OECD, 2016). Given the cross-border cooperation prac-
tices emerging from EC’s policy priorities in sectoral fields such as environment, education, 
culture, social cohesion, and health (Durà et al., 2018; Meideros, 2018), one would expect 
ample opportunities for social entrepreneurship through involvement in cross-border co-
operation projects. 

1.2 SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

According to Smallbone and Welter (2012), social entrepreneurship is suitable for cross-
border entrepreneurship because sectors that operate without profit as a motive increas-
ingly embrace the entrepreneurial spirit. Social entrepreneurship represents “the process 
of combining resources in innovative ways to pursue opportunities for the creation of social 
and economic value evident in new initiatives, services, products, programs, or organiza-
tions” (Mair and Martí, 2005, p. 37). Another, more business-oriented description is that 
a social business operates like a regular business, has a similar design, but has a primary 
purpose to serve society. It is self-sustaining and repays its owner’s investments (Yunus et 
al., 2010). 
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The concept of social entrepreneurship gained increasing attention in the last decades 
from scholars (Scheuerle et al., 2015). A recurring theme within research is how the dual 
missions of social entrepreneurs are associated with social enterprise growth and scaling 
impact barriers. Growth barriers can be aggregated into value-based, business model, and 
institutional barriers (Davies et al., 2018). Another issue research identified is that social en-
terprises rarely scale beyond their initial geographical context (Corner and Kearins, 2018). 
Due to dissimilarities between the initial context and the new market, entering the cross-
border market requires product modifications, new resource configurations, and relevant 
partnerships (Corner and Kearins, 2018). We consider these issues of growth barriers and 
impact scaling impediments as societal losses in EU border regions; hence, further research 
into underlying causes is needed here. 

Due to barriers to social entrepreneurial growth and impact scaling, social entrepreneurs 
demand supportive business environments. Such environments are shaped through social 
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Borzaga et al., 2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021). Re-
searchers and policymakers recognize that social entrepreneurial ecosystems support social 
entrepreneurs in coping with growth and scaling challenges. According to Diaz Gonzalez 
and Dentchev (2021), ecosystem thinking offers an approach to understand better the 
demanded needs and how to provide them. Ecosystem thinking is also a perspective that 
aligns with the integrative ecosystem approach of Stam and Spigel (2016) and Stam and Van 
de Ven (2019). In integrative ecosystems, the supportive ecosystem elements are combined 
for synergetic effects (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). Commissioned by the EC, social en-
trepreneurial ecosystems in the EU have been scrutinized and mapped in two consecutive 
studies by the EC (2015) and Borzaga et al. (2020). As Borzaga et al. (2020) described, the 
social entrepreneurial ecosystem picture in the EU is colorful due to various institutional, 
cultural, and other differences between EU Member States. Indeed, this complicates social 
entrepreneurship in the context of cross-border entrepreneurship in EU border regions and 
calls for further research. 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS

The dissertation’s general research question is: "What forms of complementarity exist 
between social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-border cooperation? 
We answer the general research question by conducting four studies, each investigating a 
specific aspect. Study 1 (Chapter 2) could be considered a baseline study in which experts 
from both fields expressed their opinions on the research question: “What complementar-
ity is there between social entrepreneurship and institutional EU cross-border cooperation?” 
Based on cross-border cooperation and social enterprise literature, we assessed four as-
sumptions on shared drivers and characteristics, e.g., opportunities, local embeddedness, 
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1social capital, and commercial activities, to direct the dissertation’s further research. As 
shown in Figure 1.1, the consecutive studies of the dissertation focus on the not or partly 
confirmed assumptions.

Study 2 (Chapter 3) takes up the organizational environment needed for social entrepre-
neurs to develop their social businesses’ dual mission successfully. Because commercial 
activities are not at the core of cross-border cooperation, social business models could 
complement them here. Thereby, there is a need for a supportive entrepreneurial environ-
ment shaped by social entrepreneurial ecosystems in EU border regions: “How do social 
entrepreneurial ecosystems affect social entrepreneurial activities in an EU cross-border 
context?” Based on the integrative entrepreneurial ecosystems model (Stam and Van de 
Ven, 2019) and the extensive mapping study and associated country reports of Borzaga et 
al. (2020), we measured how ecosystem elements affect social entrepreneurship’s partici-
pation in cross-border cooperation projects between 2014 and 2020. 

Study 3 (Chapter 4) focuses on cross-border cooperation projects as a business opportunity 
for social entrepreneurship. The preconceived idea is that innovative knowledge created in 
cross-border cooperation projects (Durà et al., 2018) could function as an entrepreneurial 
resource through external effects, e.g., spillover effects. Hence, the study’s research ques-
tion is: "To what extent do knowledge spillovers from cross-border cooperation projects 
contribute to the development of social entrepreneurship in the nearby regions?" Based on 
the tenets of the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2013), we 
tested our hypothesis on a positive association between cross-border cooperation projects 
and social entrepreneurial activity. 

Study 4 (Chapter 5) extends the findings of studies 2 and 3 by taking an experimental vi-
gnette approach. The vignette methodology allows to explain causality between perceived 
situational constraints and intentions to cooperate and enter the cross-border market. It 
provides robust insights into the relatively low participation of social entrepreneurship in 
cross-border cooperation. We tested how social entrepreneurial orientation affects the 
decision-making process on intentions to cooperate and enter the cross-border market with 
social innovation. We included the perceived knowledge filter conditions, e.g., uncertainty, 
asymmetry, and transaction costs (Acs et al., 2013), as situational constraints on decisions 
for scaling impact across the border. The knowledge filter is rooted in the Knowledge 
Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship and represents the gap between innovative and eco-
nomic knowledge (Acs et al., 2013). We formulated the following research question: “How 
do situational constraints, e.g., knowledge filter conditions, affect intentions to cooperate 
and enter cross-border markets while scaling impact accentuated by social entrepreneurial 
orientation?” 
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Figure 1.1 outlines the dissertation’s research based on the four assumptions of the baseline 
study. Experts agreed on the complementarity of local embeddedness and social capital but 
partially disagreed on the complementarity of opportunities and commercial activities. To 
increase our knowledge of how the constructs of social entrepreneurship and cross-border 
cooperation can mutually improve or emphasize each other’s qualities, we explored the as-
sumptions where experts’ opinions diverged, e.g., opportunities and commercial activities. 
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ABSTRACT

EU border regions continue to face economic and social disadvantages compared to other 
regions in the same country. Since 1990, the European Commission has been implementing 
extensive territorial cooperation programs to support EU border regions in solving regional 
problems and building social cohesion. This study contributes to decreasing EU border re-
gions’ economic and social disadvantages by investigating the complementarity between 
institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social entrepreneurship. We argue that both 
concepts build upon similar drivers and characteristics with the aim of creating impact and 
bringing about change. We test and improve our initial literature-based framework to pro-
vide a better insight into how institutional and entrepreneurial processes could benefit from 
each other. We interview experts operating at different governance levels and in various 
EU countries and border regions. The complementarity between both concepts is confirmed 
by considering the differentiation between governance levels and fields of expertise. The 
results show that complementarity between the concepts mainly exists in terms of taking 
advantage of opportunities for an effect. The commercial activities of social enterprises are 
seen as effective. However, it is necessary for social enterprises to establish sustainable EU 
cross-border cooperation and to improve regional social and economic development.
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2.1	INTRODUCTION

Institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social entrepreneurship have a common 
ground from which to start their activities. Although there are fundamental differences 
between the institutional and entrepreneurial approaches, both concepts turn social and 
economic problems into opportunities with the objective of creating impact and bringing 
about change. Therefore, we argue that an untapped potential may exist in the complemen-
tarity between both concepts. The European Commission (EC) stated in 2015 that “Recent 
years have seen a burgeoning interest in social enterprise across Europe, strongly driven 
by a growing recognition of the role social enterprise can play in tackling societal and en-
vironmental challenges and fostering inclusive growth” (EC, 2015). We aim to reframe this 
statement of the European Commission (EC) in the context of institutional EU cross-border 
cooperation by investigating the role of social entrepreneurship as a micro-economic ap-
proach involving communities and businesses in the economic and social development of 
border regions and contributing to social cohesion.

Thus, the EC acknowledges the role that social enterprises could play in tackling societal 
and environmental problems and fostering more inclusive growth (EC, 2015). In the context 
of EU cross-border cooperation, we observe similarities between the policy objectives of EU 
territorial programs such as Interreg (e.g., inclusive growth, a lower carbon economy, envi-
ronment, resource efficiency) and the field of play of social enterprises (e.g., inclusiveness, 
circularity, employment, health, mobility). Knowing that local citizens and communities are 
involved in the business processes of social enterprises (de Beer, 2018; Ohrei and Nandram, 
2014; Wronka-Pośpiech, 2016) and that national traditions and sensitivities are taken into 
account (Wronka-Pośpiech, 2016), we argue that a potential positive contribution of social 
entrepreneurship to institutional EU cross-border cooperation may exist. This leads us to 
our central research question:

“What complementarity is there between social entrepreneurship and institutional EU 
cross-border cooperation?”

To build a clear theoretical framework, we apply the following definitions for social 
entrepreneurship and EU cross-border cooperation. First, we want to clearly distinguish 
between social entrepreneurship, commercial entrepreneurship, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). To meet this requirement, we use the description of social busi-
nesses provided by Yunus et al. (2010) that a social business operates like a regular business 
and has a similar design, but has a primary purpose to serve society. Furthermore, a social 
business is self-sustaining and repays its owners’ investments (Yunus et al., 2010). In the 
current chapter, we use the terms “social entrepreneurship” and “social enterprise” inter-
changeably and in line with the given definition, thus interpreting them as representing 
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a social business. Moreover, social entrepreneurship includes cooperative arrangements 
that prevail over competition and shareholder value. For this reason, we exclude purely 
commercially driven entrepreneurs from the current research. Pursuing profit maximization 
may not always benefit cooperative arrangements in the EU border region and, therefore, 
may not always be in the interest of regional stakeholders.

Second, we must establish what can be included under the EU cross-border cooperation 
umbrella. Since 1990, the EC has applied EU-funded territorial programs to enhance EU 
cross-border cooperation and strengthen social cohesion. EU territorial programs, such 
as Interreg, endeavor to improve cooperation between EU Member States with program 
objectives defined by the EC and regional stakeholders. The Interreg program applies a 
project-based approach to cooperation and is a key policy instrument for implementing the 
EC’s cohesion policy in EU border regions (Jakola and Prokkola, 2017). The Interreg program 
is mainly implemented by Euregions, also known as Euroregions, which are widely known 
as tools of cooperation among the regions (Greta, 2016; Lepik, 2009; Perkmann, 2003). 
Euregions are formalized, administrative-territorial structures that are set up to promote 
cross-border cooperation, mainly through the Interreg program between neighboring local 
or regional authorities (Lepik, 2009). Indeed, well-established Euregions can be an asset 
to the daily life of local populations, helping to diffuse a “European way of thinking” (De 
Sousa, 2013). This leads us to the definition of EU cross-border cooperation formulated by 
Sousa (2013): “Any type of concerted action between public and/or private institutions of 
the border regions of two (or more) states, driven by geographical, economic, cultural/iden-
tity, political/leadership factors, with the objective of reinforcing the (good) neighborhood 
relations, solving common problems or managing jointly resources between communities 
through any co-operation mechanisms available” (De Sousa, 2013: p. 673). This definition 
provides sufficient room for social enterprises in the role of private institutions. However, 
we have to consider the possible, more critical vision of the functioning of Euregions as 
politically-led projects that are not supported by local citizens and/or business communities 
(De Sousa, 2013; Greta, 2016; Jakola and Prokkola, 2017; Lepik, 2009; Perkmann, 2003).

Compared to more central regions in EU Member States, different EU border regions face 
social and economic disadvantages and reduced investments that accelerate movements to 
more central regions in the country states (Christodoulou et al., 2020; EC, 2015; Portolés, 
2015). Additionally, EU border regions have to deal with geographic, historical, cultural, 
and language barriers, limiting their opportunities for cooperation with their neighboring 
counterparts (Christodoulou and Christidis, 2020; Böhm and Opiola, 2019; Kurowska-Pysz 
and Szczepańska-Woszczyna, 2017). Mutual distrust and animosity against neighboring 
countries still exist in several EU border regions (Jakola and Prokkola, 2017; Krätke, 1999; 
Paasi and Prokkola, 2008; Yndigegn, 2012). Because about one-third of European citizens 
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(150 million people) live in EU border regions, the EC, national, and regional authorities 
cannot neglect the specific problems of EU border regions.

Reflecting on the current cross-border cooperation Interreg programs, which have run from 
2014–2020, and looking forward to the new program period of 2021–2027, the EC recog-
nizes the need for measures beyond EU funding to bring Europe closer to its citizens (EC, 
2020). The publication presenting these reflections provides insight into a series of con-
crete actions that potentially contribute to socio-economic development and integration 
of border regions (Christodoulou et al., 2020). These actions may be seen as the next step 
towards a Europe that is closer to businesses and citizens. Moreover, in the EC’s regional 
development and cohesion policy strategy for 2021–2027, the EC defines five objectives to 
drive future EU investments in regional development: (1) A smarter Europe, (2) a greener 
carbon-free Europe, (3) a more connected Europe, (4) a social Europe, and (5) a Europe 
closer to the citizens (EC, 2020). Following the social entrepreneurial processes of Belz and 
Binder (2015), social entrepreneurs search for ecological and social problems that can be 
converted into business opportunities. Driven by their social missions, social entrepreneurs 
deploy social business models that connect the mission to the enterprise’s value propo-
sition (Vial, 2016). Thereby, the social entrepreneur searches for engagement with local 
communities and combines society with an action-based entrepreneurial approach (Gawell 
and Von Friedrichs, 2014).

In the last decades, literature investigating EU cross-border cooperation had a primarily in-
stitutional focus, and research on cross-border entrepreneurship was clearly in the minority 
(Jørgenson et al., 2011; Leick, 2011; Smallbone and Welter, 2012). More recently, however, 
we have seen a shift toward research conducted on different topics in the field of EU cross-
border cooperation and entrepreneurial involvement (Böhm and Opiola, 2019; Chobal and 
Lalakulych, 2020; Jelinčić et al., 2019; Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Stverkova et al., 2018). These 
studies offer valuable insights into cross-border cooperation processes focusing on specific 
geographic regions. However, none of these studies involve social entrepreneurship. Hence, 
our main aim is to contribute to this knowledge gap on cross-border entrepreneurship by 
investigating the existence of complementarity between social entrepreneurship and insti-
tutional EU cross-border cooperation.

Theoretical implications of our research follow up on research directions indicated by 
Stverkova et al. (2018), aiming at a better understanding of cross-border entrepreneurship 
in different Euregions and industries. An interesting direction for future research connects 
with the work of Kurowska-Pysz (2016) concerning the extension of clusters for cross-
border cooperation. Furthermore, our study aims to contribute to understanding how 
social entrepreneurship and institutional EU cross-border cooperation are complementary 
concepts that endeavor to achieve similar objectives but apply different approaches. A 
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primary insight we gain from our empirical results is how complementarity between both 
concepts on the local governance level leads to genuine bottom-up and opportunity-driven 
sustainable cross-border cooperation. Through a different research design compared to 
existing cross-border entrepreneurship studies, we gain insights into the perspectives of 
institutional EU cross-border cooperation experts on the role of social entrepreneurship 
in cross-border regions. Moreover, the other way around, the perspectives of social enter-
prise experts on reaching out across the border. Finally, we aim to contribute to the theory 
of social entrepreneurial opportunity-driven processes, as mentioned by Belz and Binder 
(2015).

Our research has practical implications for policymakers involved in social entrepreneurship 
and institutional EU cross-border cooperation. Indeed, the EC promotes social entrepre-
neurship, providing valuable reports on social enterprise ecosystems per country (EC, 2015). 
EU institutional experts could attempt conciliation with social enterprise interest organiza-
tions by improving social businesses’ support and communication of good practices. We 
welcome continuing people-to-people projects in border regions supported by the current 
cross-border cooperation programs. Further analyzing the results of these bottom-up small-
scale projects could offer future opportunities for social entrepreneurship, for instance, in 
the form of community ownership models. Another aspect that needs more support from 
policymakers concerns the different types of barriers social entrepreneurs face, such as 
high transaction costs, a lack of trust, and language problems. However, legal issues, rules, 
and regulations also limit the participation of entrepreneurs in cross-border cooperation 
projects. Strengthening the business development and support function of Euregions could 
contribute to mitigating these barriers.

2.2	LITERATURE REVIEW

2.2.1 Drivers
According to the strategy described in the Interreg Cooperation Document (Interreg, 2020), 
the EC strives for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth to achieve economic, social, and 
territorial cohesion. In line with this strategy, Portolés (2015) argued that EU cross-border 
cooperation is driven by solving existing social and economic problems and broadening 
economic opportunities for private actors and citizens of border regions. Kurowska-Pysz 
and Szczepańska-Woszczyna (2017) found that next to funding opportunities, partnerships 
in the Polish-Lithuanian border regions are established to solve system problems and sys-
tem support at the national, regional, and local levels jointly. Through policy instruments 
like Interreg, the EC stimulates border regions to tackle shared regional problems through 
bilateral or multilateral cooperation (Interreg, 2020; Portolés, 2015). However, Interreg as 
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a policy instrument is firmly embedded in a public institutional environment (Jakola and 
Prokkola, 2017). Consequently, the dominant type of institutional EU cross-border coop-
eration occurs mainly between local and regional governments, NGOs, and universities 
but with much less involvement of enterprises (Jakola and Prokkola, 2017; Kurowska-Pysz, 
2016).

In contrast to institutionalized EU cooperation processes, social enterprises find their origin 
on a microeconomic or even grassroots level. Social business models link social missions 
to social objectives (Vial, 2016). “When social value creation is purposeful and explicitly 
anchored in a firm’s business model, the literature usually speaks of a social enterprise” (De 
Beer, 2018; Vial, 2016). Because social enterprises engage in a broad spectrum of activities 
while pursuing their mission, the social objectives are also defined broadly, e.g., the cre-
ation of social wealth (Mair and Marty, 2005), social value (Plotnieks, 2014), or the imple-
mentation of social change (Han and McKelvey, 2016; Mair et al., 2012). Belz and Binder 
(2015) show how social entrepreneurial processes start by recognizing a social, economic, 
or ecological problem and turning it into an opportunity. Social enterprises, thereby, can 
remove barriers hindering social inclusion, support the temporarily weakened groups, and/
or mitigate the undesirable effects of economic activity (Smith and Stevens, 2010).

Regardless of their approach, institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social entrepre-
neurship are opportunity-driven activities with delivery models that build upon coopera-
tion. Given the geographic context, Kurowska-Pysz (2016) argues that being established in 
a border region does not automatically mean an enterprise treats the neighboring market 
as a natural expansion area. Social enterprises must find bilateral business partners and 
invest in marketing campaigns to enter the cross-border market. Because Euregions imple-
ment institutional EU programs such as Interreg, business development support provided 
by the Euregions could strengthen social enterprises’ interest in creating social cohesion. 
Therefore, we formulate the following assumption:

Assumption 1. Regional problems in EU border regions, as defined in policy objectives and 
specific objectives by institutional EU cross-border cooperation programs, create bilateral 
economic, social, and business opportunities for social entrepreneurship.

2.2.2 Characteristics
Embeddedness refers to how relational, institutional, and cultural contexts shape economic 
and social life. We define local embeddedness as being embedded in these contexts on 
the level of local communities and citizens. Local embeddedness is an important asset in 
developing cross-border cooperation. The interest in local circumstances and a shared set 
of motives will encourage people to develop and maintain cooperation (Paasi et al., 2018). 
However, it cannot be taken for granted that institutional EU cross-border cooperation is 
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locally embedded. Institutional EU cross-border cooperation seems to have stronger em-
beddedness in regional governmental structures (Interreg, 2020), which is also expressed 
in bilateral partnerships in cross-border cooperation Kurowska-Pysz, 2016). The lack of 
involvement of local actors, such as citizens and businesses, in institutional EU cross-border 
projects is more often questioned by researchers (De Sousa, 2013; Jakola and Prokkola, 
2017; Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Prokkola et al., 2015). On the other hand, there are examples 
of well-functioning but less locally embedded Euregions. Koch (2017) reported on how 
actors involved in cooperation processes in the Finnish-Russian border region endorse 
the effectiveness of top-down organized cross-border cooperation. This study found that 
the top-down structure is a trust-building element that allows project managers to define 
objectives better and seek guidance.

Institutionalized EU cross-border cooperation is highly cognitive, dynamic, and complex. 
After 25 years of Interreg, the EC is aware of the critical remarks, which are taken into ac-
count in the objectives of the new program period 2021–2027, e.g., a more social Europe 
and a Europe closer to the citizens. In advance of the new program period, the regional 
development programs started with calls for micro-projects, e.g., People-to-People projects 
(CORLEAP, 2019). By reaching out to local citizens in the border regions, the EU programs 
become more embedded at a grassroots level. They should motivate citizens to engage in 
cross-border cooperation initiatives.

Examples of cross-border entrepreneurship in the EU border regions demonstrate how 
entrepreneurial activities are characterized by strong local embeddedness. Because of its 
local embeddedness, micro-economic cross-border cooperation benefits from a shared un-
derstanding, knowledge of the region, and good neighborhood relations (Birrell and Hayes, 
2004; Jørgensen et al., 2011; Koch, 2017; Smallbone and Welter, 2012). To establish a busi-
ness across the border, the entrepreneur should be aware of local markets, institutions, 
cultures, and what matters to local people. The duplicate accounts for social entrepreneur-
ship. Local embeddedness is rooted in the social business model as a value proposition that 
may lead to a competitive advantage. Social enterprises integrate traditional behavior, local 
sensitivities, and value creation in their business processes (De Beer, 2018; OECD, 2016; 
Ohrei and Vinke, 2014; Smith and Stevens, 2010). Social enterprises internalize a local focus 
through different elements of their business models, e.g., the involvement of citizens in 
their business processes (Ohrei and Vinke, 2014; Wronka-Pośpiech, 2016) or the respect for 
national traditions and sensitivities (Ohrei and Vinke, 2014).

We argue that the local embeddedness of social entrepreneurship could complement 
and strengthen the local embeddedness of institutionalized EU cross-border cooperation. 
Because social business models incorporate the involvement of local communities (Vial, 
2016), social enterprises may very well contribute to a Europe that is closer to its citizens. 
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Moreover, the institutional embeddedness of Euregions may improve social entrepreneur-
ial networks and how these networking activities provide access to resources (De Beer, 
2018; Jenner, 2016). Social enterprises use their community or grassroots-level embedded-
ness and relational ties with stakeholders to secure external resources that, in turn, create 
opportunities for social action (Doherty et al., 2014). Therefore, we formulate the following 
assumption:

Assumption 2. The local embeddedness of social entrepreneurship and institutional EU 
cross-border cooperation mutually reinforce each other, thereby decreasing local/regional 
daily life problems.

The effectiveness of institutional EU cross-border cooperation activities depends on social 
capital between actors at all governance levels involved in cooperation processes (AEBR, 
2000; Koch, 2017; Portolés, 2015). Social capital is an actual and potential asset for co-
operation embedded in relationships among individuals, communities, networks, and 
societies (Mair and Marti, 2005). More specifically, this means that social capital can be 
created through collaborating with the local community, strengthening neighborhood 
relations, improving feelings of trust and safety, and increasing the value of life. One of 
the key elements of social capital and conditional to effective and productive cooperation 
is trust (Jakola and Prokkola, 2018). In a publication celebrating 25 years of Interreg, the 
EC (2015) states that trust building is a precondition to European cooperation. Although a 
lack of trust is not seen as being the most important EU border obstacle (Meideros, 2018), 
trust-building is fundamental in EU cross-border cooperation (EC, 2015; Kurowska-Pysz and 
Szczepańska-Woszczyna, 2017).

The role of social capital is also endorsed in cross-border entrepreneurship, where bilat-
eral relations rely on elements like trust, reciprocity, interdependency, and neighborliness 
(Jørgensen, 2011; Leick, 2011; Smallbone and Welter, 2012; Stverkova et al., 2018). How-
ever, all these studies focus on commercial enterprises, whereas social capital for social 
enterprises has an extra dimension: the hybrid organization pursues a social mission using 
market-based strategies (Folmer et al., 2018; Mswaka, 2015). Spear and Bidet (2005) men-
tion social capital as a permanent source of resources for social enterprises. Because social 
capital is an important asset in establishing and maintaining commercial relations, social 
enterprises incorporate the creation and usage of social capital both as a means and as an 
end (Dobele and Dobele, 2014; Jablonski and Jablonski, 2019; Mair et al., 2012; Plotnieks, 
2014; Spear and Bidet, 2005; Vial, 2016).

Trust, reciprocity, and interdependency are strongly intertwined and, as such, are impor-
tant elements of social capital. Institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social entre-
preneurship are highly dependent on these elements to be effective in their efforts. Social 
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entrepreneurship may catalyze social transformation by meeting social needs (Mair and 
Marti, 2005). We argue that using and creating social capital may contribute to establishing 
bilateral sustainable cooperative engagements. The business models of social enterprises 
transform input delivered by local communities or neighborhood relations into outputs that 
fulfill specific needs of the border regions, like cohesion and cooperation. As a result, these 
transformation processes may create a form of cross-border cooperation and complement 
institutional EU cross-border cooperation. Therefore, we formulate the following assump-
tion:

Assumption 3. The exchange of social capital between institutional EU cross-border coop-
eration and social entrepreneurship decreases local/regional daily life problems.

Cross-border entrepreneurship contributes to economic development in the border region 
through economic integration and improvement of societal prosperity (Gawell et al., 2014; 
Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Leick, 2011; Stverkova et al., 2018). Although long-term bilateral 
cooperation between business partners strengthens cross-border relations, a substantial 
impact of regional development needs the further establishment of new partnerships and 
the development of network opportunities (Kurowska-Pysz, 2016). Because of entrepre-
neurship’s contribution to regional development, issues like mutual cooperation, building 
relations, and growth of labor productivity are important long-term aspects, and entrepre-
neurship should be supported by local institutional organizations (Böhm and Opiola, 2019; 
Stverkova et al., 2018). Given the context of cross-border cooperation, we argue that the 
contribution of social entrepreneurship comes from the capacity to build new economic 
and social cooperation with local communities, businesses, and/or organizations (Mswaka, 
2015). Thereby, commercial activities cannot be separated from the social mission. Inte-
grating commercial activities and social welfare is crucial in addressing societal issues 
sustainably (Wry and York, 2015).

Micro-economic entities undertaking business to improve current situations in their regions 
can be commercial entrepreneurs (Arieli and Cohen, 2013; Jorgenson et al., 2011; Leick, 
2011), individuals and families (Arieli and Cohen, 2013), households (Birrell and Hayes, 
2004; Smallbone and Welter, 2012), and volunteers (Birrell and Hayes, 2004). This could 
also be linked to commercial firms’ corporate social responsibility (CSR) practices stimu-
lated through direct incentives for executives (Hong et al., 2015; Ikram et al., 2019). Since 
we focus on social entrepreneurship and a stakeholder approach, we will focus on how 
social enterprises as micro-economic entities operate in a cross-border context. However, 
we do not exclude other entities sometimes found in local initiatives and combined with 
social enterprises. Like commercial enterprises, social enterprises are genuine businesses 
with a market-oriented approach (Dobele and Dobele, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014; Mswaka, 
2015; Ohrei and Vinke, 2014). In favor of sustainable cross-border cooperation is their 
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cooperative-oriented approach (Ohrei and Vinke, 2014) and the economic outcomes, which 
are always subordinate to mission-driven social goals (Belz and Binder, 2015; Doherty et al., 
2014; Mair and Marti, 2005; Plotnieks, 2014; Roy et al., 2014; Wronka-Pośpiech 2016).

We argue that social enterprises in border regions may benefit from economic and 
social cooperative arrangements with micro-economic entities, business partners, and 
institutional organizations like Euregions. This may give the social entrepreneur access to 
resources needed for entering new markets and transaction costs. In return, we envision 
a more substantial involvement of local communities and citizens in cross-border coopera-
tion, complementing institutional EU cross-border cooperation. Therefore, we formulate 
the following assumption:

Assumption 4. Social entrepreneurship can be a form of cross-border cooperation that con-
tributes to local/regional economic and social development through commercial activities.

2.3	METHODOLOGY

2.3.1 Introduction
To meet the requirements of answering our research question and underlying assumptions, 
we built our research design around three dimensions. First, we distinguished between 
institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social entrepreneurship concepts. This was 
done by creating an expert group for each concept. Second, we distinguished between 
the institutional (top-down) approach and the micro-economic (bottom-up) approach by 
selecting experts from four different levels of governance: the EU, national, regional, and 
local levels. Third, because our research question is general and not geographically linked 
to a specific EU border region, we include experts from different countries and/or regions.

We did notice weaknesses in our design. For instance, there is a difference in the size and 
scope of European institutional organizations compared to social enterprise organizations, 
which is expressed in the number of experts for both expert groups. Another weakness 
was the limitation in the variance of selected experts’ countries and regions. For practical 
reasons, we were restricted from the current selection. However, it would be interesting to 
have, for instance, Euregions and social entrepreneurs from the new EU Member States, 
e.g., eastern EU countries.

2.3.2 Qualitative design
Our preferred method for explorative research is a qualitative approach (Baarda et al., 
2013). To empirically test, explore, and improve our framework, we conducted 15 indi-
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vidual, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with experts from both conceptual fields. It 
was expected to reach a sufficient level of saturation after 15 interviews, as indeed turned 
out to be the case. The experts were selected from the researcher’s network or newly 
approached because of the wish to have a person from the specific organization included 
as an expert. Experts were selected on their knowledge, experience, and involvement in 
top-down and/or bottom-up processes of social entrepreneurship and institutional EU 
cross-border cooperation.

The interviewed experts were spread over two expert groups. Expert Group 1 comprised 
experts from the institutional EU cross-border related organizations, and Expert Group 2 
comprised experts from social enterprise-related organizations. Because of the difference 
in size and number between institutional EU organizations involved in cohesion policies 
and cross-border cooperation, compared to social enterprise organizations, the distribu-
tion of interviewees across the two concepts is uneven: nine interviewees from the field 
of institutional EU cross-border cooperation and six interviewees from the field of social 
entrepreneurship.

Next to selecting experts from institutional EU cross-border cooperation and social enter-
prise-related organizations, a selection criterion was the multi-governance level on which 
the interviewees function. Because our central research question brings together top-down 
and bottom-up processes, the selected experts come from different levels of governance. 
We had five experts at the EU level, three at the national level, four at the regional level, 
and three at the local level. This allowed us to gather data and insight from a political, 
policy, and operational point of view.

The experts were geographically spread across different countries (Belgium, England, 
France, Germany, and the Netherlands) and border regions (France-Belgium, France-
Germany, France-Luxembourg, France-Spain, Germany-Netherlands, and Netherlands-
Belgium). Table 2.1 provides an overview of the experts, their distribution across the expert 
groups, and their multi-governance level.
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2.3.3 Data Collection
We conducted 15 semi-structured interviews individually, except for the interview with the 
TBH, which was done with two interviewees. Ten interviews were conducted face-to-face, 
and five were done by phone or Skype. We conducted the interviews following an interview 
protocol, which was the same for both expert groups. The interview protocol was sent in 
advance to the interviewees and included the sections (1) introduction, (2) explanation of 
the research, (3) introduction of the interviewee, (4) rationales, (5) drivers, (6) character-
istics, (7) objectives, and (8) closing. The interviews took between 30 and 60 minutes and 
were held from August 2019 to November 2019. During the interviews, there was sufficient 
room to discuss specific cases or projects, providing interesting additional data. We asked 
the interviewees for permission to record the interview, and all agreed. Due to technical 
problems, two interviews (EMR, MEP) were manually recorded using notes. Except for 
these, we transcribed all the other recorded interviews literally. Before analyzing the data, 
all transcriptions and notes were sent to the interviewees for correction and validation.

2.3.4 Data Analysis
To analyze the data, we used qualitative content analysis. Based on the literature review, 
we suggest two overarching typologies to structure the complementarity between the 
concepts of social entrepreneurship and institutionalized EU cross-border cooperation: (1) 
Drivers and (2) characteristics. While working on the literature review, we began by listing 
and coding attributes of drivers and characteristics for social entrepreneurship and institu-
tional EU cross-border cooperation. As a result, we ended up with two listings of attributes 
grouped by the four assumptions (see Figure 2.1). We applied these attributes as units of 
measurement to analyze the empirical data.

To structure and analyze the gathered data, we applied a three-stage coding method that 
uses (1) open coding, (2) axial coding, and (3) selective coding (Taylor, 2014). We analyzed 
the empirical results by counting and interpreting the attributes per assumption for all the 
interviews. Because the number of interviewees between Expert Group 1 and Expert Group 
2 was uneven, we did not count how many times an attribute was mentioned, but only if 
an attribute was mentioned. Moreover, experts from Expert Group 1 could also mention 
attributes related to Expert Group 2 and vice versa.
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Figure 2.1 Coding scheme



Chapter 2  40

2.4	RESULTS

In this section and the next, we will present the interviews’ empirical results in text and 
tables (Tables 2.2–2.5). We report on the empirical results per expert group, which provides 
better insight into how both expert groups differ in their opinions regarding the proposi-
tions. Because top-down and bottom-up processes are part of our research question, we 
regularly notice the interviewee’s governance level.

Table 2.2 Empirical results Assumption 1

National 

Regional 

Local 

Impact 
scaling 1 

Economic 
asymmetries 

Economic 
cooperation 
Competitive 
advantage 

Access to new 
markets 

Economic 
asymmetries 

Economic 
cooperation 
Competitive 
advantage 

Access to new 
markets 

Economic 
asymmetries 
Access new 

markets 

Social 
cooperation 
Neighborly 

communication 

Social 
cooperation 
Overcoming 
animosities 
Neighborly 

communication 

Social 
cooperation 

Neighborly 
communication 
Social needs 1 
Mission driven 

1 
Social 

opportunities 1

Entrepreneurial 
drive 

Complementary 
resources 

Small-scale 
business 

cooperation 
Entrepreneurial 
opportunities 

Entrepreneurial 
drive 

Complementary 
resources 

Small-scale 
business 

cooperation 
Entrepreneurial 
opportunities 

Entrepreneurial 
drive 

Complementary 
resources 

Small-scale 
business 

cooperation 
Entrepreneurial 
opportunities 
Combining 1

resources 

Market 
activities 

Market 
activities 

Impact scaling 
Market 

activities 
Economic 

asymmetries 2
Economic 

cooperation2 

Social needs 
Overcoming 
animosities 2 

Mission-driven 
Social 

cooperation 
Social needs 

Mission driven 
Neighborly 

communication2
Social 

cooperation 2
Social 

problems 

Entrepreneurial 
opportunities 2
New business 

models 

New business models 

New business models 
Small-scale 

business 
cooperation 2

1 Attributes from social entrepreneurship; 2 Attributes from institutional EU cross-border cooperation. 

Table 1.3 Empirical results Assumption 2. 

Expert 

Assumption 2: The (1) local embeddedness of both social entrepreneurship and cross-border 
cooperation mutually reinforce each other, thereby decreasing (2) local/regional daily life problems. 

Expert Group 1: EU Political and Policy Experts Expert Group 2: Social Enterprise experts 
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Table 2.3 Empirical results Assumption 2

Table 2.4 Empirical results Assumption 3
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Table 2.5 Empirical results Assumption 4

2.4.1 Expert Group 1

2.4.1.1 Drivers: Economic Opportunities, Social Opportunities, and Business 
Opportunities 
Interviewees of Expert Group 1 at all governance levels identify economic opportunities in 
cross-border markets for social entrepreneurs. At the EU level, operating near the border 
is seen as an opportunity to access new markets, but interviewees at the EU level share 
different visions. For instance, the MEP explains that entrepreneurs could enlarge their 
field of play, the DGR emphasizes the importance of cooperation with a partner across 
the border, and the ENRD envisions cooperation as a potential form of scaling the social 
business. Experts at the national and regional levels (MOT and ERW, respectively) explain 
how local social entrepreneurs are stimulated to participate in cross-border Interreg proj-
ects and work with local communities. Economic asymmetries such as imperfection of the 
labor market, price differences in health care, and environmental problems are mentioned 
as triggers for social entrepreneurs to reach out across the border. The interviewee at the 
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local level (AMB) was less positive towards economic opportunities across the border. Eco-
nomic cooperation and competitive advantages are not directly seen as opportunities for 
cross-border cooperation. The AMB agrees on the existence of these opportunities but was 
more critical because of language barriers that prevent local entrepreneurs from bilateral 
cooperation.

The interviewees from Expert Group 1 associate social opportunities mostly with social 
cooperation, which is seen as an important asset of cross-border cooperation at all gov-
ernance levels. Interviewees mention different opportunities for social cooperation, such 
as the importance of social inclusion in rural areas (ENRD), connectivity through common 
natural resources (ENRD), or a stronger sense of belonging between people who live in the 
same cross-border region compared to people elsewhere in their own country (MOT, ERW). 
Overcoming animosities is still seen as a hurdle in border regions. On the EU level, the DGR 
and the ENRD endorse that trust building in border regions is still essential due to history 
and heritage. Social entrepreneurship could play a role in mitigating distrust through bilat-
eral cooperation with local communities. On a national level, the MOT gave two examples 
of how social entrepreneurship impacts border regions: (1) In the France- Spain Basque 
region, an old station was turned into a social meeting place with a real cross-border vision; 
and (2) in the German-France border region, social entrepreneurs in smaller cities use the 
vacancy of retail properties because of the last crisis to start new businesses.

Interviewees endorse neighborly communication as an unconditional attribute of social op-
portunities for working with your cross-border neighbor. On the EU level, neighborly com-
munication is less seen as an issue, maybe because the interviewees participate in various 
consultative bodies. Neighborly communication is increasingly necessary for establishing 
cross-border cooperation on national, regional, and local levels. Interviewees (AMB, EWR, 
HOR, and MOT) mention how communicating and sharing possible solutions for local prob-
lems with your bilateral neighbor could create real connectedness. However, interviewees 
expect a proactive entrepreneurial role in networking and partnering in social entrepre-
neurship. Interviewees mention language as an issue that may prevent entrepreneurs from 
cooperating across the border. The AMB, which operates very locally in its region, takes 
the social opportunities a step further by mentioning attributes from social entrepreneur-
ship with a genuine bottom-up approach: identify the social needs of people, search for 
mission-driven solutions, and create social opportunities.

All interviewees from Expert Group 1 are optimistic about business opportunities that may 
contribute to processes of cross-border cooperation. Therefore, the entrepreneurial drive 
is welcomed as a positive factor in solving local or regional problems through a social busi-
ness. However, two interviewees at the EU level (DGR, MEP) explained that cross-border 
cooperation is a long-term effort not based on pure market thinking but on trust-building 
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and the self-learning ability of the entrepreneur. The MEP explains how innovation should 
be brought to the region by the EC as a complementary resource; entrepreneurs should 
implement ideas and project results from other European programs,

such as H2020, but this is not happening today. On the national level, the interviewee of the 
HOR pleads for more room in the ECs’ Common Provision Regulation for small-scale busi-
nesses, administrative rules, and non-competition clauses. The ERW endorses that there is 
much engagement amongst entrepreneurs and that social entrepreneurial activities could 
affect people’s daily lives. As a strong advocate for social businesses, the AMB came up with 
different examples of opportunities to improve food quality, health, and clean air in the 
region.

“… If you look at the goal of the Interreg program and also the strategic initiatives, they 
can be very much aligned with what social enterprises work on. So I think, one of the goals 
Interreg is social cohesion and that social enterprises are perfect alike.” (ERW)

2.4.1.2 Characteristics: Local Embeddedness, Social Capital, and Commercial Activities
The first characteristic we examine is local embeddedness. Interviewees from Expert Group 
1 on all levels are unanimous on the necessity of local embeddedness in solving daily 
local problems. On the EU level, the DGR states that the current top-down processes to 
foster regional development, such as Interreg, are well embedded in regional governance 
structures and democratic processes. The AEBR argues that the community feeling of lo-
cal entrepreneurship is very good but that the human factor is often an obstacle because 
of language issues or a lack of trust. In institutional cross-border cooperation processes, 
the human factor plays less of a role, and the focus is more on policy and regulation. In 
contradiction to this point of view, the MOT interviewee clearly states that the experts on 
the ground are the local people. By taking the first move, local organizations and social 
entrepreneurs can take along civil society, municipalities, and the local business sector in 
cooperation processes (MOT, ERW). Local embeddedness also affects how regional societal 
problems, which bear a strong resemblance across the border, are dealt with locally. The 
MOT (FR) gave an example of this and concerned environmental and ecological problems in 
the Strassbourg-Ortenau region. Within the context of climate change, these local problems 
are a driver for bottom-up cross-border cooperation. Citizens in this region are involved in 
building strategies to tackle these problems. The AMB explains how local problems are of-
ten intertwined. For instance, intensive livestock farming causes environmental problems in 
the region. More interest in locally produced food and health issues could decrease these 
environmental problems.

The second characteristic we examined was the use and creation of social capital. We 
discuss three elements of social capital: trust, interdependency, and reciprocity. Trust was 
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the most mentioned and discussed element compared to interdependency and reciprocity. 
Although the degree of trust/distrust seems to vary per EU border region, all interviewees 
emphasize the necessity of mutual trust between actors in cross-border cooperation and, 
thus, the importance of trust building. Interviewees mention how many border people still 
fear their neighbors on the other side of the border. On the EU level, the DGR explained 
that after 25 years of Interreg, the EC found that one of the most important lessons learned 
was that trust building is a key element in cross-border cooperation. The MEP explained 
trust as an aspect of cooperation between EU Member States and related trust to the 
European Grouping Territorial Cooperation (EGTC). The EC implemented this instrument in 
2016 to establish cross-border cooperation territorial groupings as a legal entity. Illustrative 
with regards to the different regional perceptions of trust is how the interviewee of the 
EMR experiences no distrust at all in the Euregion Meuse-Rhine while the AMB mentions 
how it took 75 years to create a ‘normal level of trust’ in the Euregion Rhine-Waal between 
Germany and the Netherlands (AMB).

The use and creation of social capital might be a pitfall as well. When the level of trust in 
a particular region is low, a social enterprise cannot use trust until it is created. On the 
EU level, interviewees (AEBR, DGR) argue that this may result in high transaction costs for 
establishing cross-border cooperation by a social entrepreneur. Trust may also be why the 
same kinds of people engage with each other in cross-border cooperation. For instance, 
innovators cooperate with innovators and never with followers. Another remark made by 
DGR was that differences between people can be mitigated through small-scale initiatives. 
The DG Regio implemented people-to-people projects to create more contacts, e.g., a foot-
ball match across the border, student exchanges, and intercultural events.

“The more that you have the trust element, the more that you have the empowerment, the 
more that you have the embeddedness, the more that you have social entrepreneurship 
with the guy on the other side of the border.” (DGR)

The third characteristic we examined is the commercial activities within border regions, 
which we link to achieving social and economic development. On the EU level, the inter-
viewee of the MEP pleads for a triangulated approach to stimulate local entrepreneur-
ship: territorial areas, people, research, and development. The interviewee of the ENRD 
explained how entrepreneurial activities contribute to local development by creating local 
business networks that lead to trading activities and the establishment of new business 
contracts. These entrepreneurial activities also include social initiatives. The interviewee 
of the DGR places a critical remark by arguing that social entrepreneurs might be driven 
by their own local development and social profit, which will not always benefit regional 
cross-border cooperation. The interviewee of the EMR argues that the market is there, but 
that the involvement of social enterprises in the regional economy is relatively low. As a 
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result, the creation of impact is seen as relatively low. In the Euregion Rhine-Waal, regular 
bilateral business meetings occur, which are seen as very important by the interviewees of 
the AMB and ERW. These network events are important because entrepreneurs are often 
optimistic about opportunities to set up their business across the border without knowing 
how to do so.

2.4.2 Expert Group 2

2.4.2.1 Drivers: Economic Opportunities, Social Opportunities, and Business 
Opportunities 
Interviewees from Expert Group 2 on the EU, national, and regional levels expect limited 
opportunities for social entrepreneurship in EU cross-border regions. Social entrepreneurs 
with the ambition to extend their businesses need to find markets with similar social 
problems, and these markets do not always exist in border regions (EUCL, SEUK). The in-
terviewee of EUCL states that social enterprises may have a competitive advantage when 
revitalizing rural areas and border regions. On the contrary, the interviewees on the local 
level are convinced of economic opportunities. Interviewees from TBH and HFR experi-
enced how a combination of economic asymmetries and economic/social cooperation have 
led to successful cross-border cooperation. In the Euregion Rhein-Waal, an Interreg project 
has successfully been implemented to solve bilateral imbalances in the labor market. The 
TBH was one of the partners in this project, and it will be rolled out in other regions as 
well. The interviewee of HFR participated in a similar cross-border cooperation project for 
disabled people in the Euregion Rhine-Waal. The interviewee of YUM operates in quite a 
different setting compared to HFR and TBH. YUM sells sustainable consumer bath and bed 
textile products and has implemented its social business model in the German market. The 
interviewee agrees that there are opportunities, but emphasizes many technical rules and 
regulations as restrictions.

“Thus, we cannot enter the British market. As an entrepreneur, you are confronted with 
all local rules and regulations … The great diversity of the EU is a gift for entrepreneurial 
opportunities, but also a very challenging one.” (YUM)

The interviewee at the EU level did not mention any social opportunities for social entre-
preneurship in a cross-border setting. On the national and regional level, interviewees see 
social needs, such as addressing social exclusion and closing of local amenities, as fertile 
ground for social entrepreneurship and cross-border settings. On a national level, the inter-
viewee of SEUK explains how social entrepreneurship may improve a particular community 
through social inclusion and how this could help to overcome animosities. In the context 
of social cooperation, the interviewee from CONC mentions a project to clean up a river 
that crosses the Belgium-France border with the effort of people far from the labor market. 
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Similar to economic opportunities, the interviewees at the local level are more convinced 
of social opportunities than those at the other levels. Mission-driven models for coopera-
tion could work very well in a bilateral setting, and sharing proper instruments with your 
bilateral partner is seen as very effective (HFR, TBH). Therefore, the TBH is very positive 
about how the cooperation with partners from the neighboring country and the institu-
tional partner (Euregion ERW) complements each other with their expertise.

Interviewees in Expert Group 2 are more aligned regarding business opportunities. Overall, 
the interviewees see social entrepreneurs as creative and innovative in organizing their 
businesses and as inspiring for other entrepreneurs. On the EU level, the EUCL mentions 
how new business models may be an option for social entrepreneurs to reach out across 
the regional or local border. For example, the EUCL mentions social franchising, a model al-
ready applied by social entrepreneurs operating in the international market, such as Happy 
Tosti. The interviewee of SEUK observes a new trend in local community ownership and 
how, for example, the Scottish government stimulates this to make communities on islands 
more self-supportive. In a bilateral setting, this could contribute to strong social cohesion. 
The interviewee of YUM explained how their social business model for selling sustainable 
bed and bath textiles has been implemented in Germany. Although YUM is not a genuine 
example of regional cross-border cooperation, YUM still stands as an example of how a 
business model can be implemented in a neighboring country. Therefore, YUM buys fair-
trade cotton from farmers outside the EU. However, the filling of the quilts for the German 
market is produced by sustainable goose farmers in Germany, which is a good example of 
social-economic cooperation.

2.4.2.2 Characteristics: Local Embeddedness, Social Capital, and Commercial Activities
At the EU and national level, the interviewees of the EUCL and SEUK mention the impor-
tance of being embedded in local governance structures if you want to solve local problems. 
The EUCL observes that it is much more difficult for social entrepreneurs to establish their 
businesses across the border than commercial businesses because of rules and regulations. 
Moreover, opportunities through cooperation with EU institutions often remain unnoticed 
by social entrepreneurs. SEUK refers to local community ownership and local embedded-
ness in governance structures. On the regional level CONC argues that citizens in a bilateral 
setting are not always aware of their shared needs and that this could be improved by 
informing them. On the local level, interviewees are confronted with local traditions, sen-
sitivities, language, and mentality. For instance, the TBH mentions the difference between 
Germany and the Netherlands in behavior on the work floor. The disabled employees of 
HFR produce specifically for the local market. YUM places local embeddedness in a slightly 
different perspective. They faced challenges on local technical safety demands, such as fire-
resistant materials, but also on consumers’ taste and how consumers are used to buying 
their quilts, e.g., in a shop versus online buying. Interviewees from all levels relate to trust, 
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reciprocity, and interdependency to different aspects of daily life problems. On the EU level, 
the interviewee of the EUCL explained that, for an extended period, countries were not 
always on good terms. Social entrepreneurship could contribute to strengthening social co-
hesion between countries and people. For example, the EUCL mentions the animosities be-
tween the new EU countries in Eastern Europe recently, how social enterprises have grown 
in these countries and regions, and how they work together with the Interreg programs, if 
possible. SEUK gave an example of reciprocity as social entrepreneurship serves the com-
munity’s interest. It expects some support from the community and local authorities, e.g., 
support, voluntary work, and payment of a higher price. YUM experiences an extra dimen-
sion of trust through consumers who want to justify their sustainable purchase and rely on 
the sustainability claim of the brand they are buying.

The interviewees of Expert Group 2 are unanimous on how commercial activities could 
contribute to the region’s economic growth and social development. However, there are 
different opinions on the nature of commercial activities. EUCL and SEUK refer to how the 
Scottish government stimulates social enterprises to reach out across the Scottish-English 
border and the rest of Europe. However, SEUK emphasizes that the Scottish government 
wants social enterprises to be resilient and self-reliant, especially on the Scottish islands, 
where more community-based enterprises can be found. The aim is to have social enter-
prises support themselves. On the national, regional, and local levels, the interviewees 
mention profit and self-sustainability as important assets of social entrepreneurship with 
economic and social goals. In the UK, social entrepreneurship can be found in almost every 
sector of the economy. Mswaka et al. (2015) confirm this in their case study for South 
Yorkshire. Although a social enterprise may not always have the size of a critical mass in its 
specific sector, it can positively impact a small scale for a specific aim.

Commercial activities in neighboring countries may lead to high transaction costs. YUM 
explains how European diversity is both an opportunity and a problem for the social value 
proposition business case. Because a social enterprise cannot devalue its social mission, 
transaction costs may become a barrier for commercial activities in competition with a 
commercial enterprise. The interviewee of HFR explains how HFR searched for long-term 
business contracts with large commercial customers in the region to secure their trading ac-
tivities. HFR operates mainly on the German side of the border for its commercial activities 
but cooperates with Dutch partners regarding supporting disabled people and providing 
education. Although the cross-border cooperation activities of HFR and the TBH are similar 
and within the same region, their opinion on creating impact differs. The interviewee of 
HFR explains that their impact generally stops at the border. The interviewee of the TBH is 
convinced of their impact across the border.



49SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP AS A FORM OF CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION

2

“Well, I think we created an impact. I just assume so. Of course, this is also a long process. 
It does not come overnight, and it has to get stuck in the minds of the people in the region 
first”. (TBH)

2.5	DISCUSSION

Based on the empirical results, we notice revealing differences between expert groups and 
the governance levels within the expert groups. This accounts for both the drivers and the 
characteristics.

Regarding the drivers, our assumption gains significantly more approval from Expert Group 
1 than Expert Group 2. The EC is fostering higher participation of small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in territorial programs for a longer period (EC, 2020; Jakola and 
Prokkola, 2018). The deviation in the drivers between Expert Group 1 and Expert Group 2, 
as shown in Table 2.2, may reflect this persistent lack of participation of SMEs in territorial 
programs (De Sousa, 2013; Jakola and Prokkola, 2018). The interviewees from Expert Group 
1 on EU, national, and regional levels are more closely involved in EU policy processes 
because of their role as politicians, policymakers, or policy advisors. During the interviews, 
they explained their efforts to stimulate entrepreneurial activities in cross-border coopera-
tion. However, the empirical results from Expert Group 2 express less awareness of the EC 
fostering involvement of social entrepreneurship in cross-border cooperation programs and 
projects. On the local level, however, Table 2.2 shows much more aligned empirical results 
for the drivers between Expert Group 1 and Expert Group 2, which indicates that policies 
play a more limited role. The interviewees are involved in the daily practice of doing busi-
ness across the border. Indeed, the AMB has a positive view, which aligns with the EU’s 
national and regional results. However, the empirical results in Table 2.2 also demonstrate 
how the AMB mentions attributes from Expert Group 2, e.g., social needs, mission-driven, 
social problems, and combining resources. On the other hand, the interviewees from Ex-
pert Group 2 on the local level envision substantial opportunities that include attributes 
from Expert Group 1, e.g., economic asymmetries, economic cooperation, neighborly com-
munication, social cooperation, and small-scale business cooperation (Voinea et al., 2020).

Concerning the characteristics of local embeddedness and social capital, the empirical 
results shown in Tables 2.3 and 2.4 demonstrate more coherence between Expert Group 1 
and Expert Group 2 than the drivers. However, sometimes, we notice a difference in the in-
terpretation of characteristics, leading to different opinions. For instance, local embedded-
ness is not always explained in the same manner. On the EU level, Expert Group 1 explains 
local embeddedness as being embedded in regional democratic processes. Indeed, this is 
an important element for stakeholder processes to establish regional policy priorities for 
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Interreg programs. Expert Group 2 considers local embeddedness as being connected with 
local communities, businesses, and institutions. We find a similar pattern in the empirical 
results for social capital. On EU and national levels, trust is sometimes explained as the 
trust between countries on a higher level of aggregation, e.g., trust between politicians or 
organizations (Rauf et al., 2020). However, on regional and local levels, trust also happens 
locally between people who reside and work in the border region.

To mitigate the disturbing impact of a lack of trust in cross-border cooperation processes, 
the institutional approach may prevail as an option for cooperation. This limits the human 
factor, often at the origin of the lack of trust (AEBR). This is in line with the findings of Koch 
(2017), which show better trust-building through top-down, organized cross-border coop-
eration. Because social capital is an important resource for social enterprises, trust building 
may incur extra transaction costs by entering the cross-border market. On the other hand, 
people on the ground are seen as the experts of cross-border cooperation (MOT). Position-
ing social entrepreneurship between the institutional approach and people as the experts 
on the ground may contribute to trust building. Another view on trust is posted by social 
entrepreneur YUM, who argues that trust plays an important role in consumers buying 
from social enterprises. Trust in the product’s sustainability and the underlying organization 
is essential to establishing a social business in a new market.

Regarding the characteristics of commercial activities, Table 2.5 shows a gap between 
the EU levels and the national/regional level of Expert Group 1 in their response to the 
relationship between commercial activities and economic/social development. Institutional 
EU cross-border cooperation is not envisioned as a commercial activity. However, the inter-
viewees at the EU level express how commercial activities can be applied to foster cross-
border cooperation (Portolés, 2015; Voinea et al., 2020). For instance, the MEP fosters a 
stronger link between the EU territorial programs and EU innovation programs, such as 
H2020. Therefore, SMEs need to participate in EU territorial programs. This should lead to 
more social innovation and regional development. Commercial activities are less related 
to cross-border cooperation on national, regional, and local levels. Experts think that the 
current social enterprise sector on a regional and local level is too small to reach a critical 
mass for a substantial impact. Table 2.5 demonstrates how all governance levels of Expert 
Group 2 relate commercial activities to economic and social development. These experts 
have a shared vision of how social enterprises can create a positive impact on a small scale 
for specific target groups and, as such, realize economic and social goals.

The empirical results show the potential effects of social entrepreneurship on economic 
and social development in EU border regions. Examples of these are matching supply and 
demand in the labor market (TBH), mitigating the harmful effects of the financial crisis 
(MOT), and bringing together people with similar historical backgrounds (MOT). To create 
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a sustainable impact, commercial activities are needed for the continuity of the social busi-
ness. Social enterprises often face difficulties scaling up their businesses due to a lack of 
financial resources. However, reaching out across the border could be a possible strategy 
for scaling up (MOT) eventually, with the business support coming from Euregions. Social 
franchising may be another strategy to cross the border, a relatively new concept applied by 
social enterprises in European cities (EUCL, HFB). Alternatively, a successful social business 
model can be implemented in the neighboring country (YUM). SEUK observes a growing 
number of local community ownership to solve local problems.

2.6	CONCLUSIONS

Our current research aims to answer whether social entrepreneurship and institutional EU 
cross-border cooperation complement each other. The rationale behind the research ques-
tion is that while both concepts endeavor similar objectives, their complementarity may 
have untapped potential, which could result in sustainable cross-border cooperation.

Assumption 1 could not be fully confirmed because Expert Group 2 on the EU and national 
levels seems more distant to institutionalize EU cross-border cooperation. The opportunity 
to enter markets across the border is not always envisioned as an opportunity. On these 
levels, a better knowledge exchange and practices between EC policymakers and social 
enterprise interest organizations are necessary. An option could be for the EC to create a 
specific room for social enterprises in the Common Provision Regulation (HoR). Moreover, 
social entrepreneurs’ often local focus and risk-avoiding strategies may be reasons for not 
extending their social business across the border.

We could find confirmation of assumption 1 on the local governance level. Social entrepre-
neurs are optimistic about their cooperation with the Euregions. This resulted in benefits 
for social inclusion in the labor market, local economic and social development, and solving 
environmental problems. Social enterprises could use institutional EU cross-border cooper-
ation and Interreg projects to lower transaction costs or finance market entry. On the other 
hand, institutional EU cross-border cooperation could benefit from social enterprise assets 
such as entrepreneurial drive, local embeddedness, and building trust. On a local level, the 
empirical results show complementarity between institutional EU cross-border cooperation 
and social entrepreneurship, which is brought into practice in different regions.

Assumptions 2 and 3 are confirmed and reflect the importance of local embeddedness and 
social capital in the context of local/regional daily life problems. Concerning local embed-
dedness, the outcomes of Expert Group 1 could be seen in line with the wish of the EC to 
have a Europe closer to the citizens in the forthcoming program period of 2021–2027. This 
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would allow social entrepreneurship to (1) play a bridging role in institutional EU cross-
border cooperation and (2) complement the institutional EU cross-border cooperation pro-
cesses and perpetuate project results. Concerning social capital, trust is seen as a necessity 
for sustainable cooperation. Interviewees think that the participation of social enterprises 
in institutional EU cross-border cooperation could contribute to trust-building processes 
because of the more bottom-up approach.

The empirical results confirm assumption 4. Although commercial activities are not an 
aspect of institutional EU cross-border cooperation, experts consider commercial activities 
from social enterprises as an effective means to complement institutional EU cross-border 
cooperation and create regional impact. Moreover, being self-sustainable with profits that 
flow back to increase the impact is seen as a strong proposition. However, two critical and 
correlated remarks go along with this: (1) the problematic position of social enterprises 
compared to commercial enterprises, and (2) the relatively small size of the social indus-
try in most European countries and border regions. Due to its dual mission and insecure 
return on investments, competing with commercial enterprises is challenging for social 
entrepreneurship. Consequently, the size of the social enterprise sector at the regional or 
local level remains relatively small. Moreover, within the EU, a fragmented public debate 
on social entrepreneurship continues due to conflicting conceptions and visions (Borzaga 
et al., 2020), for instance, on commercial activities by social enterprises. Complementarity 
between social entrepreneurship and cross-border cooperation only comes after coping 
with these issues. We recommend further research into the contribution of commercial 
activities from a social entrepreneurial and cross-border cooperation perspective.

In summary, we conclude that based on their drivers and characteristics, cross-border social 
entrepreneurship and institutional EU may complement each other, leading to sustainable 
cross-border cooperation. Mutual drivers and characteristics offer opportunities for Europe 
to be closer to its citizens. The complementarity between the concepts is mainly in carry-
ing out the opportunity to an effect. Although the social entrepreneur does not endeavor 
to cross-border cooperation by nature, it might be an attractive opportunity to enter new 
markets, thereby strengthening social cohesion.

Our research primarily answers our research question, but with limitations. The respon-
dents mainly came from Western Europe and were spread over four governance levels. 
Although the construct of cross-border cooperation is similar across the EU, the construct 
of social entrepreneurship is less consistent. Hence, experts’ points of view on complemen-
tarity between social entrepreneurship and cross-border cooperation across the EU may 
differ. Therefore, we do not have sufficient data to compare EU countries systematically. We 
recommend further research investigating institutional and operational complementarity in 
other EU regions. On the other hand, many new questions have been raised and remain un-
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answered. One of them is ‘the why’ of the absence of social entrepreneurs in cross-border 
cooperation and/or the current institutional EU cross-border programs and projects (Jakola 
and Prokkola, 2018; Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Prokkola et al., 2015). The EC, policymakers, and 
Euregions foster the participation of social entrepreneurs, but we observe a gap between 
how both expert groups envision opportunities. A potential direction for further research 
in this context may be in cluster cooperation development, as described by Kurowska-Pysz 
(2016). We recommend an in-depth case study to investigate how social enterprises could 
be included in regional clusters established in border regions to strengthen sustainable 
cross-border entrepreneurship. A second direction for further research is the strategy 
chosen to enter the neighboring cross-border market and overcome entrepreneurial bar-
riers, e.g., transaction costs, a lack of trust, or language problems. Participating in cross-
border cooperation projects is a way to mitigate these barriers, but it might not always 
meet all expectations. Interviewees provided different options, such as social franchising, 
copy-pasting a successful social business model, and local community ownership. Regard-
less of which option, entering a cross-border market will confront the social entrepreneur 
with barriers. Also, further research is needed in the context of regulations, e.g., product 
requirements and legal constraints. An interesting lead may be the European Grouping of 
Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) instrument, as mentioned by the MEP interviewee. The EC 
developed the EGTC to enable regional and local authorities and other public bodies from 
different EU Member States to set up cooperation groupings with a legal personality and, as 
such, promote cross-border cooperation. The instrument was implemented in 2016, and a 
first impact analysis could deliver interesting new insights in the context of social enterprise 
ecosystems.
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ABSTRACT

The current chapter studies the effect of social entrepreneurial ecosystems on the engage-
ment of social entrepreneurs in EU cross-border cooperation projects implemented in Euro-
regions. Despite numerous projects in social and environmental domains, social enterprises 
have been little involved in partnerships for cross-border cooperation projects. To examine 
the impact of social entrepreneurial ecosystems in Euroregions, we used the fuzzy set 
Qualitative Comparative Analysis method on a sample of 4,357 cross-border cooperation 
projects implemented between 2014 and 2020, spread over 40 Euroregions. Our findings 
show that single ecosystem elements can be sufficient conditions but have a limited impact 
on social entrepreneurial participation in cross-border cooperation projects. Configurations 
of ecosystem elements, however, can be necessary conditions with synergetic effects to 
higher levels of participation. In addition, our findings reveal a geographical pattern in the 
distribution of ecosystem configurations across Europe. The main contribution of this study 
is to have a deeper understanding of social entrepreneurial ecosystems and how ecosystem 
elements interact within Euroregions. 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

Implementing the EU Cohesion Policy is a key objective for the European Commission (EC). 
One of the vital instruments for implementing the EU Cohesion Policy is the Interreg A 
program for cross-border cooperation (CBC) (Durà et al., 2018; Interreg, 2023; Meideros, 
2018). Cooperative approaches initiated by public and private partners aim to tackle shared 
issues between neighboring countries in Euroregions. To address these shared issues, 
stakeholders in border regions prioritize policy objectives in the social, environmental, 
and economic domains. CBC projects address these policy priorities that cover issues such 
as social inclusion, health, education, resource efficiency, and climate change (Meideros, 
2018). According to Wevers et al. (2020), CBC policy priorities and the drivers and charac-
teristics of CBC connect with the fields of play and approaches of social entrepreneurship 
(Wevers et al., 2020).

The Interreg program can be regarded as a game-changer for the development of social 
enterprises (Borzaga et al., 2020). Social entrepreneurship represents “the process of com-
bining resources in innovative ways to pursue opportunities for the creation of social and 
economic value evident in new initiatives, services, products, programs, or organizations” 
(Mair and Martí, 2005, p. 37). However, the involvement of social entrepreneurship in CBC 
projects has always been rather limited. We have examined 4,357 CBC projects enrolled 
between 2014 and 2020 in 40 Euroregions and found that less than 2% of the budget was 
allocated to social enterprises. Although policymakers increasingly value social entrepre-
neurship to find innovative solutions to address societal issues (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 
2020; Borzaga et al., 2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; Murzyn, 2021), often this 
seems not to permeate into the CBC projects.

An underlying and structural cause of the low participation of social enterprises in CBC 
projects could be found in the absence of a supportive environment. Social entrepreneurial 
ecosystems could give substance to this supportive environment (Borzaga et al., 2020). 
Entrepreneurial ecosystems are “interdependent actors and factors coordinated to enable 
productive entrepreneurship within a particular territory” (Stam and Spigel, 2016: p. 1). Re-
cently, a need for research from the perspective of integrative entrepreneurial ecosystems 
has arisen (Stam and Spigel, 2016). Within such research, the focus falls on the interaction 
between the ecosystem elements and how configurations of elements relate to increased 
productive entrepreneurship (Spigel, 2017; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). Stam and Van de 
Ven (2019) recommend further research to identify the presence of combinations of eco-
system elements in geographical areas. Case studies reported by Arabadzhieva and Vutsova 
(2021) and Murzyn (2021) investigated the impact of single ecosystem elements in specific 
geographical contexts. Therefore, our current research aims to investigate the effect of 
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social entrepreneurial ecosystems on social entrepreneurial activity in an EU cross-border 
context.

To advance knowledge about the supportiveness of ecosystems in the cross-border setting 
of Euroregions, we will use fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) to test the 
effect of ecosystem elements (and their combination) on social entrepreneurial activity. As 
reported by different authors (Borzaga et al., 2020; Hazenberg et al., 2016), a significant 
variance between EU Member States’ ecosystems can be found due to regional dispari-
ties in economic development, cultural differences, and historical backgrounds. As such, 
ecosystem measures in one EU Member State might unintentionally hinder its supportive-
ness in another Member State (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). By conducting a comparative 
study, we expect to find territorial disparities in the presence of ecosystem elements, but 
we will also investigate possible synergies between ecosystem elements in Euroregions. 
Our findings will contribute to the work of policymakers and practitioners committed to 
Euroregions and the social economy. As Arabadzhieva and Vutsova (2021) recommended, 
we will provide further insights into the functioning of ecosystem elements and how syner-
gies between them can increase their supportiveness.

3.2 LITERATURE REVIEW

3.2.1 An integrative social entrepreneurial ecosystem
Entrepreneurial ecosystems structure institutional and resource-related elements that sup-
port entrepreneurial activity in geographically demarcated areas (Harmaakorpi and Rinki-
nen, 2020; Spigel et al., 2020; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). By modeling the environment 
into entrepreneurial ecosystems, ecosystem elements can be analyzed in terms of social, 
cultural, and economic aspects (Spigel, 2017; Spigel et al., 2020). Rather than taking eco-
system elements in isolation, Stam and Van de Ven (2019) analyze an integrative ecosystem 
model where synergies between institutional arrangements and resource endowments 
result in productive entrepreneurship (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). An integrative ecosys-
tem approach is also acknowledged to be the most supportive of social entrepreneurial 
ecosystems (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Biggeri et al., 2017). This interdependency 
between ecosystem elements is essential to unlock material and immaterial resources for 
social entrepreneurship, as access to resources can be challenging for social entrepreneurs. 
On the one hand, due to their dual mission, financial and institutional barriers constrain 
social entrepreneurial activity (Biggeri et al., 2017; Davies et al., 2018, Corner and Kearins, 
2018). On the other hand, social capital can be instrumental in accessing resources but 
takes time to be created (Davies et al., 2018; Mair and Martí, 2005; Mohiuddin and Yasin, 
2023).
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The development of entrepreneurial ecosystems can be regarded as an evolutionary pro-
cess (Cobben et al., 2022; Stam and Van de Ven, 2021). The interdependency between the 
ecosystem elements impacts social entrepreneurship, and to explain these effects on social 
entrepreneurial activity as an output, Stam and Van de Ven (2019) distinguish between 
necessary, contingent, and institutional ecosystem conditions. Other factors at stake are 
the roles of ecosystem leaders or orchestrators actively engaging in the development of 
ecosystems and aiming at individual or collective benefits (Cobben et al., 2022). The time 
required to build such a supportive social entrepreneurial environment might constrain 
social entrepreneurship. Regarding our current research, by comparing the functioning of 
ecosystems between Euroregions, we assume the presence of equal evolutionary interde-
pendent processes for each ecosystem, condition, and output.

Our current research originates from the ecosystem model that Borzaga et al. (2020) ap-
plied for their mapping study on social enterprises and their ecosystems in Europe. This 
ecosystem model was developed for analytical, comparative, and explanatory purposes 
rather than testing and theory building. To structure the ecosystem elements, Borzaga et al. 
(2020) categorized the elements into four pillars: (1) visibility and recognition, (2) capacity 
to self-organize, (3) resources, and (4) research, education, and skills development. The 
model Borzaga et al. (2020) uses differs from the integrative entrepreneurial ecosystem 
model of Stam and Van de Ven (2019) in both purpose and design. To test and compare 
the impact of ecosystem elements on the social enterprise sector in Euroregions, we will 
align this analytical model with the integrative ecosystem model of Stam and Van de Ven 
(2019). Table 3.1 presents how the layers/elements by Stam and Van de Ven (2019) have 
been aligned with the pillars/elements of Borzaga et al. (2020).

3.2.2 Integrative elements of social entrepreneurial ecosystems

3.2.2.1 Visibility and recognition
Ecosystem element visibility and recognition are envisioned to improve policymakers’ and 
the public’s understanding and support of the social enterprise sector. A better understand-
ing will foster further development and reduce the risk of discontinuation of existing social 
businesses (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Folmer et al., 2018; Murzyn, 2021; Nyssens 
et al., 2023). 

Political recognition is mostly perpetuated through establishing policy frameworks and im-
plementing strategies and action plans (Borzaga et al., 2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 
2021). Legal recognition and formal legal statuses are important in shifting short-term 
functioning toward longer-term perspectives and business continuation (Arabadzhieva and 
Vutsova, 2021). A potential downside of institutionalization might be too complex legal 



Chapter 364

frameworks because of difficulties grasping what social entrepreneurship aims to achieve 
(Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; OECD, 2022).

Private recognition comprises systems of private marks, labels, or certifications. These 
schemes signal the specificity of social enterprises in the absence of legal forms and might 
provide a competitive advantage (Borzaga et al., 2020).

3.2.2.2 Network support. 
Social entrepreneurs rank networks as prevailing in enabling favorable conditions in both 
the start-up and growth phases (Folmer et al., 2018). Networks connect social entrepre-
neurs with different ecosystem elements and forms of institutionalization (Svensson and 
Nordlund, 2014; Frątczak-Müller and Mielczarek-Żejmo, 2020). This results in flows of 
information about knowledge and resources and creates legitimacy through partnerships 
or community building (Folmer et al., 2018; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). Underdeveloped 

Table 3.1 Integrative entrepreneurial ecosystem versus social enterprise ecosystem

Integrative entrepreneurial ecosystem 
(Stam and van de Ven, 2019)

Social enterprise ecosystem (Borzaga et al., 2020)

Institutional 
arrangements

Formal institutions Political recognition 
Legal recognition

Visibility and recognition

Culture Civic engagement
Capacity to self-organizeNetworks Networks and mutual support mecha-

nisms

Resource en-
dowments

Physical infrastructure Not included in the social enterprise 
ecosystem

Demand Private recognition
Self-recognition

Visibility and recognition

Intermediaries Not included in the social enterprise 
ecosystem

Talent Education on social enterprises and 
social entrepreneurship Research, education, and 

skills developmentKnowledge Research

Leadership Skills development

Finance Access to financial resources:
- Non-repayable resources for start-up 
and consolidation
- Resources from income-generation 
activities
- Repayable resources
- Tax breaks and fiscal benefits 

Resources

Outputs Productive entrepreneur-
ship 

Social enterprise sector Social enterprise sector

Sources: Authors’ own construct built on Stam and Van de Ven (2021) and Borzaga et al. (2020). 
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networking skills are still reported as a significant challenge for social entrepreneurs (Diaz 
Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021) and may also hamper growth (Davies et al., 2018).

From an institutional perspective, Borzaga et al. (2020) distinguish between transversal and 
activity field-based network principles on three levels: (1) EU/international level, (2) na-
tional/federal level, and (3) regional level. The transversal and activity field-based networks 
enable social entrepreneurs to better connect with public and private organizations at the 
institutional level (Folmer et al., 2018).

3.2.2.3 Research, education, and skills development. 
Research and education play central roles in developing social entrepreneurial skills (Borza-
ga et al., 2020). Academic research is a central pillar for better understanding the thematic 
fields of social enterprises among citizens and policymakers. Academic efforts contribute to 
the exchange between practitioners and policymakers (Borzaga et al., 2020; Murzyn, 2021). 
Education providers are seen as key actors in the social enterprise ecosystem (Murzyn, 
2021). They develop skills, enhancements, and business support, creating networks and 
incubators (Durà et al., 2018). This kind of activity leads to new knowledge that can be 
effectively shared within bilateral cross-border partnerships and contributes to innovation 
processes (Nave and Franco, 2021).

3.2.2.4 Financial resources 
Financial resources include repayable and nonrepayable resources and resources from 
income-generating activities (Borzaga et al., 2020). In-kind resources, such as voluntary 
workers, business support, or incubators, are also valuable for social entrepreneurship 
(Borzaga et al., 2020; Folmer et al., 2018). In addition, social enterprises need to generate 
income from goods or services in competing markets to secure business continuation.

Access to financial resources is seen as complex for social entrepreneurs and requires 
specific skills, such as building social capital and networking (Davies et al., 2018 Folmer 
et al., 2018; Mohiuddin and Yasin, 2023). Due to the dual mission of social enterprises, 
investors consider insecure funding and less income from market resources as a risk of 
discontinuity (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Borzaga et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2018; 
Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; Nyssens et al., 2023).

3.2.2.5 Fiscal measures
Fiscal measures will be treated as separate ecosystems due to their institutional character 
and relationship with legal frameworks (Borzaga et al., 2020; OECD, 2022). Fiscal measures 
are at the monopoly of national governments and include institutional and legal aspects, 
whereby different territorial or regional circumstances require an individual approach (Les-
ter, 2018; Bondarenko et al., 2023).
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The efficacy of fiscal measures to stimulate economic development, entrepreneurship, or 
innovation is still subject to academic discussion (Long and Liao, 2021; Bondarenko et al., 
2023). This is reflected by the complex and fragmented fiscal frameworks for social enter-
prises in EU Member States (Borzaga et al., 2020). Social enterprises benefit from general 
corporate tax exemptions, the most widely used fiscal measure (Borzaga et al., 2020). Fiscal 
measures also include incentives for natural persons who financially support social enter-
prises.

3.2.3 Social entrepreneurial engagement in cross-border cooperation
Similarities and complementarities exist between the drivers and characteristics of CBC and 
social entrepreneurship (Wevers et al., 2020). CBC aims to respond to daily life problems in 
the economic, environmental, and social domains. This is achieved by addressing region-
ally, bottom-up-determined policy priorities, such as social inclusion, poverty, education, 
health, or biodiversity (Meideros, 2018). The prevailing focus of CBC on solving shared 
issues also creates business opportunities (De Sousa, 2013; Durà et al., 2018), whereas 
social entrepreneurs are searching for these kinds of opportunities (Borzaga et al., 2020; 
Belz and Binder, 2015). Characteristics such as local embeddedness and social capital can 
be attributed to cross-border cooperation and social entrepreneurship (Biggeri et al., 2017; 
Mohiuddin and Yasin, 2023; Wevers et al., 2020).

Figure 3.1 shows the ecosystem elements in the context of Euroregions. Geographically 
demarcated Euroregions can be seen as part of the social entrepreneurial ecosystems in 
border regions. The coordinating role of the Euroregions within these ecosystems fosters 
intensified connections between the stakeholders of cross-border cooperation (Perkmann, 
2003; De Sousa, 2013; Frątczak-Müller and Mielczarek-Żejmo, 2019). Although well-coor-
dinated cross-border cooperation requires the active engagement of a broad range of re-
gional and local ecosystem actors, such as politicians, universities, businesses, and citizens, 

Due to the different interests of regional and local stakeholders, the supportiveness of 
ecosystem elements might also be hindered (Howaniec and Lis, 2020).
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3.3 METHODOLOGY

We used a two-step analytic approach. First, we examined how social entrepreneurial eco-
systems affected the size of the social enterprise sector in a country and Euroregion using 
fsQCA. Second, we listed the fsQCA membership Euroregions and analyzed the participa-
tion of social enterprises in CBC projects.

3.3.1 Sample and data
The mapping study Social Enterprises and their Ecosystems in Europe (Borzaga et al., 2020), 
the associated country reports, and the KEEP provided data for this study.eu database. 
Borzaga et al. (2020) systematically collected qualitative and quantitative data on social 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in 35 European countries. Extended country reports were only 
provided for the 28 EU Member States. These 28 Member States participated in 50 Inter-
reg programs between 2014 and 2020. Nine programs were excluded due to insufficient 
data in the KEEP.eu database. From the remaining 41 programs, we took a sample of 4,443 
approved CBC projects. Granular data on evaluating non-approved project proposals per 
Euroregion was not readily available and excluded from our analysis. In the approved proj-
ects, 5,970 private organizations were participating as project partners. By scanning the 

Figure 3.1 Elements and configurations of social entrepreneurial ecosystems in Euroregions
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organizational websites, we evaluated all 5,970 private organizations on the entrepreneur-
ial, economic, and social dimensions taken from the dimensions by Borzaga et al. (2020: pp. 
158–159). The available data on the website did not allow testing the inclusive governance-
ownership dimension (Borzaga et al., 2020: p. 160). During the data analysis, we excluded 
Malta and the program Italy–Malta due to missing details from the mapping study, which 
left us with 4,357 approved projects and 5,948 private organizations.

3.3.2 Variables and measurement

3.3.2.1 Independent variables. 
We included five ecosystem elements as independent variables: (1) visibility and recogni-
tion, (2) network support, (3) research–education–skills, (4) financial resources, and (5) 
fiscal measures. In fsQCA, these ecosystem elements are referred to as conditions. Com-
binations of conditions are reported as configurations. We deviated from the social entre-
preneurial ecosystem model of Borzaga et al. (2020) in two ways. First, we did not include 
civic engagement under the capacity to self-organize. The findings for this attribute were 
highly descriptive, and quantifying these findings would have reduced the validity of our 
outcomes. Furthermore, we decided to split resources into financial resources and fiscal 
measures. According to the literature (Long and Liao, 2021; Bondarenko et al., 2023), fiscal 
measures are often reported separately from other resources due to specific territorial cir-
cumstances and law issues. Another argument is that public and private parties can provide 
financial resources, while fiscal measures are at the monopoly of country governments.

We controlled for two variables outside the ecosystem elements: (1) the Interreg co-fund-
ing rates and (2) the social and environmental policy priorities. Both were tested, but no 
significant correlations or relationships were found regarding social enterprises’ participa-
tion in CBC. Borzaga et al. (2020) also assessed the Interreg funding opportunities as part of 
the financial resources.

3.3.2.2 Dependent variables. 
The dependent variable for the fsQCA analysis was the size of the social enterprise sector. 
The unit of measurement was the number of social enterprises denominated in millions of 
inhabitants (Borzaga et al., 2020). Borzaga et al. (2020) indicated degrees of data reliability 
of the 28 EU Member States between very low and very high (very low 1, low 7, average 
13, high 5, very high, 2). Regarding the participation of social enterprises in CBC projects, 
we assumed an equal geographical spread of social enterprises over a country and within a 
Euroregion.

Second, we assessed the participation of social enterprises in EU cross-border cooperation 
projects. The unit of measurement was the Euroregions and the percentage of the project 
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budget allocated for social enterprises between 2014 and 2020. Taking the share of the 
budget allocated to social enterprises puts their participation in perspective to the invest-
ments in Interreg as an EU Cohesion Policy instrument and the ability and willingness of 
social enterprises to have their investments.

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 provide detailed descriptions of the operationalization and scoring of the 
variables.

Table 3.2 Operationalization of the variables

Ecosystem element What will be tested?

Visibility and recognition - Policy frameworks.
Source: Borzaga et al. (2020: p55; fig. 3).
- Legal frameworks. 
Source: Borzaga et al. (2020: p58, fig. 4).
- Private labels and marks. 
Source: Borzaga et al., (2020: p67, table 9).

Networks support - National/federal and regional transversal and activity field-based networks.
Source: Borzaga et al., (2020: p51, table 7).

Research, education, and 
skill development

- Social entrepreneurship as part of research, education, and skills development.
Source: Borzaga et al. (2020) and the individual country reports. 

Financial resources - Measures for start-up and scaling social enterprises. 
Borzaga et al., (2020: p73, table 10; p168 and appendix 4).
- Resources from income-generating activities. 
Source: Borzaga et al., (2020: p78, table 11).
- Loans and funds available for social entrepreneurs. 
Source: (Borzaga et al., 2020: p172 and appendix 5).

Fiscal measures - Fiscal benefits to support the consolidation of enterprises and reduce production 
costs. 
Source: Borzaga et al., (2020: p92, table 12 and p177, appendix 6).

Ecosystem output What will be tested?

Social enterprise sector 
size

- The number of social enterprises per country between 2014-2020 (Ireland, 2009; 
Sweden, 2009-2016; U.K., 2007-2017). 
Source: Borzaga et al. (2020: p106-107, table 14).

Participation in CBC 
projects

- Criteria for social enterprises based on economic/entrepreneurial and social 
dimensions.
Source: Borzaga et al. (2020:p29, table 2).
Budget share in CBC projects allocated for social enterprises between 2014 and 
2020. 
Source: KEEP database (KEEP.eu).
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3.3.3 Analytical approach
We applied the fuzzy-set variant of the Qualitative Comparative Analysis method (fsQCA). 
While QCA typically works with binary scoring, the fsQCA method uses a scale approach of 
calibrated data, combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies (Mello, 2021; Ragin, 
2017). fsQCA is a case-based method with a minimum requirement of 25 cases (Mello, 
2021). In our analyses, the cases were represented by 40 Euroregions. Table 7.1 in Appen-
dix I shows the calibrated outcomes per ecosystem element per Euroregion. 

In fsQCA, causal relationships are established in terms of necessary and sufficient condi-
tions, whereby the term causal refers to the presence of an association between a con-
dition and an outcome rather than the estimation of statistically significant relationships 

Table 3.3 Scoring of the variables

Ecosystem element How was the scoring done?

Visibility and recognition - Implemented frameworks per Member State weighted by (1) the period of 
implementation, e.g., before 2014 and between 2014-2020, and (2) the presence 
of multiple frameworks.
- Average scoring per Euroregion. 

Networks support - Presence of transversal and activity field-based networks per Member State. 
- Average scoring per Euroregion. 

Research, education, and 
skill development

- Presence of research-, educational- and skill-related activities per Member 
State.
- Activities are equally scored except for ‘university education’ and ‘incubator 
programs’; these were weighted twice.
- All scorings were corrected with the percentage of the population between 25-
34 with tertiary education (Source: Eurostat (2022, tables on EU policy, Sustain-
able development indicators, Goal 4 Quality education).
- Average scoring per Euroregion. 

Financial resources - The presence of financial resources per Member State is differentially weighted 
by non-repayable, repayable, and own income resources, and the limitations are 
non-repayable resources. 
- Average scoring per Euroregion. 

Fiscal measures - The presence of fiscal measures per Member State. 
- Average scoring per Euroregion. 

Ecosystem output How was the scoring done?

Social enterprise sector size - Social enterprise sector size per Member State denominated per million inhabit-
ants (Borzaga et al., 2020). 
- The total was calculated per Euroregion by adding the Member States’ social 
enterprise sector sizes.

Participation in CBC projects - Budget share allocated to social enterprises as a percentage of the total pro-
gram funding per Interreg program in a Euroregion.
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among variables (Pickernell et al., 2018). A condition or configuration (set of conditions) 
is deemed necessary if it is always present when the outcome of interest occurs (Mello, 
2021). A condition or configuration of conditions is deemed sufficient when their pres-
ence generates the outcome of interest (Mello, 2021). We apply a consistency threshold 
of 0.75 for sufficient conditions and configurations and a threshold of 0.90 for necessary 
conditions and configurations (Emmenegger et al., 2014; Torres and Godinho, 2021). Next 
to the consistency, fsQCA analysis reports the coverage as a comparable indicator to the 
R-square of regression analysis (Pappas and Woodside, 2021). The coverage indicates the 
proportion of the outcome covered by the specific configuration of conditions. About the 
reported configurations of ecosystem elements, the raw coverage and unique coverage 
both evaluate how much of the empirical outcome is accounted for by a given condition 
or configuration of conditions (Mello, 2021). In our model, the raw coverage reports the 
proportion of social enterprise sector size explained by each ecosystem element as part of 
the solution (Ragin, 2017). The unique coverage reports the social enterprise sector size 
proportion explained solely by each solution term (Ragin, 2017).

The fsQCA method distinguished between core and peripheral conditions. Core conditions 
indicate a strong relationship with the outcome, while peripheral conditions indicate a 
weaker relationship (Pappas and Woodside, 2021). Moreover, core solutions are necessary 
conditions for configurations, while peripheral conditions are sufficient conditions (Fiss, 
2011).

The fsQCA method required the collected data to be calibrated for comparability purposes. 
We scored each social entrepreneurial ecosystem element and ran the calibration process 
to conform to the direct method (Mello, 2021; Ragin, 2005; Pappas and Woodside, 2021). 
The calibrated scorings were transposed for each Euroregion on a five-value scale between 
0 and 1. The presence of ecosystem elements in a Euroregion up to and including 0.05 is 
a non-membership. Ecosystem elements with a presence of 0.95 or above are full mem-
berships. In between 0.05 and 0.95, we used thresholds of 0.33 (more a disagreement 
than an agreement), 0.50 (crossover membership), and 0.67 (more an agreement than a 
disagreement). To avoid the exclusion of exact 0.50 scores, we added a constant of 0.001 
to the calibrated scores below 1.00 (Fiss, 2011; Pappas and Woodside, 2021). Table I.1 in 
Appendix I presents the calibrated results per ecosystem element per Euroregion.

Next to the fsQCA analysis, we ran a correlation check to gain additional insights into the 
relationships between the ecosystem elements and their relation to the size of the social 
enterprise sector. We also included the participation of social enterprises in CBC projects as 
a variable in the correlation check. To verify our two-step approach, this check allows us to 
compare the relationships between the ecosystem elements, the social enterprise sector, 
and the participation in CBC projects. Here, we expect to find higher correlations between 
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the ecosystem elements and the social enterprise sector than between the ecosystem ele-
ments and the participation in CBC projects.

3.3.4 Robustness checks
We conducted two robustness checks to test the structural validity of our results. First, we 
adapted the consistency threshold from 0.80 to 0.77 to test the effect of a drop in the raw 
consistency (Chen and Tian, 2022; Emmenegger et al., 2014). In addition, we also tested 
the results at a consistency threshold of 0.75 (Chen and Tian, 2022). Second, we randomly 
removed 10 % of the 40 cases in two runs (Chen and Tian, 2022) and checked the consis-
tency of the results. Both tests showed similar results for the first runs and minor effects for 
the second runs, respectively. These, however, did not affect our results and analysis.

3.4 RESULTS

3.4.1 Ecosystem elements and configurations
We identified a pattern in the geographical distribution of the seven ecosystem element 
configurations across Euroregions. This pattern reflects the varied contexts of countries 
in terms of history, culture, and institutionalization (Borzaga et al., 2020; Hazenberg et 
al., 2016; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). Figure 3.2 shows the allocation of configurations 
between Northern, Eastern, Southern, Western, and Central Europe. Our findings align 
with previous research findings, indicating that entrepreneurial ecosystems differ by their 
territorial contexts (Borzaga et al., 2020; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; Stam and Van 
de Ven, 2019).

According to Roy et al. (2014), institutionalization is deeply rooted in the history of coun-
tries. Institutionalization is mainly associated with ecosystem element visibility and recog-
nition. This is reflected in the allocation of configurations 1, 5, 6, and 7 in former Soviet 
states and Balkan countries where socialistic regimes had different priorities compared to 
more liberal regimes (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Roy et al., 2014). The allocation 
of configurations 2, 3, and 4 in Central and Western Europe demonstrates how combin-
ing core conditions of visibility and recognition, financial resources complemented by re-
search–education–skills, and network support effectively strengthens the social enterprise 
sector and the participation in CBC projects.

Finally, configurations 6 and 7 intensely focus on policy and legal frameworks and are 
clustered in Eastern and Northern European Euroregions. This allocation cannot be fully 
explained for the Euroregions in Northern Europe. A possible explanation could be that 
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the cooperation between Northern and Eastern European Member States in the South and 
Central Baltic Euroregions is between Northern and Eastern European Member States.

Table 3.4 provides the results of the tested relationships between the single social entre-
preneurial ecosystem elements and the social enterprise sector size. All ecosystem ele-
ments report a consistency < 0.90, meaning that none of the ecosystem elements qualify 
as a necessary condition. The ecosystem elements of financial resources, fiscal measures, 
research–education–skills, and visibility and recognition are reported as sufficient condi-
tions with a coverage ≥ 0.75, meaning that these single conditions explain more than 75% 
of the social enterprise sector size.

Figure 3.2 Ecosystem configurations across Europe
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Table 3.5 presents the outcomes of the fsQCA analysis by configuration. These combinations 
of conditions are synergetic by nature (Pappas and Woodside, 2021). The presence of core 
conditions visibility and recognition and financial resources is most prominent here. The 
consistency level reported for configuration 2 achieves 0.94, indicating that configuration 2 
is a necessary condition for having a social enterprise sector. All other configurations reach 
a consistency of ≥ 0.80, indicating that the configurations qualify as sufficient conditions.

Table 3.4 Consistency and coverage per ecosystem element

Ecosystem elements Consistency Coverage OUTput

visibility and recognition 0.75 0.75

social enterprise sector size 

network support 0.74 0.71

education, research, skills 0.76 0.75

financial resources 0.82 0.79

fiscal measures 0.79 0.78

Source: Authors’ own construct. No third-party permission required.

Table 3.5 Solutions paths social enterprise sector in Euroregions (40 cases, intermediate solution)

configuration

ecosystem element 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

visibility and recognition X X o o X X

network support x x

education, research, skills development x x o o

financial resources X X X o o

fiscal measures X o X o

consistency 0.89 0.94 0.87 0.88 0.85 0.83 0.81

raw coverage 0.55 0.56 0.57 0.57 0.55 0.54 0.51

unique coverage 0.02 0.00 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.00 0.02

Euroregions with membership (out of 40) 9 8 8 7 7 7 8

solution consistency  0.76

solution coverage  0.91

X or x indicates the presence of a condition; O or o indicates the absence of a condition. X or O indi-
cates a core condition; x or o indicates a peripheral condition. Blank space indicates that a condition 
is not relevant.
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Table 3.6 presents the descriptive statistics and the correlations between the social entre-
preneurial ecosystem elements and the ecosystem output. Correlations vary between weak 
and strong. The highest significant correlations can be found in relation to visibility and 
recognition. As expected, and in agreement with the argument for having a two-step ap-
proach, the correlations between the ecosystem elements and the social enterprise sector 
are higher than those between ecosystem elements and the level of participation in CBC 
projects.

3.4.2 Results per configuration

3.4.2.1 Configuration 1: visibility and recognition – network support – fiscal measures. 
The synergies between legal frameworks and fiscal measures explain the high consistency 
level of configuration 1. Countries use these synergies to overcome financial barriers to 
social entrepreneurship (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Borzaga et al., 2020; Davies et 
al., 2018; OECD, 2022). The role of networks can be seen in the light of informing social 
entrepreneurs about fiscal measures (Folmer et al., 2018).

The participation in the Manche-Channel program between France and the UK is outstand-
ing. Both countries have well-developed social entrepreneurial ecosystems but with funda-
mental differences. France provides distinctive fiscal measures for legal entities and natural 
persons, while the UK implemented multiple policy frameworks before 2014. Regarding 
networks, France and the UK both report a relatively strong presence but a different setup. 
In France, networks are centralized and activity field-based, while networks are transver-
sal and regionally organized in the UK. The program between Spain-France-Andorra also 
shows above-average participation of social enterprises in CBC projects. France and Spain 
established legal frameworks before 2014 and provided tax exemptions for retained profits. 
However, Spain is less well equipped regarding networks than France and the UK.

Table 3.6. Descriptive statistics and correlations, n = 40

ECOSYSTEM ELEMENT/OUTPUT MEAN SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. VISIBILITY AND RECOGNITION 0.46 0.31 1.

2. NETWORK SUPPORT 0.49 0.33  0.44** 1

3. RESEARCH-EDUCATION-SKILLS 0.50 0.29  0.67**  0.35* 1

4. FINANCIAL RESOURCES 0.50 0.34  0.41**  0.33* 0.35 1

5. FISCAL MEASURES 0.46 0.33 -0.31  0.33* -0.32*  0.33* 1

6. SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SECTOR SIZE 0.47 0.32 0.25 0.25 -0.27  0.40*  043** 1

7. PARTICIPATION IN CBC PROJECTS 0.48 0.31 0.15 -0.23 0.07 0.29 0.21 0.19 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)
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The other seven Euroregions report below-average participation. The consistent participa-
tion of social enterprises in the two programs between Italy and France indicates that eco-
systems in different geographical areas are equally impactful. Italy has the largest social 
enterprise sector of all Member States. This, however, does not result in an above-average 
participation in CBC projects. A possible explanation might be southwest Italy’s relatively 
long coastline. An equal spread of social enterprises would leave a relatively large share in 
regions without Interreg programs.

In Table 3.7, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

3.4.2.2 Configuration 2: visibility and recognition, education–research–skills, financial 
resources
Configuration 2 achieves the level of a necessary condition. Borzaga et al. (2020) reported 
that combining financial resources with policy and legal frameworks positively impacts so-
cial entrepreneurship. Academic research and education are needed to create knowledge 
and awareness among stakeholders, e.g., policymakers and financial institutions (Borzaga 
et al., 2020; Murzyn, 2021). Moreover, vocational training programs and incubators are 
present in many Euroregions (Durà et al., 2018). Again, the participation in the Manche-
Channel program is outstanding. However, unlike the role of networks in configuration 1, 
various types of financial resources complemented by embedded research and educational 
programs create an impact. Germany and Poland have similar ratings for the underlying 
elements of configuration 2. The same accounts for the ecosystem elements implemented 
by France and Spain. This indicates a potential positive effect of coordinating measures 
to stimulate social entrepreneurship on participation in CBC projects. Also, the program 

Table 3.7 Membership Euroregions configuration 1

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program) 
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects (average 

1.88%)

France - United Kingdom (Manche - Channel) 1878 9,27%

Spain - France - Andorra (POCTEFA) 1622 2,36%

Slovakia - Austria 861 1,85%

Italy - Slovenia 2368 1,56%

Italy - France (Maritime) 3108 1,25%

France - Italy (ALCOTRA) 3108 1,23%

Slovenia - Croatia 802 1,21%

Italy - Croatia 1822 0,93%

Greece - Bulgaria 632 0,54%
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between Austria and Slovenia has an above-average participation, mainly due to extensive 
financing programs in Austria.

The program between Lithuania and Poland reports no social entrepreneurial participa-
tion in CBC projects, which might be due to a low population density in this border region 
(Kurowska-Pysz, 2023) and, hence, a challenging environment to establish a social business.

In Table 3.8, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

3.4.2.3 Configuration 3: education–research–skills, financial resources, [fiscal measures]
Under configuration 3, an absence of fiscal measures is reported. This might indicate that 
too complex legal frameworks, combined with fiscal measures, can constrain social enter-
prise development and scare social initiatives away (Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; 
OECD, 2022).

The program between Belgium and the Netherlands has well-implemented ecosystems for 
research–education–skills, and financial resources. In both countries, education focuses 
on supporting practitioners through universities of applied sciences, e.g., incubators and 
skill development. The ecosystem element of financial resources also shows similarities 
between both countries. This might indicate a certain degree of coordination between the 
countries.

While the Euroregion Belgium-The Netherlands shows relatively high participation, the 
Euroregions Germany-The Netherlands and Belgium-Germany-The Netherlands are deviat-
ing. This effect might be due to lower ratings for research, education, skills, and financial 

Table 3.8. Membership Euroregions configuration 2

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per

million inhabitants
(average 1739)

Participation SE in
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

France - United Kingdom (Manche - Channel) 1878 9,27%

Germany / Mecklenburg - Western Pomerania / Brandenburg - Poland 1707 2,81%

France - Belgium - Germany - Luxembourg (Grande Région/ Großre-
gion)

5426 2,60%

Spain - France - Andorra (POCTEFA) 1622 2,36%

Slovenia - Austria 848 2,14%

Poland - Germany / Saxony 1704 1,10%

Austria - Germany / Bavaria (Bayern - Österreich) 1110 0,83%

Lithuania - Poland 2005 0,00%
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resources in Germany compared to Belgium and the Netherlands. Moreover, given Ger-
many’s size as a country, the spread of social enterprise across the country might be less 
concentrated in border regions.

In Table 3.9, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

3.4.2.4 Configuration 4: network support, financial resources, [visibility and recognition]. 
Configuration 4 shows the potential synergetic effects between ecosystem elements, net-
work support, and financial resources. The absence of policy and legal frameworks might 
indicate that networks evolve outside institutionalized boundaries and in more informal 
ways (Frątczak-Müller and Mielczarek-Żejmo, 2019; Svensson and Nordlund, 2014). Spill-
over effects of networks might occur between local stakeholders and business communi-
ties, for instance, about interesting opportunities for collaboration and funding (Folmer et 
al., 2018).

Social enterprise participation in the program between Belgium–France–The Netherlands–
the UK benefits from well-developed supportive ecosystems in these countries. Another 
contributing factor might be the longstanding cooperation and exchange levels between 
these four countries. The program between Austria and Hungary also reports above-aver-
age participation due to high ratings for financial resources. Networks are less developed in 
Hungary. Although Austria’s social enterprise sector size is far below average, the participa-
tion in CBC projects in this program is relatively high.

Table 3.9. Membership Euroregions configuration 3

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

Belgium - The Netherlands (Vlaanderen - Nederland) 1850 2,97%

Germany / Mecklenburg - Western Pomerania / Brandenburg - Poland 1707 2,81%

France - Belgium - Germany - Luxembourg (Grande Région/ Großre-
gion)

5426 2,60%

Poland - Germany / Saxony 1704 1,10%

Spain - Portugal (POCTEP) 979 1,03%

Germany - The Netherlands 1256 0,86%

Belgium - Germany - The Netherlands Euregio Meuse-Rhin / Euregio 
Maas-Rijn / Euregio Maas-Rhein

2786 0,56%

Lithuania - Poland 2002 0,00%
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In Table 3.10, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

3.4.2.5 Configuration 5: fiscal measures, [visibility and recognition], [education– 
research–skills] 
In configuration 5, synergetic effects are missing, and the ongoing debate about the am-
biguous role of fiscal measures can be seen here (Long and Liao, 2021; Bondarenko et al., 
2023).

The program between Austria and Hungary has an above-average participation. As a com-
mon denominator, Austria and Hungary implemented specific fiscal benefits for social 
entrepreneurship. This might indicate coordination of fiscal measures to a certain degree.

The other membership Euroregions are geographically clustered around Austria and Hun-
gary. Slovakia and Italy cooperate in cross-border cooperation programs with Austria and/or 
Hungary. Indeed, Slovakia and Italy have comparable ratings for fiscal measures compared 
to Austria and Hungary. This, however, does not result in higher levels of participation.

In Table 3.11, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

Table 3.10 Membership Euroregion configuration 4

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

France - Belgium - The Netherlands - United Kingdom (Les Deux Mers / 
Two seas / Twee Zeeën)

3728 5,52%

Belgium - France (France - Wallonia - Vlaanderen) 2944 3,62%

Belgium - The Netherlands (Vlaanderen - Nederland) 1850 2,97%

Austria - Hungary 1795 2,72%

Spain - Portugal (POCTEP) 979 1,03%

Austria - Czech Republic 530 0,84%

Italy - Austria 3390 0,37%
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3.4.2.6 Configuration 6: visibility and recognition, [education–research–skills], [financial 
resources]
In configuration 6, ecosystem element visibility and recognition predominates. Indeed, a 
supportive institutional environment is fundamental (Borzaga et al., 2020; Murzyn, 2021). 
But as a single condition, it fails the synergetic effect with financial resources and research–
education–skills as found in configuration 2.

A positive effect of implementing legal acts before 2014 can be found in the cooperation 
between Slovenia and Hungary. Underlying structures here are supportive fiscal measures 
in Hungary and policy frameworks implemented before 2014 in Slovenia. Despite the 
absence of financial resources and research–education–skills, CBC has an above-average 
participation. The cooperation between Germany/Bavaria and the Czech Republic solely 
relies on legal acts implemented before 2014, resulting in an above-average involvement 
in CBC. Institutionalization in Poland is well-advanced compared to other Member States. 
The participation of social enterprises in CBC projects, however, remains low. In the case of 
the program Poland-Slovakia, it is only public organizations that participate, similar to the 
reported cooperation between Poland and Lithuania under configurations 2 and 3.

In Table 3.12, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

Table 3.11. Membership Euroregions configuration 5

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

Austria - Hungary 1795 2,72%

Slovakia - Austria 861 1,85%

Romania - Hungary 1944 1,53%

Estonia - Latvia 195 1,32%

Slovakia - Hungary 2308 0,66%

Latvia - Lithuania 1340 0,54%

Italy - Austria 3390 0,37%
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3.4.2.7 Configuration 7: visibility and recognition, [financial resources], [fiscal measures].
Configuration 7 includes the presence of core element visibility and recognition but is now 
combined with the absence of financial resources and fiscal measures. Like configuration 6, 
the results reveal that ecosystem elements are less supportive as a single condition.

The cooperation between Germany/Bavaria and the Czech Republic seems less affected 
by the absence of financial resources and fiscal measures. This might be due to the legal 
frameworks in both countries that were implemented before 2014.

A main finding for configuration 7 is that the absence of core conditions, financial resources, 
and fiscal measures is hindering the participation of social enterprises in CBC projects. The 
programs between the UK, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland are evidence of this. The differences 
with the well-developed ecosystem elements in the UK seem to be counterproductive for 
participation in CBC projects. For instance, Ireland reports no activities for research–educa-
tion–skills. Another explanation might be the unequal allocation of social enterprises in the 
UK. Moreover, supportive ecosystems in Belgium, France, and the Netherlands will also be 
affected. Finally, the cooperation between Romania and Bulgaria shows that higher levels 
of institutionalization, e.g., policy frameworks and legal frameworks as a single condition 
combined with a relatively small social enterprise sector size, do not achieve above-average 
participation in CBC projects.

In Table 3.13, the membership Euroregions are ranked from the highest to the lowest level 
of participation.

Table 3.12. Membership Euroregions configuration 6

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

Slovenia - Hungary 2295 3,44%

Germany / Bavaria - Czech Republic 1292 2,66%

Italy - Slovenia 2368 1,56%

Romania - Bulgaria 648 1,30%

Greece - Bulgaria 632 0,54%

Czech Republic - Poland 1124 0,32%

Poland - Slovakia 1455 0,00%
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3.5 DISCUSSION

Considering the effect of interdependency between ecosystems and their actors on ecosys-
tem evolution (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019), our results show the importance of fostering 
synergetic effects between ecosystem elements rather than implementing isolated sup-
portive measures. Thereby, financial resources (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Borzaga 
et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2018; Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021), visibility and recogni-
tion (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Borzaga et al., 2020; Folmer et al., 2018; Murzyn, 
2021) and fiscal measures (Borzaga et al., 2020; Long and Liao, 2021; Bondarenko et al., 
2023) are reported as core elements for achieving such synergies. Configurations 1 and 2 
show how the two peripheral elements complement the three core elements: (1) network 
support and (2) research–education–skills. Given the importance social entrepreneurs pay 
to networks (Folmer et al., 2018), we would have expected a more prominent role in the 
ecosystem element of network support. The peripheral status might be explained by the 
focus of Borzaga et al. (2020) on institutional networks instead of the personal networks of 
the social entrepreneur.

Except for network support, single ecosystem elements did achieve the level of sufficient 
conditions, meaning that they positively impact the social enterprise sector size. Given the 
reported consistency and weak correlations between the single ecosystem elements and 
the participation in CBC projects, the impact at the Euroregion level is expected to be low. 
Regarding configurations of ecosystem elements, the combination of visibility and recogni-
tion, research–education–skills, and financial resources in configuration 2 is reported as a 
necessary condition for having a social enterprise sector. This supportive effect also perme-
ates the participation of social enterprises in CBC projects. Our findings show how higher 
levels of consistency per configuration are commensurate with higher levels of participa-
tion.

Table 3.13. Membership Euroregions configuration 7

Euroregion (INTERREG V-A 2014-2020 program)
SE sector size per 

million inhabitants 
(average 1739)

Participation SE in 
CBC projects 

(average 1.88%)

Germany / Bavaria - Czech Republic 1292 2,66%

Germany – Denmark 1007 1,31%

Romania – Bulgaria 848 1,30%

Greece – Cyprus 129 1,18%

Poland - Denmark - Germany - Lithuania - Sweden (South Baltic) 3308 0,40%

United Kingdom-Ireland (Ireland-Northern Ireland-Scotland) 1163 0,40%

Czech Republic - Poland 1124 0,32%

United Kingdom - Ireland (Ireland - Wales) 1163 0.00%
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3.5.1 Limitations 
Our study also has several limitations. The first limitation was the inclusion of data only 
from approved project proposals. Social entrepreneurs participating in non-approved 
project proposals also reveal their wish to engage in CBC projects. Granulating data from 
non-approved proposals would have required a request per Euroregion to allow access to 
the data, which was not feasible within the research timeframe.

Another limitation stems from controlling the relationship between policy priorities and 
social entrepreneurial participation. Rather than ecosystem elements, policy priorities are 
considered outcomes of regional stakeholder consultations. An in-depth analysis could 
reveal underlying mechanisms and intersections between policy priorities on social 
entrepreneurial engagement in CBC. This was, however, outside the scope of the current 
research. The same goes for a profound analysis of evolutionary ecosystem processes in 
which inhabitants engage (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). This involves a complexity of inter-
dependencies, which can be observed within the geographical clustering of configurations 
across Europe, as presented in Section 4.1, Figure 3.2.

Geographical and territorial data constraints also limited our study. We combined regional-
level data from CBC projects with country-level data for ecosystems (Borzaga et al., 2020). 
This could be justified, given that ecosystem elements are implemented for a country as 
a whole. However, we did not consider specific measures at the regional or local level. In 
addition, we assumed an equal geographical spread of social enterprises across countries. 
In densely populated areas and conurbations, social entrepreneurial density and activity 
will differ from rural areas. 

As indicated by Borzaga et al. (2020), the reliability of the social sector size per country 
ranged from very low to very high. Considering the scarcity of quantitative data on social 
enterprises, this reliability indication is a limitation of our research. The lack of reliable, 
comparable data on the entire population of social enterprises remains problematic due to 
incompatible definitions used in various countries and varying legal frameworks. Although 
all researchers involved in the mapping study worked with the EU operational definition 
of social enterprise (Borzaga et al. 2020), data flaws must be considered a limitation. In 
addition to the data constraints, we want to reflect on the variances in the ecosystem’s 
elements measures. For instance, policy frameworks implemented in countries differ in 
nature between national strategies, action plans, or guidelines. The same applies to laws 
implemented for specific legal forms or statuses. These differ in nature between laws on 
social cooperatives, acts on employment services, or codes on companies and associations. 
Our study assessed the impact of measures by their presence, but did not weigh the ef-
fectiveness of the measures and how they differ between Member States. 
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3.5.2 Theoretical implications
Our study contributes to the research agenda on entrepreneurial ecosystems in three 
ways. First, as Stam and Van de Ven (2019) suggested, we applied the fsQCA method to 
identify the most impactful configurations of ecosystem elements. Our focus was on social 
entrepreneurial ecosystems, yet our results provide insights into the effects of single versus 
configurations of ecosystem elements. We recommend further in-depth studies into syn-
ergetic effects between ecosystem elements, specifically in ecosystems that span country 
borders.

Second, our findings show the importance of supportive social entrepreneurial ecosystems 
for social entrepreneurship to scale outside the geographical context, e.g., across the 
nearby country border. Supportive ecosystems are indispensable for managing dissimilari-
ties between the start-up and scale-up contexts (Corner and Kearins, 2018). For example, 
adapting social services or products to enter cross-border markets involves institutional 
networks, technological or market knowledge, and innovative financial resources.

Third, we identified geographical patterns in the spread of ecosystem element 
configurations across Europe. This underlines entrepreneurial ecosystems’ cultural and his-
torical determinism (Borzaga et al., 2020; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). With a perspective 
on the future, we argue that social entrepreneurship could be beneficial to the EU Cohesion 
Policy. Hence, we encourage in-depth case studies investigating Euroregions to analyze 
further the relationship between (1) the policy priorities addressed and the engagement 
of social entrepreneurship and (2) the mechanisms behind geographical patterns of ecosys-
tems in the Member States.

3.5.3 Policy and practitioner implications
We start with a policy reflection on Euroregions and social entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
The EC increasingly recognizes the beneficial role of social entrepreneurship in success-
fully addressing societal issues (Arabadzhieva and Vutsova, 2021; Borzaga et al., 2020; Diaz 
Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021; Murzyn, 2021). Our research findings show the importance 
of synergies between ecosystem elements. Identifying these synergies contributes to coor-
dinating measures to advance social entrepreneurship in cross-border regions. Therefore, 
coordinating actors and factors requires an orchestrating role, an important feature of en-
trepreneurial ecosystems (Cobben et al., 2022). Building a robust entrepreneurial or social 
entrepreneurial ecosystem requires a strategic vision. Euroregional authorities and CBC 
program managers could develop a strategic vision centered on Euroregions. This strategy 
should integrate ecosystem actors, create room for social innovation, and improve resource 
access, meeting operational excellence and innovation criteria (Durà et al., 2018). Because 
Euroregions are not equipped to intervene in national policies, their focus should be on 
coordinating actors and factors, modifiable features of ecosystem elements. An example 
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could be social enterprise incubators. Based on our data, we could see a positive impact on 
social entrepreneurial activity by the presence of incubators. Euroregions could collaborate 
with universities and practitioners in such situations to support social impact start-ups in a 
cross-border setting.

Two consecutive reflections are aligned with the policy reflection above. First, policymakers 
must be aware of the limited effects of isolated ecosystem elements and the importance of 
creating synergies between ecosystem elements. For instance, isolated fiscal measures will 
not be used effectively without sufficiently implemented policy frameworks or supportive 
networks. Given the cross-border context, policymakers must also reconcile measures to 
strengthen the ecosystem elements with their cross-border counterparts. Second, the 
awareness of cross-border cooperation among social entrepreneurs needs to be improved. 
The low participation of social enterprises in CBC seems to be structural by nature, yet 
we observed a positive deviation under specific conditions. Social entrepreneurs who are 
better informed about the policy priorities addressed, the funding provided, and the knowl-
edge of how to get involved with the support of Euroregions could break this pattern. 

3.6 CONCLUSIONS

Our findings show that supportive social entrepreneurial ecosystems lead to higher social 
entrepreneurial participation in CBC projects. Configuration 2 reports five out of eight 
Euroregions with above-average participation. Aligned with the level of consistency, 
configurations 4, 3, and 1 also show permeating effects. Indeed, for configurations 5, 6, and 
7, the permeating effects of single ecosystem elements are less present. In general, Euro-
regions in Western Europe show higher levels of participation in social entrepreneurship 
CBC projects with outstanding programs between France and the UK and between France, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and the UK. Indeed, these countries have supportive social en-
trepreneurial ecosystems, but a more extended history of cross-border cooperation also 
had a positive effect here. In a few Euroregions, we find similar ratings for specific ecosys-
tem elements leading to above-average levels of participation of social enterprises. This 
might indicate a certain degree of coordination of supportive measures between countries.
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ABSTRACT

The current chapter investigates the implications of the EU Cohesion Policy instrument 
Interreg through the implementation of cross-border cooperation projects on social entre-
preneurship. Cross-border cooperation projects are implemented in Euroregions, and new 
knowledge and innovative solutions are invested in policy priorities spread over social, en-
vironmental, and economic domains. Policy priorities in social and environmental domains 
overlap fields of play where social entrepreneurs operate. We build on the Knowledge 
Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship and use a quantitative design to investigate the influ-
ence of EU-funded cross-border cooperation projects on the number of social enterprises 
in Luxembourg. We employed a rolling window analysis with ARIMA on 207 cross-border 
cooperation projects implemented between 2000 and 2020. We predicted social entrepre-
neurial activity in Euroregions in Luxembourg using investments through the EU Cohesion 
Policy in the social, environmental, and economic domains. We identified a positive relation-
ship in the social domain. The current study shows that investments in the social domain 
positively and significantly predict social entrepreneurial activity, supporting the critical 
role of the EU Cohesion Policy on social entrepreneurship. Our study discusses how social 
entrepreneurship can benefit from EU cross-border cooperation projects as recipients of 
potential knowledge spillovers.



93THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE EU COHESION POLICY INSTRUMENTS AND CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION PROJECTS 
ON SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN EUROREGIONS

4

4.1 INTRODUCTION

Between 2000 and 2020, the EU Cohesion Policy instrument Interreg for cross-border co-
operation (CBC) implemented over 25,000 projects in Euroregions spread across 60 internal 
EU border regions (KEEP.eu, 2021). De Sousa defines CBC as any type of concerted action 
between public and/or private institutions of the border regions of two (or more) states, 
driven by geographical, economic, cultural/identity, political/leadership factors, with the 
objective of reinforcing the (good) neighborhood relations, solving common problems or 
managing jointly resources between communities through any co-operation mechanisms 
available (De Sousa 2013, p. 673). As a result of these collaborative arrangements in CBC 
projects, a vast body of new knowledge and innovative solutions has been created in Euro-
regions (Durà et al. 2018).

Through the implementation of CBC projects, the European Commission (EC) aims to 
achieve the objectives of high-level policy frameworks, such as the EU Cohesion Policy, the 
Lisbon Strategy, and the Europe 2020 Strategy. Achieving these objectives should contrib-
ute to realizing more concrete goals, such as a social and inclusive Europe and a fair green 
and digital transition (Darvas et al., 2019; Interreg, 2022; Meideros, 2018; Nave and Franco, 
2021; Sabato et al., 2017). Therefore, the policy instrument Interreg implements CBC 
projects to address local/ regional bilateral issues in social, environmental, and economic 
domains, such as social inclusion, health, education, renewable energy, and resource ef-
ficiency (Meideros, 2018). To strengthen and sustain the impact of the EU Cohesion Policy, 
entrepreneurship in EU border regions has continuously been stimulated by implementing 
CBC projects (Basboga, 2020; Meideros, 2018). Given the objectives and domains of CBC, 
the actions taken, the impact created, and the issues addressed, overlap can be observed 
with the aims, activities, and fields of play of social entrepreneurship (Wevers et al., 2020). 
Social entrepreneurship increasingly contributes to fulfilling critical needs in various com-
munities (Ghalwash et al., 2017). Social entrepreneurship can be defined as “a process of 
combining resources in innovative ways for the pursuit of opportunities for the creation 
of social and economic value evident in new initiatives, services, products, programs, or 
organizations” (Mair and Martí, 2005, p.37). From the perspective of social entrepreneurial 
opportunities (Belz and Binder, 2015), CBC lowers barriers to new markets and provides 
access to new entrepreneurial resources and relationships (Nave and Franco, 2021; Small-
bone and Welter, 2012). We argue that the use of social entrepreneurship in CBC projects 
(1) could strengthen the impact of CBC projects, (2) is a resource for social entrepreneurial 
opportunities, and (3) leads to increased regional development through entrepreneurial 
activity (Korhonen et al., 2021; Makkonen et al., 2018).

However, the involvement of social entrepreneurship in CBC projects has always remained 
particularly low (KEEP.eu, 2021). In practice, active participation in CBC projects is not the 



Chapter 494

most commonly employed tool for social entrepreneurs. Our research aims to investigate 
how social entrepreneurs might still benefit from CBC activities through external effects, 
e.g., knowledge spillovers. An improved understanding of knowledge spillovers in social, 
environmental, or economic domains could contribute to bridging the knowledge gap on 
the external effects of CBC, as addressed by Basboga (2020) and Nave and Franco (2021). 
We argue that the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship (KSTE) (Acs et al., 2013) 
provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how CBC projects stimulate entre-
preneurial initiatives. In particular, we argue that social entrepreneurs become recipients of 
new knowledge and innovative solutions that often remain non-commercialized after CBC 
projects end (Knippschild and Vock, 2016; Makkonen et al., 2018).

The KSTE theory has two important implications for our study. First, an increase in the stock 
of knowledge, especially in the social domain, is expected to generate a domain-specific ef-
fect on the level of social entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2013). Second, we focus on the spa-
tial dimension of the KSTE, arguing that the knowledge production stimulated by regional 
investments coming from CBC projects is positively associated with social entrepreneurial 
activity in the specific region (Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005; Basboga, 2020; Fritsch and 
Aamoucke, 2013). Therefore, our research question focuses on the knowledge spillovers 
of new knowledge and innovative solutions generated through CBC projects as a source of 
social entrepreneurial activities in the specific region.

To test our hypothesis, we took a quantitative approach relating the investments made by 
CBC projects between 2000 and 2020 in Luxembourg to the development of the size of the 
social enterprise sector. The grounds for having the country of Luxembourg as a sample are 
threefold. First, Luxembourg is fully covered by Interreg A programs. Second, Luxembourg 
has been participating in Interreg A programs since 2000. Third, Luxembourg is one of the 
very few countries where the country statistical office (STATEC) kept a record of demo-
graphic data on social enterprises.

Next to the aforementioned theoretical contributions, our findings will be of interest to 
the practitioners’ community of the social enterprise sector and support their search for 
social impact and business opportunities (Belz and Binder, 2015). Moreover, the relevance 
for policymakers stems from an awareness of external effects, such as knowledge spillovers 
on entrepreneurial activity in the social domain. These represent new ways to sustain CBC 
project outcomes in their regions and enhance local and regional entrepreneurial activity, 
leading to regional growth and development (Korhonen et al., 2021).

The structure of the chapter is as follows. Section 2 contains insights from the literature 
review used as grounds for our research. In the literature review, we elaborate on the over-
lap between CBC and social entrepreneurship and further provide argumentation for the 
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expected knowledge spillovers. Section 3 explains the methodology, i.e., the sample region, 
the data collection method, variable measurement, and the analytical approach. Section 4 
presents our empirical findings. Section 5 discusses the empirical findings vis-à-vis the field 
literature. The final sections present the theoretical and practical implications, limitations, 
and conclusions and suggest further research.

4.2 LITERATURE REVIEW

4.2.1. CBC and social entrepreneurship: common grounds
Cross-border business relations can be deeply rooted in prejudices, cultural differences, and 
historical perspectives that still mark daily business contacts and other relational practices 
(Durà et al., 2018; Meideros, 2018). From a geographical perspective, border areas face 
challenges because of less well-developed social, environmental, and economic features 
than more centralized country areas (Leick, 2011; Nave and Franco, 2021). The EC encour-
ages public and private actors to make the best use of available assets in border regions and 
to minimize regional disparities while spurring further bilateral development (Darvas et al., 
2019; Knippschild and Vock, 2016).

Implementing the EU Cohesion Policy is one measure the EC employs to tackle issues in 
cross-border regions. The EU Cohesion Policy targets all regions and cities in the European 
Union to support job creation, business competitiveness, economic growth, and sustain-
able development and improve the quality of life (Interreg, 2022).

The Interreg program is one of the policy instruments under the umbrella of the EU Cohe-
sion Policy deployed to tackle cross-border challenges and problems. The Interreg program 
has been running since 1990 with seven-year programming periods (Interreg, 2022). The 
program is built upon three strands: (1) Interreg A for CBC, (2) Interreg B for transnational 
cooperation, and (3) Interreg Europe for cooperation across the EU (Interreg, 2022). The 
current research focuses on the strand of Interreg A for CBC. Common challenges and 
problems and derived opportunities can be related to thematic interventions as applied by 
the CBC program for EU border regions (Meideros, 2018). These thematic interventions are 
defined as financed policy priorities (Meideros, 2018). Although these financed policy pri-
orities have remained relatively consistent since 2000, an evolution can be observed from 
addressing the new EU Single Market situation in 2000 to solving social, environmental, and 
economic development challenges and exploiting the untapped growth potential in border 
areas (Meideros, 2018).
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CBC has given concrete support to stimulate entrepreneurial activity in border regions by 
fostering the creation of business partnerships and improving processes of cross-border 
entrepreneurship (Meideros, 2018; Smallbone and Welter, 2012). Moreover, the involve-
ment of the private sector is regarded as a success factor in implementing innovative solu-
tions developed in CBC projects (Darvas et al., 2019). According to Wevers et al. (2020), a 
certain degree of complementarity exists between CBC and social entrepreneurship. Such 
complementarity not only concerns fields of play in the social and environmental domain 
but also the complementarity between the drivers and characteristics of both CBC and 
social entrepreneurship (Wevers et al., 2020).

In their Catalogue of Good Practices, Durà et al. (2018) provide an overview of the sectoral 
fields in CBC practices. They argue that CBC projects most frequently address financed 
policy priorities in local economic development, accessibility and transport, environment, 
education and culture, and social cohesion. These financed policy priorities resonate with 
mainstreaming social innovation, social experimentation, and social entrepreneurship in EU 
frameworks and strategies (Sabato et al., 2017). A number of the financed policy priorities 
used in CBC projects thus overlap with the fields of play of social entrepreneurship.

Table 4.1 presents a classification of financed policy priorities applied by CBC projects 
between 2000 and 2020 and the number of countries where social enterprises operated 
in similar domains or activities (Borzaga et al. 2020; Meideros, 2018). Meideros (2018) 
enumerated all policy priorities employed by Interreg A programs between 2000 and 
2020. Table 4.1 groups and classifies the policy priorities under social, environmental, and 
economic impact. The social and environmental impact classifications were taken from EC 
policies (Europe.eu, 2023). Regarding the social impact domain, EC policy priorities aim 
to promote employment, improve living and working conditions, provide adequate social 
protection, and combat social exclusion (Eurofound, 2023). Regarding the environmental 
impact domain, EC objectives include the reduction of GHG emissions, climate change ad-
aptation, transition to a circular economy, reduction of waste, biodiversity, nature capital, 
and reduction of environmental and climate pressures (EC, 2023). The economic impact 
classification was based on Durà et al. (2018).

During the last decades, the concept of social entrepreneurship gained increasing atten-
tion from scholars, policymakers, and practitioners (Borzaga et al., 2020; Grilo and Moreira, 
2022; Mair and Martí, 2005; OECD, 2016; Scheuerle et al., 2015). According to the much-
cited definition by Mair and Martí (2005), social entrepreneurs can harness resources in 
new and innovative ways to pursue opportunities and endeavor to create social impact. 
Opportunities for social entrepreneurship appear mostly in social or environmental do-
mains because of market failures and/or gaps in public service delivery (Hojnik and Crnogaj, 
2020). A concept closely related to social entrepreneurship is social innovation. Like social 
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entrepreneurship, social innovation focuses on societal impact creation rather than finan-
cial profits (Grilo and Moreira, 2022). One of the sources for developing social innovations 
is policy instruments, such as the EU Cohesion Policy and CBC projects (Durà et al., 2018; 
Sabato et al., 2017). Phillips et al. (2014), however, found that social innovations often re-
main an unexploited potential for social businesses. Keeping in mind the problems faced by 
CBC projects to realize market implementation of innovative solutions, especially after the 
project has ended (Korhonen et al., 2021), social entrepreneurship is recognized as a way to 
bring social innovations to the market (Senent-Bailach and Rey-Marti, 2017).

Table 4.1 Social entrepreneurial activities in EU countries categorized by financed policy priorities.

Interreg A – Financed policy priorities in programs III, IV, 
and V between 2000 and 2020 (Meideros, 2018)

Field of play SE in EU countries, U.K., and Norway 
(Borzaga et al., 2020; country reports 2018–2020)

Social impact

Social inclusion 29

Education & training 26

Health 23

Employment & mobility 21

Culture 20

Better public administration 6

Information & communication 6

Equal opportunities 1) 3

Legal systems 2

Environmental impact

Environment & resource efficiency 25

Urban-rural-coastal development 21

Energy efficiency & renewable energy 15

Research & innovation 11

Management of natural resources 4

Low carbon economy 5

Sustainable transport 4

Combating climate change 2

Economic impact

Aid to SME’s 2

Transport 0

Tourism 6

Joint use of infrastructure 0

(1) Equal opportunities are listed as a financed policy priority but can also be included under other 
financed policy priorities, such as social inclusion or employment and mobility.

Own elaboration based on Meideros (2018), Borzaga et al. (2020), and individual country reports on 
social enterprise ecosystems published by the EC between 2018 and 2020.
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4.2.2. External effects of CBC: knowledge spillovers toward social 
entrepreneurship
Since Schumpeter published his theories on creative destruction in 1934, research on in-
novation has primarily been reduced to technological innovation (Domanski et al., 2019; 
Phillips et al., 2014). Hence, the primary orientation of KSTE research has been on R&D 
within the technological domain. During the last decades, a growing number of scientific 
publications on social innovation built on the tenets of KSTE and explored how knowledge 
spillovers foster social innovations (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch et al., 2004; Ghio et al. 2015).

The KSTE originates from a focus on new and innovative knowledge as an entrepreneurial 
resource, where incumbent firms often do not recognize the potential value of the new and 
innovative knowledge (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch et al., 2004; Ghio et al., 2015). The birth 
of new firms and entrepreneurship is regarded here as a fundamental ingredient for eco-
nomic growth (Ghio et al., 2015). In the context of CBC, project partners could be defined 
as the incumbent organizations, whereas project partnerships are inventors of innovative 
solutions (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch et al., 2004). Social entrepreneurship emerges here 
as an endogenous response from outside the partnership to opportunities created by CBC 
projects.

One of the central tenets the KSTE relies on is that an increase in the stock of new and 
innovative knowledge will affect entrepreneurial activity in the specific domain (Acs et al., 
2013). The question arises as to the extent to which the new knowledge and solutions in 
CBC projects can be marked as innovative. Durà et al. (2018) reported on the innovative 
characteristics of CBC projects and formulated a specific cross-border definition of in-
novation. Innovative CBC projects should meet at least one of the following criteria: (1) 
there is technological progress involved in the project execution, (2) new techniques or 
methodologies in processes or organizations are employed to improve the overall project 
development, or (3) there is evidence for applying novel concepts, such as those intended 
for social and public innovation (Durà et al., 2018).

Another important tenet of the KSTE is the spatial dimension of knowledge spillover (Au-
dretsch and Lehmann, 2005; Fritsch and Aamoucke, 2013). Through regression-based meth-
ods, research on the KSTE confirmed how spillover effects in contexts rich in knowledge 
positively affect the number of start-up firms close to the knowledge source (Audretsch 
and Lehmann, 2005). Thereby, the transfer of tacit knowledge triggers spillover effects (Acs, 
Audretsch, and Lehmann 2013). A similar effect, caused by knowledge spillovers coming 
from the EU Cohesion Policy in border regions, was found by Basboga (2020). Investments 
made by the EU Cohesion Policy through implementing CBC projects could positively affect 
economic development in EU border regions (Basboga, 2020). Basboga (2020) investigated 
this effect by quantifying CBC intensity (numbers of project partners) on gross value added 
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(GVA) per capita. These external effects might be due to intensive regional and bilateral 
communication and dissemination of CBC project results (EC, 2013; Makkonen et al., 2018). 
For our current research, we argue that implementing a substantial number of CBC projects 
in a region over a more extended period also creates a context rich in tacit knowledge (Durà 
et al., 2018; Nave and Franco, 2021). Project achievements are disseminated from the very 
beginning until the end of the project to raise awareness and generate external effects. 
Taking up disseminated new knowledge or innovative solutions can be seen as an entre-
preneurial opportunity (Knippschild and Vock, 2016). Because of the overlap in the field of 
play between CBC and social entrepreneurship (Wevers et al., 2020), social entrepreneurs 
could become knowledge recipients in the region. Thereby, knowledge spillovers of CBC 
projects originate from sharing achievements and solutions with the outside world. Com-
municating and disseminating project outputs with stakeholders, policymakers, businesses, 
communities, and citizens is a key activity of the Interreg program and CBC projects (EC, 
2013; Durà et al., 2018; Interact, 2019; Makkonen et al., 2018). Because broad knowledge 
dissemination and communication are part of the project requirements, there is no need to 
assess directly the spillover mechanisms tied to the CBC-funded projects.

Directly, social entrepreneurs could benefit through active participation in CBC projects. 
Project participation would offer access to external knowledge, institutional support, and 
creative processes and stimulate entrepreneurship in neighboring countries (Nave and 
Franco, 2021). On the other hand, more indirectly, social entrepreneurs could be informed 
through communication, capitalization, and dissemination activities of project results by 
CBC projects (Durà et al., 2018). An overview of knowledge spillover actions enacted as an 
integral part of the CBS projects is presented in Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1 Graphical depiction of the knowledge spillover mechanisms tied to CBC projects in the 
social domain.

Figure 4.1 Graphical depicti on of the knowledge spillover mechanisms ti ed to CBC projects in the 
social domain

From the perspecti ve of social entrepreneurial search processes (Belz and Binder, 2015), 
social entrepreneurs can become regional recipients who identi fy opportuniti es through 
disseminati on acti viti es of the CBC projects. Social entrepreneurs are moti vated by the de-
sire to create social impact and will identi fy opportuniti es to implement innovati ve social 
soluti ons (Ghalwash et al., 2017). Before the process of opportunity development starts, 
opportunity identi fi cati on takes place. Social entrepreneurial search processes comprise 
several stages, from recognizing social/ecological problems and opportuniti es to develop-
ing soluti ons and bringing them to the market (Belz and Binder, 2015). Part of the social 
entrepreneurial process is identi fying, evaluati ng, and exploring opportuniti es to create so-
cial value ( Hojnik and Crnogaj, 2020). These processes require a proacti ve atti  tude from so-
cial entrepreneurs in search for the recogniti on and exploitati on of new opportuniti es, 
which is also known as social proacti veness (Belz and Binder, 2015; Halberstadt et al., 2021) 
or spark emergence when social entrepreneurs gain new insights for impact and business 
ideas (Corner and Ho, 2010).

The spillover eff ects are limited to the specifi c domain because turning innovati ve knowl-
edge into economic knowledge requires specifi c fi eld-related knowledge and skills (Acs et 
al., 2013). The current chapter aims to investi gate the indirect way social entrepreneurship 
might benefi t from CBC projects as a context rich in knowledge. Therefore, we formulated 
the following hypothesis:
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While controlling for CBC projects in the environmental and economic domain, the effect of 
the funded CBC projects in the social domain has a positive association with the prevalence 
of social entrepreneurship.

4.3 METHODOLOGY

4.3.1. Sample region
Due to its relatively small size, Luxembourg was fully covered by CBC activities implemented 
in NUTS III2 regions. As such, for our research design, we consider the whole country of 
Luxembourg to be one EU border region, e.g., Euroregion. Furthermore, examining the 
external effects of investments by CBC projects in relation to social entrepreneurial activ-
ity required longitudinal data. Luxembourg started to participate in the Interreg programs 
in 2000, e.g., Interreg A-III, IV, and V implemented between 2000–2006, 2007–2013, and 
2014–2020, respectively.

The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (Bosma et al., 2016) reported relatively high levels of 
social entrepreneurial activity in Luxembourg. In this special topic report on social entrepre-
neurship, Luxembourg was mentioned as an EU Member with the highest levels of nascent 
social entrepreneurial activities and individuals involved in operational post-start-up social 
entrepreneurial activities (Bosma et al., 2016).

The Luxembourgian statistical office STATEC provided quantitative data on social enterprises 
in Luxembourg in two publications: (1) the report on social entrepreneurship in Luxem-
bourg (Sarracino and Peroni, 2015) with qualitative and quantitative data between 2000 
and 2012, and (2) the paper ‘Assessing the Non-financial Outcomes of Social Enterprises’ 
including numbers of social enterprises between 2003 and 2011 (Sarracino and Fumarco, 
2020). Data on social enterprise branches was published in the report ‘Social Enterprises 
and Their Ecosystems in Europe – Country Report Luxembourg’ (Hiez and Sarracino, 2020).

Table 4.2 presents the fields of activity of social enterprises in Luxembourg. Most Luxem-
bourgian social enterprises (90.6%) operated in the social domain. Regarding the environ-
mental and economic domains, the social entrepreneurial activities were 0.6% and 8.8%, 
respectively.

All in all, Luxembourg is an adequate context to test the knowledge spillovers in the social 
entrepreneurial domain because (1) due to its size, the country can be considered a border 
region; (2) has a longstanding participation in diversified CBC projects; (3) has a substantial 
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number of social enterprises and (4) records the type and quality of data that allows an 
accurate estimation of the key variables of our study.

Table 4.2 Fields of social entrepreneurial activities in Luxembourg.

NACE codes* (EC, rev. 1.1)  Share Impact domain

A = agriculture, hunting and fishing 0,5% Environmental

D = manufacturing 0,1% Economic

E = electricity, gas and water suppliers 0,1% Environmental

G = wholesale and retail trade, repair of 0,1% Economic

motor vehicles

H = hotels and restaurants 1,9% Economic

I = transport, storage and communication 2,8% Economic

J = financial intermediation 0,3% Economic

K = real estate, rental and business activities 3,5% Economic

L = real estate activities 0,1% Economic

M = education 4,5% Social

N = health and social work 22,1% Social

O = collective social services**/personal 64,0% Social

service activities

Total 100,0%

*Nomenclature of economic activities.

**Services provided to the needs of society as a whole.

4.3.2 Data collection
To collect the data for the three independent variables, we extracted data for the invest-
ments made by CBC projects between 2000 and 2020 from the KEEP database (KEEP.eu, 
2021). We included the Interreg programs: (1) Germany-Luxembourg-Germanophone 
Belgium 2000–2006, (2) Wallonia-Lorraine-Luxemburg 2000–2006, (3) Greater Region Bel-
gium-France-Luxembourg 2007–2013 and (4) Greater Region Belgium- France-Luxembourg 
2014–2020.

We categorized CBC projects for allocation under social, environmental, and economic 
impact in compliance with Table 1. The data from the KEEP.eu database provided detailed 
information about each project’s policy priorities, allowing us to categorize the projects 
consistently. Projects sometimes address a combination of policy priorities. For example, 
a project could address social issues through inclusive tourism, prioritizing social inclusion 
as policy priority one and tourism as policy priority two. This project would have been 
included under the social domain in our analysis.
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Regarding knowledge spillovers on social entrepreneurs, the primary condition was to 
include CBC projects with at least one Luxembourgian partner. The reason for this was 
twofold. First, partners are disseminating, capitalizing, and communicating project achieve-
ments in the region where they are based. CBC projects are considered a shared effort of 
all the project partners. Budget spent and activities performed by partners outside Lux-
embourg will contribute to the overall project implementation. Second, partners are also 
raising awareness of the project results, focusing on their specific local contribution and 
how it benefits the surrounding communities.

The budget value included the total planned instead of the actual investments of European 
Regional Development Funding (ERDF) (50%) and the project partners’ resources for imple-
menting the action. Including own resources provided by project partners could be ex-
plained as an effort from partners’ resources to realize social, environmental, or economic 
objectives in the context of local/regional policies.

Indeed, planned investments might deviate from the project’s actual use of resources. On 
the other hand, CBC projects are registered in the KEEP.eu database only after approval 
and monitored by the Euroregion committees for spending funding resources in a timely 
manner during the project implementation. Moreover, the KEEP.eu database does not keep 
records of the actual spending.

Table 4.3 presents the descriptive statistics for investments across the three domains. Data 
from 207 CBC projects with at least one Luxembourgian partner were included. The num-
ber of projects and project partners in the economic domain was about twice as many as 
in the social and environmental domains. The number of social enterprises participating in 
the partnerships of the Interreg projects was included under Table 3 for indicative reasons 
to provide a benchmark with the actual numbers of social enterprises registered in Luxem-
bourg (see Figures 4.2 and 4.3). The numbers were counted by analyzing the partnerships 
of the sample of CBC projects. This was done by verifying the partners using a case-by-case 
method on the definition of social entrepreneurship requirements proposed by Mair and 
Martí (2005). The definition focuses not on legal status but on organizational mission and 
activities. The legal statuses of participating social enterprises vary between Association 
Sans But Lucratif (ASBL), cooperatives, foundations, and companies.

If the same social enterprise participated in two or more projects, it was counted as such. 
In the program period 2000–2006, nine social enterprises participated. Between 2007 and 
2013 the number increased to 19 but decreased to only seven between 2014 and 2020. Ex-
amples of projects in which social enterprises participated were ‘Proximam’, which focused 
on mother/child bonding, ‘Eine Flusspartnerschaft für den Grenzfluss Our’, which focused 
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on reaching agreements to improve water quality, and ‘AROMA’, which focused on out-of-
home catering.

Table 4.3 Descriptive statistics

Project investments in CBC (in k€) Project partners

Investment domain N Total Mean Minimum Maximum Median Total Lux SE

Social

2000–2006 22 10514 478 46 1656 309 105 36 5

2007–2013 22 23709 1078 10 4576 1034 101 29 5

2014–2020 14 41515 2965 168 7709 2741 112 21 2

Total 58 75738 1306 10 7709 871 318 86 12

Environmental

2000–2006 17 14120 831 209 1810 829 78 30 3

2007–2013 13 28111 2162 265 5916 1937 77 16 6

2014–2020 15 50939 3396 830 11082 2128 126 34 5

Total 45 93169 2070 209 11082 1646 281 80 14

Economic

2000–2006 29 23324 804 174 3241 685 108 38 1

2007–2013 54 64119 1187 14 6425 860 240 62 8

2014–2020 21 75351 3588 800 15058 2928 155 127 0

Total 104 162793 1565 14 15058 882 503 227 9

Total domains

2000–2006 68 47958 705 46 3241 604 291 104 9

2007–2013 89 115938 1303 10 6425 900 418 107 19

2014–2020 50 167804 3356 168 15058 2741 393 182 7

Total 207 331700 1602 10 15058 882 1102 393 35

Source: Own elaboration of KEEP.eu database (2021)

4.3.3 Variables

4.3.3.1. Dependent variable
The dependent variable in our rolling window analysis captures social entrepreneurial 
activities in Luxembourg between 2000 and 2019. We have used the total number of ac-
tive social enterprises per year as a metric. The numbers between 2003 and 2011 were 
obtained from the paper Assessing the Non-financial Outcomes of Social Enterprises in Lux-
embourg (Sarracino and Fumarco, 2020). These authors took the data for their paper from 
the Business Register of Luxembourg. The share of social enterprises as a percentage of the 
total number of enterprises varied between 5.8% and 7.5% (Sarracino and Fumarco, 2020). 
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For our current research, we extrapolated the numbers of social enterprises for 2000–2002 
and 2012–2019. Figure 4.2 presents the number of social enterprises used for the rolling 
windows analysis. Figure 4.3 presents the consistency check between the development of 
social enterprises and total enterprises per year between 2004 and 2019. STATEC data on 
the number of total enterprises was only available from 2004 onwards.

Before 2003, social enterprises were not registered as a specific business category in Lux-
embourg. Since 2003, social enterprises in Luxembourg have been registered based on their 
activities, profit appropriation, stakeholder participation, and transparency and account-
ability. Registered social enterprises differ in their legal statuses, e.g., ASBL, cooperatives, 
foundations, or trading companies. The cut-off between 2011 and 2012 was due to a legal 
change in Luxembourg’s registration of social enterprises (Sarracino, personal communica-
tions, February 18, 2021). Small social enterprises were no longer obliged to submit their 
annual reporting of € 10,000 but only € 25,000 yearly income (Sarracino, personal com-
munications, February 18, 2021). Consequently, the number of social enterprises counted 
by STATEC from 2012 onwards showed a significant drop (Hiez and Sarracino, 2020).

Figure 4.2 Numbers of social enterprises in Luxembourg
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Figure 4.3 Development of social enterprises versus total enterprises in Luxembourg

4.3.3.2 Independent variables
In our analyses, we included three predictors, of which two were considered control 
variables. As a metric, we used the planned investments per project. These amounts were 
taken from the KEEP.eu database and spread equally over the project’s lifetime. Project 
data for 2020 was not available due to program closure activities. The primary independent 
variable represented investments in the social domain. Between 2000 and 2019, these 
included 58 projects showing increasing investments over the three program periods. Next 
to the primary independent variable, we used two control variables to account for the con-
founding effects of investments with environmental and economic policy priorities on the 
number of social enterprises. We included 45 projects with environmental policy priorities. 
The amounts invested to create an environmental impact increased over the three program 
periods. We included 104 projects addressing financed policy priorities to enhance regional 
development through the creation of economic impact. The amounts invested in this im-
pact area also increased over three program periods. Following this analytical approach, 
the association between the EU Cohesion Policy instrument for CBC with social impact and 
the number of social enterprises is estimated while keeping constant the investments as-
sociated with other CBC policy instruments for environmental and economic impact.

4.3.4 Analytical approach
We used a rolling window analysis with Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (ARIMA) 
to analyze the data and test our hypothesis. The rolling window analysis builds on time-
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series models to test and estimate the association between the independent and depen-
dent variables as they change in time. ARIMA is an appropriate analytical approach for non-
stationary time series analyses as data in successive years demonstrate autocorrelation and 
the time independence of errors assumption is not met (Box et al., 2015; Box and Jenkins, 
1976). Such a rolling window approach will, therefore, allow us to estimate the association 
between policy instrument implementation in different domains and the number of social 
enterprises as they co-vary in time from 2000 to 2019. In order to have comparable values 
for the variables, we have standardized the scores of the time series. We will use graphs to 
display rolling window estimations of the covariance in time between the policy instrument 
implementation in the social, environmental, and economic domains and the total number 
of social enterprises in Luxembourg.

A limitation in our data is a relatively low number of data points (20) tied to the start of 
the Interreg program in 1990 and the recording of all projects implemented in the KEEP.eu 
database since 2000, as well as the available data on the actual counted numbers of social 
enterprises in the STATEC data between 2003 and 2011.

4.4 RESULTS

The outcomes of our rolling window analysis are displayed in Figures 4.4, 4.5, and 4.6. These 
graphs illustrate a rolling window estimation of the covariance in time between the policy 
instrument implementation in the three domains and the number of social enterprises. As 
illustrated in Figure 4.4, investments (financed policy priorities) in the social domain have 
a close fit with the number of social enterprises. Figures 4.5 and 4.6 illustrate the relative 
lack of fit with the investments in environmental and economic domains. The most critical 
deviance is represented by 2015 and 2016, in which a new program was introduced. The 
CBC projects of the running period are closing down, while the Interreg program is in the 
process of starting up a new program period. A similar but smaller deviance can be seen 
in 2007 and 2008. This iterative pattern is due to the seven-year lifetime of the Interreg 
programs (Interreg 2022).



Chapter 4108

Figure 4.4 Covariance estimation for the social domain 

Figure 4.5 Covariance estimation for the environmental domain



109THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE EU COHESION POLICY INSTRUMENTS AND CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION PROJECTS 
ON SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN EUROREGIONS

4

The ARIMA procedure allows us to estimate the extent to which the policy instrument im-
plementation in the three domains significantly predicts the number of social enterprises in 
the social domain. The overall stationary R squared is .63, and it is significant (p = .03). The 
normalized Bayesian information criteria (BIC) is 12.32, the root mean square error (RMSE) 
is 346.56, and the mean absolute percentage error (MAPE) is 11.18. The overall model al-
lows an accurate prediction of the evolution of the number of social enterprises between 
2000 and 2019, yet from the three predictors included in the ARIMA modeling, only the 
policy instruments implemented in the social domain significantly affect the number of so-
cial enterprises. The results of the ARIMA model parameters are summarized in Figure 4.7. 
As only the coefficient of the policy instrument implementation in the social domain is sig-
nificant, we can conclude that our hypothesis was supported.

Figure 4.6 Covariance estimation for the economic domain
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Figure 4.7 Summary of the ARIMA analyses

4.5 DISCUSSION

We built on the KSTE to argue that the knowledge generated and disseminated from the 
CBC projects spurs entrepreneurial initiatives in the social domain. A critical remark here is 
that concerning the KSTE, the methodology used in the current chapter does not provide 
a direct test of the core tenets of KSTE. The KSTE takes an agentic approach such that the 
entrepreneur as a decision-maker analyzes rationally the expected benefits from novel 
ideas and ultimately capitalizes on such ideas by starting new entrepreneurial endeavors 
or changing existing ones (Audretsch and Keilbach, 2007; Acs et al., 2009). Our analyses 
did not directly investigate such an individual entrepreneurial decision-making process, 
and we have relied on two key assumptions. The first assumption was that the amount 
of CBC investments available through the social policy instruments generate innovative 
knowledge with the potential to foster entrepreneurial actions in the social domain. The 
second assumption was that entrepreneurs operating in the social domain act as rational 
agents (we did not assume individual variability in entrepreneurial preferences, expertise, 
or appetite for taking risks) and treat novel knowledge as an entrepreneurial opportunity 
to create social value. As such, we differentiated between three policy instruments to cap-
ture the specificity of knowledge availability as a proxy for entrepreneurial opportunity. In 
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other words, we considered years in which CBC social policy instruments were rich as years 
bringing ample entrepreneurial opportunities in the social domain and years with meager 
financial resources allocated to the social domain as years with relatively modest entrepre-
neurial opportunities.

Our approach resulted in a different view of entrepreneurship compared to what Audretsch 
et al. (2005) stated. Instead of being a phenomenon that was endogenously determined 
by pre-conditioned personal attributes and family history, entrepreneurship emerged as a 
response to exogenous opportunities generated by investments in new knowledge made 
by incumbent firms and organizations, combined with their inability to fully and completely 
exhaust the ensuing opportunities to commercialize that knowledge (Audretsch et al., 
2005). Our current chapter explored entrepreneurship as a response to exogenous invest-
ments in new knowledge where commercialization is constrained and not fully realized.

According to the KSTE, individual entrepreneurs placed in different environments varying 
in knowledge richness are expected to make different entrepreneurial choices, yet the 
exploitation of the knowledge potential is the result of a personal decision rather than the 
mere availability of knowledge. The social entrepreneurs in the geographical environment 
of the CBC projects were the recipients and entrepreneurial agents who decided whether 
to bring the developed solutions and innovative ideas stemming from the CBC social policy 
to the market. Adjacent social entrepreneurs could either be existing social enterprises or 
social start-ups. In such a context, the true test of the key tenet of the KSTE would have 
required investigating the decision-making process for each entrepreneurial decision. To 
our knowledge, the KSTE has not been tested in such a manner to date. Certainly, our 
data did not allow us to reflect directly on this entrepreneurial decision-making process. 
Instead, as papers did before us (Acs et al. 2009; Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch et al., 2004), 
we relied on proxies of the environments in which decisions are made. In particular, we 
distinguished between different financed policy priorities, namely social, ecological, and 
economic priorities, and we showed that from these three focal policy priorities, only the 
social investments predict positively (using a one-year rolling window) the subsequent 
number of social enterprises. Our results showed that environments rich in social funding 
initiatives stimulate social entrepreneurship, a prediction aligned with the KSTE. We could 
not tap into the underlying decision-making process that governed such entrepreneurial 
initiatives. Yet, we believe that previous empirical investigations of the KSTE did not directly 
investigate such decision-making processes either.

4.5.1 Limitations
Our study has several limitations. First, our research design did not include the decision 
processes of non-incumbent entrepreneurs (as posited in the KSTE) to bring the novel idea 
to market (Acs et al., 2009; Acs et al., 2013). Based on Acs et al. (2009), the expected profit, 
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wages, and entrepreneurial ecosystems affect the decision to commercialize the idea. Re-
garding social entrepreneurship, however, the decision of exploitability will depend upon 
the opportunity to create social impact rather than to generate financial outcomes. Further 
research is needed to investigate how social entrepreneurs in border regions perceive and 
decide upon opportunities coming from CBC projects. Therefore, we call for more research 
that addresses the micro-foundations of entrepreneurial decision-making processes as 
specified in the KSTE.

Second is the limited availability of quantitative demographic data on social enterprises 
by country and region (Borzaga et al., 2020). In addition, the quantitative data available 
can be inconsistent due to changes in the definitions applied to national policies, laws, 
or regulations (Borzaga et al., 2020). Moreover, available demographic data rarely covers 
a period of 20 years. As a consequence, this forced us to extrapolate data benchmarked 
with demographic data from other branches. Hence, we call for replications of our study to 
examine the consistency of our findings in other Euroregions.

A third limitation that should be addressed also stems from the available data used in the 
study. We could not fully explore endogeneity and other factors except CBC funding, which 
could have influenced the results. We tested, for instance, whether the number of social 
enterprises in Luxembourg responded to the financial crisis (2008–2011) or the refugee 
crisis (2013–2016). We could, however, observe neither a decrease nor an increase in the 
number of social enterprises due to these events.

4.5.2 Theoretical implications
Research on social entrepreneurship is dominated by qualitative methods, e.g., case stud-
ies (Dato-on and Kalaky, 2016). Although there is a growing body of scientific literature on 
social entrepreneurship, social enterprises, and social businesses, the methods applied are 
mostly qualitative (Dato-on and Kalaky, 2016). Identifying social enterprise populations or 
social entrepreneurial activities remains complicated because of the ongoing debate on 
definitions, legalization, and the lack of consensus on its core components (Borzaga et al., 
2020; Corner and Kearins, 2018).

In this study, we elaborated on the role of CBC projects as a source of knowledge spillovers 
toward recipients outside of project partnerships. CBC projects should meet the require-
ments of innovativeness, as mentioned by Durà et al. (2018), and are considered to share 
new knowledge and innovative solutions most effectively with the outside world by the 
Common Provisions Regulation (EC, 2013). Deliberately sharing new knowledge and in-
novative solutions within the Euroregion will impose knowledge spillovers as part of the 
policy instruments applied, e.g., the project implementation process (Darvas et al., 2019; 
Durà et al., 2018; Interact, 2019; Knippschild and Vock, 2016; Meideros, 2014; Nave and 
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Franco, 2021). Thereby, the core aim of the CBC projects is to strengthen regional cohesion 
by creating new knowledge and innovative solutions. This is achieved through establishing 
bilateral collaborations that foster policies stipulated in regional innovation strategies and 
evaluated by the Monitoring Committees.

Although we did not directly test the core tenets of the KSTE in terms of entrepreneurial 
initiatives and decisions, we tested regional spillovers toward social entrepreneurship 
by taking an endogenous approach to entrepreneurship. Future research using vignette 
experiments could more directly investigate the causal claims in core tenets of KSTE for 
social entrepreneurship. The knowledge gap on the external effects of CBC, addressed by 
Nave and Franco (2021), concerned how CBC projects could stimulate entrepreneurship 
by allowing social entrepreneurs access to new sources of external knowledge. We add to 
this knowledge by finding a positive association between new knowledge and innovative 
solutions created by CBC projects and social entrepreneurship in Euroregions, indicating a 
domain-specific knowledge spillover. We recommend further research into how stocks of 
knowledge built by a constant flux of innovative projects could incubate social start-ups or 
scale social impact.

A problem often faced by CBC projects concerns the market implementation of novel and 
innovative solutions, especially after the project has ended (Korhonen et al., 2021). Social 
entrepreneurs acting as non-incumbents of CBC projects but located in the Euroregion 
might appreciate new knowledge more than project incumbents, e.g., the project partners. 
Within this context, the proposed shift by Knippschild and Vock (2016) from conformance 
to performance principles in the evaluation of the Interreg programs can be understood. 
We suggest further research following the performance principles after project implemen-
tation in relation to knowledge spillovers and conduits for disseminating knowledge.

We assumed social entrepreneurs were potential local or regional recipients of knowledge 
spillovers from CBC projects. Given the low number of social enterprises involved in our 
sample of CBC projects, we encourage further research on knowledge transfer processes 
outside project partnerships at a regional and bilateral level. These processes will occur 
during the project implementation or just after the completion of the project. However, 
investigating when or how the spark emerges to flag a moment of new entrepreneurial 
insight (Corner and Ho, 2010) was outside the scope of our current chapter. Future research 
could explore ecosystem characteristics in cross-border regions and how features such as 
financial resources, fiscal measures, social network support, availability of research, educa-
tion, and skills (Borzaga et al., 2020) in isolation or interactively drive social entrepreneur-
ship in European regions.
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4.5.3 Policy and practitioner implications
Social entrepreneurship is an opportunity-driven process (Belz and Binder, 2015). New 
knowledge and innovative solutions created in proximate CBC projects might affect social 
entrepreneurial considerations about the costs of starting up or scaling up a social business 
in combination with financial constraints, e.g., a lack of financial resources (Borzaga et al., 
2020; OECD, 2016). We argue that if CBC projects’ innovative ideas are not taken to the 
market after the project ends, building upon the efforts already made by CBC projects can 
yield an attractive run-up to start or expand a business. Another possible mechanism can be 
identified in an institutional context, as breaking down barriers between the EU’s internal 
borders and strengthening institutional cooperation is expected to stimulate cross-border 
entrepreneurship (Basboga, 2020; De Sousa, 2013; Nave and Franco, 2021; Smallbone and 
Welter, 2012). Better access to neighboring markets could also create new opportunities to 
find bilateral business partners or set up market campaigns (Kurowska-Pysz, 2016; Wevers 
et al., 2020).

In addition, our approach focused on transferring knowledge and innovative solutions out-
side CBC projects. As such, we add to existing literature and practice on KSTE by applying 
the EU Cohesion Policy, e.g., CBC projects, as a source of knowledge rather than focusing 
on companies’ R&D departments and/or universities. Finally, our research adds to exist-
ing insights on search processes for new opportunities for social entrepreneurs (Belz and 
Binder, 2015) to start or extend businesses.

As applied by CBC projects, the financed policy priorities reflect what policymakers consider 
important for sustainable regional development and the well-being of citizens in border 
regions. The recognition of spillover effects from the CBC project’s new knowledge and 
innovative solutions could indicate the valorization of developed solutions by the project 
partnerships and regional policymakers. Therefore, evaluating CBC programs on their 
spillover effects is a valuable option for insights into the indirect effects of CBC. Moreover, 
awareness of the indirect effects of CBC could lead to proactively involving social entrepre-
neurship in CBC projects. 

4.6 CONCLUSIONS

We extend existing research by testing the potential knowledge spillovers of CBC projects 
on social entrepreneurship in a quantitative study. Building on the tenets of the KSTE (Acs 
et al., 2013), we tested whether investments in the social domain through CBC projects 
foster social entrepreneurship.
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In conclusion, drawn with particular prudence due to the data limitations of our research, 
we find that investments in policy priorities addressed by CBC projects and social entre-
preneurial activity in the social domain co-evolve. As such, new knowledge and innova-
tive solutions in the social domain created by CBC projects are positively associated with 
geographical proximate social entrepreneurship, leading to increased entrepreneurial activ-
ity. This conclusion aligns with the findings from several previous studies on the positive 
external effects of CBC projects on entrepreneurship (Basboga, 2020; De Sousa, 2013; Durà 
et al., 2018; Meideros, 2018; Nave and Franco, 2021).
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ABSTRACT

The current chapter aims to test the key tenets of the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entre-
preneurship concerning the knowledge filter conditions on scaling social impact. Therefore, 
we take an experimental approach to study the social entrepreneurial decision-making 
process while exploring cross-border market entry with social innovation. Social innovations 
implemented by social entrepreneurs deliver ample societal contributions, yet they are often 
restricted to specific geographical contexts. Located in EU border regions, we consider the 
cross-border market a close-at-hand potential for scaling impact in the neighboring country. 
We conducted a vignette study to test how social entrepreneurs respond to opportunities for 
implementing social innovation in a cross-border market. We hypothesize that situational 
constraints, e.g., perceived knowledge filter conditions, affect intentions to cooperate and 
enter the cross-border market, accentuated by social entrepreneurial orientation. To estab-
lish causality, we manipulated the knowledge filter conditions of uncertainty, asymmetry, 
and transaction costs and tested their impact on intentions to cooperate and enter the 
cross-border market. Low-perceived knowledge filter conditions drive social entrepreneurs 
to seek a supportive business environment while exploring entering the cross-border mar-
ket. On the other hand, instead of coping, high-perceived knowledge filter conditions tend 
to shift social entrepreneurs away from business opportunities.
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5.1 INTRODUCTION

Social entrepreneurship is promoted by the European Commission (EC) and regional poli-
cymakers to solve societal issues (Borzaga et al., 2020; EC, 2021; Kraus et al., 2017; OECD, 
2016). Although often successful in their approaches, social enterprises scaling impact 
beyond the initial geographical context is an exception rather than the rule (Corner and 
Kearins, 2018). This does not imply that social entrepreneurs are reluctant to scale their 
impact, but it hints that opportunities to scale impact remain untapped. Due to complex-
ity, entering a cross-border market requires an adequate level of social entrepreneurial 
orientation for coping with situational constraints (Covin and Lumpkin, 2011; Covin and 
Miller, 2014; Davies et al., 2018; Montiel-Campos, 2018). We will treat the knowledge filter 
conditions, uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs as situational constraints to scal-
ing impact (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005). 

The knowledge filter conditions are grounded in the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entre-
preneurship and represent the gap between innovative and economic knowledge (Acs et 
al., 2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005). The Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepre-
neurship considers new and innovative knowledge as a source of entrepreneurial activity. 
The Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship postulates increased entrepreneurial 
activity in knowledge-rich contexts and closer to the knowledge source, but reduced en-
trepreneurial activity through effective marketing of innovations (Acs et al., 2013). It also 
explains how incumbent firms fail to recognize new knowledge’s economic potential due 
to knowledge filter conditions (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005; Ghio et 
al., 2015). Hence, entering a cross-border market requires social entrepreneurship to cope 
with uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs as situational constraints. 

We define social entrepreneurship as “the process of combining resources in innovative 
ways to pursue opportunities for the creation of social and economic value evident in new 
initiatives, services, products, programs, or organizations” (Mair and Marti, 2005, p. 37). 
Economic and social performances are fostered by individual differences, as theorized by 
the construct of social entrepreneurial orientation (Halberstadt et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 
2017). Social entrepreneurial orientation can be described as an entrepreneurial focus on a 
social instead of a financial mission, aiming to address this by engaging in entrepreneurial 
behaviors and activities (Halberstadt et al., 2021). While exploring the cross-border market 
and during the decision-making process, attributes of social entrepreneurial orientation 
accentuate coping with uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. 

For the current research, we consider two optional pathways to enter the cross-border mar-
ket with social innovation. First, social entrepreneurs rely on their networks and resources 
to explore the cross-border market and identify necessary modifications (Corner and Ke-
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arins, 2018; Folmer et al., 2018; Smallbone and Welter, 2012). Second, social entrepreneurs 
seek support and cooperate in EU cross-border cooperation projects implemented in Euro-
regions by the Interreg-A program, a key instrument for the EU Cohesion Policy (De Sousa, 
2013; Durà et al., 2018). Although research on the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepre-
neurship emphasizes the role of knowledge filter conditions, their effect on entrepreneurial 
decision-making has been limitedly investigated (Cristo-Andrade and Ferreira, 2018). We 
aim to gain causal tractability and set out to test perceived knowledge filter conditions in 
the entrepreneurial decision-making process in a vignette experiment. More specifically, 
our current study investigates in a sample of social entrepreneurs the effect of high versus 
low knowledge filter conditions on the intentions to cooperate or enter the cross-border 
market with social innovation and the moderating role of social entrepreneurial orientation 
herein. 

By conducting a quasi-experimental vignette study (Aguinis and Bradley, 2014), we test how 
social entrepreneurs operating in Euroregions respond to high and low knowledge filter 
conditions as the economic agents of new knowledge (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and 
Lehmann, 2005). Our study has three theoretical contributions. First, it will contribute to 
existing research on the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship by testing how 
perceived knowledge filter conditions affect the social entrepreneurial valuation of inno-
vations while exploring markets for scaling impact (Acs et al., 2013). Our study also adds 
to the limited research on the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship applied to 
social entrepreneurship (Cristo-Andrade and Ferreira, 2018). Second, it will contribute to 
the academic debate on replicating social business models beyond geographical contexts, 
as critically assessed by Corner and Kearins (2018). Third, it aims to add knowledge to the 
demand for supportive social entrepreneurial ecosystems in EU border regions, e.g., Euro-
regions (Ćwiklicki, 2019; Wevers et al., 2024b). 

5.2 LITERATURE REVIEW

5.2.1 Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship and the knowledge 
filter conditions 

The Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship considers new and innovative knowl-
edge as an entrepreneurial resource not sufficiently appreciated by incumbents for its po-
tential value (Audretsch et al., 2004; Acs et al., 2013; Ghio et al., 2014; Mahn and Poblete, 
2022). The Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship is built around three central 
tenets (Acs et al., 2013), which can be projected onto social entrepreneurial activity in EU 
border regions or Euroregions. The first tenet postulates that entrepreneurial activity will 
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be relatively high in a geographical context rich in knowledge. The second tenet postulates 
that efficient marketing of innovative ideas by the source of the innovation decreases the 
effect on entrepreneurship. The third tenet postulates that knowledge spillover effects tend 
to be higher in close geographical proximity to the source of knowledge. 

Research on the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship has mainly focused on 
explaining the effects on regional economic development with little attention to entrepre-
neurial decision-making processes (Cristo-Andrade and Ferreira, 2018). Entrepreneurial 
decision-making endogenously evaluates opportunities before engaging in entrepreneur-
ship to exploit opportunities that yield from knowledge spillovers (Acs et al., 2013). Part of 
the decision-making processes before engaging in entrepreneurial activities is shaped by 
coping with situational constraints, e.g., the knowledge filter conditions representing the 
gap between innovative and economic knowledge. We set out to investigate the perceived 
knowledge filter conditions that impact individual entrepreneurial decisions and argue 
that, due to perceived knowledge filter conditions, economic agents, e.g., social entrepre-
neurs, might stop pursuing and exploiting new ideas (Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005; Ghio 
et al., 2014). The knowledge filter embodies three conditions for the entrepreneurial or 
social entrepreneurial valuation of new knowledge: (1) uncertainty, (2) asymmetries, and 
(3) transaction costs (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005; Mahn and Poblete, 
2022). 

5.2.2 The knowledge filter conditions: uncertainty, asymmetry, and 
transaction costs
Entrepreneurial uncertainty inevitably accompanies social entrepreneurship when imple-
menting social innovation (Acs et al., 2013; Ćwiklicki, 2019; McKelvie et al., 2011). While 
entering the cross-border market, social entrepreneurs might negatively assess the institu-
tional environment in the neighboring country (McKelvie et al., 2011). The institutional en-
vironment can be seen as the societal rules for playing the entrepreneurial game, referring 
to human interaction, activities, beliefs, and attitudes (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019; Torkkeli 
et al., 2019; Williams and Vorley, 2014). Distinguishing between formal and informal institu-
tions, formal institutions have a bureaucratic impact on uncertainty and increase transac-
tion costs (Williams and Vorley, 2014). Informal institutions represent codes of conduct and 
ethically complement formal institutions (Williams and Vorley, 2014). 

Based upon Scott’s (1995) work, three institutional pillars distinguish imposing specific 
social entrepreneurial behavior in a new cross-border market (Scott in Torkkeli et al., 2019). 
First, the regulative pillar provides rules and laws as binding conduits (Torkkeli et al., 2019). 
Social entrepreneurs must respond to policy and legal frameworks that differ from those 
they are used to, increasing uncertainty (Borzaga et al., 2020). Second, the normative pillar 
prescribes appropriate avenues to adhere to countries’ values and norms while achieving 
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dual missions (Torkkeli et al., 2019). At the operational level, social entrepreneurs will be 
confronted with stakeholders’ conflicting ethical values and growth philosophies (Davies 
et al., 2018). Third, the cultural-cognitive pillar affects the social entrepreneurial mindset 
and behavior acting in a new cross-border market (Torkkeli et al., 2019). Espousing local 
business cultures, actors, and local languages requires entrepreneurial skills and the ability 
to build new relationships (Smallbone and Welter, 2012). 

Asymmetry in business environments refers to one party having better access to relevant 
sources for information than others operating in the same market. One of the most compel-
ling asymmetries in a business environment is informational asymmetries linked to market 
knowledge and financial resources (Klapper and Love, 2011; McPherson, 2000). Indeed, this 
is where incumbents have a head start when gaining new capital (Klapper and Love, 2011). 
However, information about non-financial resources such as suppliers or voluntary workers 
is also considered essential (Borzaga et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2018). Informational asym-
metries evolve into knowledge asymmetries when information is needed to substantiate 
and modify products or services (Corner and Kearins, 2018; Wevers et al., 2020). Modifica-
tions can be necessary due to different technical requirements, safety precautions, or local 
customer demands. Modifications must be done within the ethical boundaries that ground 
social enterprises’ legitimacy (Davies et al., 2018). 

According to Williamson (1975), transaction costs should be attributed to the interplay of 
humans with their environment (Williamson, 1975 in Moschandreas, 1997). Transaction 
costs are related to uncertainty and asymmetry and are characterized by environmental 
complexity, opportunistic behavior leading to a high frequency of transactions, numerous 
transactors, and asset specificity (Moschandreas, 1997). Within social entrepreneurship, 
a human desire to help others might evoke opportunistic behavior and increase transac-
tion costs (Moschandreas, 1997). Hence, perceived transaction costs can rapidly become 
too high. Social entrepreneurial resources require ethical supply chains and controls 
to ensure authenticity and eliminate suppliers that do not fit the ethical sourcing of the 
social enterprise (Davies et al., 2018). The constraints created by these control processes 
are a cost-increasing factor affecting the transaction costs (Davies et al., 2018). Based on 
the theoretical background of the knowledge filter conditions, we formulate the following 
hypotheses:

H1. The perceived presence of knowledge filters has a positive effect on the intention to 
cooperate in cross-border projects (difference in perceived knowledge filters negatively 
predicts the difference in intention to cooperate).
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H2. The perceived presence of knowledge filters has a negative effect on the intention to 
enter the cross-border market (difference in perceived knowledge filters positively predicts 
the difference in intention to enter the cross-border market).

5.2.3 Social entrepreneurial orientation
Theories on entrepreneurial orientation have evolved since the late 1980s, and research 
has investigated entrepreneurial orientation as a predictor of business performance (Mar-
tens et al., 2016). The early work on entrepreneurial orientation identified individual dif-
ferences such as innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking as key dimensions (Kraus et 
al., 2017). Entrepreneurial orientation can be dispositional (firm) and behavioral (entrepre-
neur) by nature, but these are not mutually exclusive (Covin and Lumpkin, 2011; Covin and 
Miller, 2014). Our current study will approach entrepreneurial orientation from a behavioral 
perspective. To better address the knowledge gap between entrepreneurship and social 
entrepreneurship, Kraus et al. (2017) used entrepreneurial orientation as a framework to 
develop a measurement scale for social entrepreneurial orientation. Kraus et al. (2017) dis-
tinguished four complementary dimensions of social entrepreneurial orientation: (1) social 
innovativeness, (2) social risk-taking, (3) social proactiveness, and (4) socialness (Kraus et 
al., 2017). Social innovativeness refers to continuously improving social impact creation, but 
where access to investment resources can be problematic (Borzaga et al., 2020; Nyssens et 
al., 2023). The dimension of socialness focuses on engaging in cooperative partnerships or 
with stakeholders (Kraus et al., 2017). Social proactiveness includes typical entrepreneurial 
behavior, such as strategic thinking and being ahead of the competition. Social risk-taking is 
related to the dimensions mentioned above. Limited access to resources casts a shadow by 
causing an increasing risk-taking. Also, the strong desire to help others and to create social 
impact might tempt social entrepreneurs to take on higher risks (Halberstadt et al., 2021; 
Moschandreas, 1997). Thus, risk assessment while passionately pursuing a social mission 
might shift decision-making away from cautiousness (Kraus et al., 2017). 

We derive two premises for entering a cross-border market with social innovation based 
on the literature on social entrepreneurial orientation (Halberstadt et al., 2021; Kraus et 
al., 2017; Sulphey and Salim, 2021). First, the dimensions of proactiveness and socialness 
navigate social entrepreneurs toward collaborative actions (Kraus et al., 2017). A pathway 
to enter the cross-border market with social innovation could be participation in EU cross-
border cooperation project partnerships supported by Euroregions (Durà et al., 2018; 
Zabielska, 2020). Second, social entrepreneurial orientation attributes show that social 
entrepreneurs are not risk-averse per se. Risk-taking levels vary between economic and 
social performance and entrepreneurial tenure, but they also compensate between dimen-
sions (Halberstadt et al., 2021). Based on the above literature, we formulate the following 
hypotheses for testing the role of social entrepreneurial orientation:
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H3a. Social entrepreneurial orientation positively predicts the intention to cooperate in 
cross-border projects.

H3b. Social entrepreneurial orientation positively predicts the intention to enter the market 
with innovative products.

H4. Social entrepreneurial orientation accentuates the positive association between the 
perceived knowledge filters and the intention to cooperate in cross-border projects.

H5. Social entrepreneurial orientation reduces the negative association between the per-
ceived knowledge filters and the intention to enter the cross-border market.

5.2.4 Cross-border market entry
Cross-border markets influence regional integration and are seen as an entrepreneurial 
opportunity to reach new target groups as well as to gain new resources (Smallbone and 
Welter, 2012). This stimulates entrepreneurship in border regions and, in turn, demands 
cross-border cooperation (Smallbone and Welter, 2012). Interreg-A cross-border coop-
eration projects use evidence-based novel concepts as an innovative approach to tackle 
shared issues (Durà et al., 2018). Social entrepreneurship could recognize cross-border 
cooperation projects as a suitable vehicle where accumulating knowledge from combined 
sources creates opportunities for scaling impact (Colombelli and Quatraro, 2018; Durà et 
al., 2018; Nave and Franco, 2021). Hence, entering nearby cross-border markets offers an 
entrepreneurial opening worth investigating, but is complex by nature. Due to perceived 
uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs, knowledge filter conditions are expected to 
have a decisive role when exploring new cross-border markets (Audretsch et al., 2004; Acs 
et al., 2013; Mahn and Poblete, 2022; Smallbone and Welter, 2012). Coping strategies for 
the knowledge filter conditions depend on the level of social entrepreneurial orientation. 
Social entrepreneurs can confidently enter new markets using their skills, networks, and ex-
perience, while other social entrepreneurs seek cooperative support through cross-border 
cooperation project partnerships (Zabielska, 2020). 

In our current study, the intention to cooperate follows the pathway of entering the cross-
border market through participating in cross-border cooperation projects. A cross-border 
cooperation project could function as a figurative carrier forwarding the implementation 
of existing social innovations in EU border regions, e.g., Euroregions (Durà et al., 2018). 
The exchange of knowledge within partnerships allows social entrepreneurs to modify 
the social product or service to meet the requirements of the cross-border market. Due 
to limited time and resources, project partnerships cannot always bring newly developed 
solutions to market (Knippschild and Vock, 2016; Makkonen et al., 2018). Based upon the 
above rationale, we formulate the following hypotheses:
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H6. Intention to cooperate in cross-border projects explains the effect of the knowledge 
filters on the intention to enter the cross-border market.

Figure 5.1 Research model

5.3 METHODOLOGY

5.3.1 Research design
To test our hypotheses, we conducted a quasi-experimental vignette study. According to 
Aguinis and Bradley (2014), an experimental vignette methodology can provide insights and 
knowledge on causal relationships, e.g., the knowledge filter conditions and the outcome 
of the entrepreneurial decision-making process. We introduced two vignettes describing 
fictitious social innovations and exemplifying social entrepreneurial opportunities to enter 
the nearby country’s border markets. As it is difficult to secure large samples of social 
entrepreneurs, to optimize the design and secure more statistical power, we used a within-
person design, and each participant engaged in both decision situations sequentially. The 
sequence of the two vignettes was randomized, and the within-person design allowed us 
to control for a broad range of individual differences (Aguinis and Bradley, 2014). The only 
attribute we assessed as a between-participant variable was social entrepreneurial orienta-
tion.
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5.3.2 Sample
To increase the ecological validity of our study, we collected data only from social entre-
preneurs. Moreover, we equally spread the surveys in which the vignette with low situ-
ational constraints came first (L-H) and those in which the vignette with the high situational 
constraints came first (H-L). The surveys were submitted in five waves to gather sufficient 
responses. The targeted groups were in EU Member States spread over Western, Eastern, 
Northern, Southern, and Central Europe. Another criterion applied was to have social en-
trepreneurs located in border regions, where possible. We compiled a list of respondents 
with experience in social entrepreneurship. All respondents were primarily social entrepre-
neurs, most directly involved in the daily practice of the social business. The two types of 
surveys (H-L and L-H) were equally spread among the respondents. The surveys were sent 
out between October 17th, 2024, and December 8th, 2024, when the survey was closed. 

We initiated several actions to collect responses, such as sending weekly email reminders, 
contacting Dutch social enterprises by phone, and providing a gift card incentive. In total, 
we received 54 usable responses, which equals a response rate of 28%. The usable surveys 
were spread between H-L (38.9%) and L-H (61.1%). Table 7.4 in Appendix II shows details of 
the groups selected per wave.

The majority of responses were from Dutch social entrepreneurs (38.9%). Most of the 
responding social businesses had tenures between 3 and 10 years (59.3%) and were 
sized between 2 and 10 fte (42.6%) or 10 and 50 fte (35.2%). The most frequent sector 
was work integration (24.1%), followed by social business support services (18.5%). Most 
social entrepreneurs had no previous experience in cross-border cooperation (63%), but in 
comparison, a larger share had considered entering a cross-border market (66.7%). Table 
II.3 in Appendix II shows the response details and demographic data. 

5.3.3 Procedure
Our study prompted respondents with two vignettes describing realistic scenarios regarding 
social innovation, social entrepreneurship, and cross-border cooperation. We manipulated 
the knowledge filter conditions of uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs as part 
of the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship between the vignettes (Acs et al., 
2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005) by adjusting how the knowledge filter conditions in 
the cross-border market were presented. Appendix II includes the two scenarios used in 
the study. Table 7.2 in Appendix II presents the survey questions and the literature sources 
of the survey questions. literature references.

We pretested the survey and vignettes with a sample of seven experts in strategy and en-
trepreneurship within the Faculty of Management Sciences at the Open Universiteit. The 
test respondents were asked to critically assess the survey’s form and content, including 
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the invitation mail and instructions. All the feedback was taken into consideration and 
discussed with the test respondents. The feedback varied from language issues, unclear 
instructions and clarifications, layout and readability, to reading time. 

A final survey draft was created and submitted for ethical approval by the Open Universit-
eit’s ethical department cETO. cETO ran the ethical testing and approved the survey with 
reference Ceto_RP845/U202407552 on October 2nd, 2024. 

Before reading each scenario, respondents were instructed to imagine and identify them-
selves as a social entrepreneur in the given situation. Vignette 1 depicted a cross-border 
situation with relatively high knowledge filters. In contrast, vignette 2 represented a situa-
tion with relatively low knowledge filters. The probabilities were mirrored in both scenarios, 
and the social innovations were similar, making them contextually equivalent (Barbosa and 
Smith, 2024). Half of the respondents received a link to the survey where scenario 1 came 
first, and half received a link to the survey where scenario 2 came first. The scenario reading 
was restricted to 90 seconds to limit practice and carryover effects, and respondents were 
not allowed to shift backward while completing the survey (Barbosa and Smith, 2023). A 
detailed elaboration of the procedure, the text of the two vignettes is presented, and the 
surveys are provided under Appendix II. 

The survey included four sections: (1) Business introduction, (2) Social entrepreneurial 
orientation, (3) Scenario 1 and questions, and (4) Scenario 2 and questions. Respondents 
evaluated the same questions for sections (3) and (4). The questions for sections (3) and 
(4) were grouped under innovation and implementation, the knowledge filter conditions, 
and cross-border cooperation. Each section opened with an introduction providing the 
respondents with instructions or explanations of specific terminology. 

5.3.4 Variables

5.3.4.1 Independent variable 
The knowledge filter was the primary independent variable manipulated as the gap be-
tween innovative knowledge and market implementation of the innovation (Acs et al., 
2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005). The knowledge filter embodies three conditions for 
the social entrepreneurial valuation of new knowledge: (1) uncertainty, (2) asymmetries, 
and (3) transaction costs (Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005). To check wheth-
er participants perceived these manipulated differences in knowledge filters, we used a 
single item to measure the respondent’s evaluation of each of the three knowledge filter 
conditions: (1) Entering the cross-border market will incur substantial additional costs for 
my organization, (2) Entering the cross-border market will involve a substantial degree of 
uncertainty, and (3) Entering the cross-border market will involve substantial efforts to gain 
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necessary market information. Respondents evaluated these items through a five-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We manipulated the 
knowledge filter conditions between the two vignettes as high (KNFILTH) and low (KNFILTL). 
The Cronbach’s alpha for the three manipulation check items in the high knowledge filter 
condition was .71, while for the low knowledge filter condition, it was .86. This indicated 
that participants tend to assess globally the knowledge filters manipulated on the three 
dimensions specified by the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 
2013; Audretsch and Lehmann, 2005). 

5.3.4.2 Dependent variables
The intention to cooperate and enter the cross-border market constituted the dependent 
variables. After reading each vignette, the participant scored the items on these variables. 
Cross-border cooperation was defined as any type of concerted action between public and/
or private institutions of the border regions of two (or more) states, driven by geographi-
cal, economic, cultural/ identity, and political/leadership factors, to reinforce the (good) 
neighborhood relations, solve common problems or managing jointly resources between 
communities through any co-operation mechanisms available (De Sousa, 2013: p. 673). The 
intention to cooperate in cross-border cooperation projects was measured through six items 
derived from Durà et al. (2018). Respondents evaluated the items through a five-point Lik-
ert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two example items were: I 
am participating in the RE-MOTIVE project because the funding received is needed to scale 
impact in a new cross-border market or (2) Collaborative design with other RE-MOTIVE 
project partners will deliver products or services that will satisfy customer needs and wants 
in the cross-border market. The Cornbach’s Alpha for the scale to measure the intention 
to participate in cross-border cooperation projects under high knowledge filter conditions 
(COOPH) was .93, and for under low knowledge filter conditions (COOPL), it was .87. 

The cross-border market was explained to respondents as the market across the nearby 
country border where, as in the fictitious scenario situation, one could implement a social 
innovation to scale impact. We assessed the intention to enter the cross-border market 
entry with eight items derived from a measure presented by Mcgee et al. (2009). The scale 
included items related to entrepreneurial skills, innovation, resources, networks, and prod-
uct/service characteristics. Respondents evaluated the items through a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Two example items were: 
(1) I am confident to successfully implement the newly developed app in the cross-border 
market, or (2) I can estimate the start-up funds and working capital necessary to launch 
the newly developed app in the cross-border market. The Cornbach’s Alpha for the scale to 
measure the intention to enter the cross-border market under high knowledge filter condi-
tions (MRKENTH) was .92, and for under low knowledge filter conditions (MRKENTL), it was 
.89. 
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5.3.4.3 Moderating variable 
Social entrepreneurial orientation was the moderating variable and was evaluated through 
seven items based on the proposed scales by Kraus et al. (2017) supplemented by the work 
of Belz and Binder (2015), Janssen (2001), Folmer (2018), Karlsson and Moberg (2013), and 
Davies et al. (2018). The items addressed self-efficacy attributes such as opportunity seek-
ing, innovative ideas, mobilizing resources, and market approach. Respondents evaluated 
the items through a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Two example items were: (1) I actively seek opportunities to scale social impact 
through social entrepreneurial activities and (2) My entrepreneurial network supports op-
portunity identification, legitimation, and resource mobilizing. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the 
measurement scale (ENTORI) was .88. 

5.3.4.4 Control variables
The control variables evaluated were the size and age of the social business, its type and 
geographical location, previous European cooperation, and entering the cross-border mar-
ket to scale impact. The type and geographical locations were asked through open ques-
tions. Scales assessed the social enterprise size and tenure. Previous cooperation and past 
intentions to enter the cross-border market were asked through yes/no questions. 

5.3.5 Analytical approach
We tested the hypotheses by performing several statistical analyses. First, we report the 
correlation analyses and the paired samples t-tests, which compare the variables assessed 
in the two scenarios. Second, we used the MEMORE Model 1 for testing mediation in 
repeated measures designs, a suitable approach to test the moderation and mediation ef-
fects of the dependent variables ‘intention to cooperate (INTCOO)’ and ‘intention to enter 
the cross-border market (INTENT)’ in a within-subjects and repeated measures design 
(Montoya, 2019). Third, we complement the moderation analysis with an OLS analysis of 
the moderation effect of SEO in the relationship between perceived KF and intention to 
cooperate and enter the market in the two separate scenarios.

5.4 RESULTS

We present the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics in Table 5.1. To test the hy-
potheses, we performed several analyses: (1) pairwise comparison between the two ma-
nipulated scenarios using t-tests, (2) MEMORE procedure for testing mediation in repeated 
measures designs, (3) MEMORE model 13 for moderation, and in addition (4) OLS to test 
moderation and interaction effects separately in the two scenarios. 



Chapter 5134

Ta
bl

e 
5.

1 
De

sc
rip

tiv
e 

st
ati

sti
cs

 a
nd

 c
or

re
la

tio
ns

, n
 =

 5
4

Va
ria

bl
e

M
EA

N
SD

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11

1.
 E

nt
r t

en
ur

e
2.

06
1.

68
1

2.
 P

re
v 

CB
C

0.
31

0.
47

0.
21

1

3.
 P

re
v 

CB
M

0.
59

0.
50

0.
19

0.
56

**
*

1

4.
 C

om
p 

siz
e

2.
59

1.
05

0.
48

**
*

0.
19

0.
10

1

5.
 E

N
TO

RI
3.

87
0.

91
0.

27
**

-0
.0

4
-0

.1
4

0.
26

*
1

6.
 K

N
FI

LT
H

4.
15

0.
73

0.
97

-0
.3

2*
-0

.1
0

-0
.0

1
0.

16
1

7.
 K

N
FI

LT
L

3.
35

1.
01

0.
17

-0
.0

6
-0

.2
6

0.
25

0.
41

**
*

0.
17

1

8.
 IN

TC
O

O
H

3.
63

0.
97

0.
24

0.
18

-0
.0

2
0.

29
*

0.
46

**
0.

11
0.

35
*

1

9.
 IN

TC
O

O
L

3.
87

1.
84

-0
.2

5
-0

.0
9

-0
.0

3
-0

.0
3

0.
28

*
0.

25
-0

.0
2

0.
47

**
1

10
. I

N
TE

N
TH

3.
38

0.
93

0.
15

0.
18

-0
.0

2
0.

29
*

0.
44

**
*

0.
05

0.
49

**
0.

84
**

0.
43

**
1

11
. I

N
TE

N
TL

3.
79

0.
85

-0
.2

2
-0

.2
5

-0
.1

5
-0

.1
4

0.
30

*
0.

23
-0

.5
7

0.
37

**
0.

81
**

0.
42

**
1

N
ot

es
: C

BC
 =

 C
ro

ss
-b

or
de

r c
oo

pe
ra

tio
n,

 C
BM

 =
 C

ro
ss

-b
or

de
r m

ar
ke

t, 
EN

TO
RI

 =
 E

nt
re

pr
en

eu
ria

l o
rie

nt
ati

on
, K

N
FI

LT
 =

 K
no

w
le

dg
e 

fil
te

rs
, I

N
TC

O
O

 =
 In

te
nti

on
 to

 p
ar

tic
ip

at
e 

in
 c

ro
ss

-b
or

de
r c

oo
pe

ra
tio

n,
 IN

TE
N

T 
= 

In
te

nti
on

 to
 e

nt
er

 th
e 

cr
os

s-
bo

rd
er

 m
ar

ke
t, 

...
H 

= 
Hi

gh
 k

no
w

le
dg

e 
fil

te
r c

on
di

tio
ns

, .
..L

 =
 L

ow
 k

no
w

le
dg

e 
fil

te
r c

on
di

tio
ns

. *
**

p<
.0

01
 

**
p<

0.
01

, a
nd

 *
p<

.0
5.

 
So

ur
ce

: A
ut

ho
rs

’ o
w

n 
co

ns
tr

uc
t. 

N
o 

th
ird

-p
ar

ty
 p

er
m

iss
io

n 
is 

re
qu

ire
d.



135SCALING SOCIAL IMPACT IN EU CROSS-BORDER MARKETS – A VIGNETTE STUDY ON COPING WITH SITUATIONAL 
CONSTRAINTS

5

Manipulation checks
We compared the perceptions of knowledge filters across the two decision scenarios to 
test how the respondents assessed our experimental manipulation. A t-test (paired sample 
statistics) showed the effect of the manipulation was significant (t=4.87, p<.001), illustrat-
ing that, indeed, participants perceived lower knowledge filters in the low knowledge filter 
condition (M=3.34, SD=1.03) as compared to the high knowledge filter condition (M=4.12, 
SD=.72).

5.4.1 Comparison of intention to cooperate and enter the market in the 
two scenarios
We first compared the scores of intention to cooperate and intention to enter the market 
in the two scenarios. We used an Ordinary Least Square (OLS) analysis to test the inten-
tion to cooperate and to enter the cross-border market as dependent variables in the two 
knowledge filter conditions. The reported intention to cooperate was significantly lower in 
the high knowledge filter condition (M=3.60, SD=.98) as compared to the low KF condition 
(M=3.89, SD=.85) (t=2.18, p=.02). Moreover, participants reported a higher intention to 
enter the market (t=3.33, p<.001) for the low knowledge filter condition (M=3.82, S=.84) as 
compared to the high knowledge filter condition (M=3.37, SD=.93). 

5.4.2 Mediation effects of knowledge filters (MEMORE procedure)
We performed additional analyses using the MEMORE procedure to test mediation in re-
peated measures designs (Montoya, 2019). This analytical procedure allows us to test how 
the change induced by manipulating perceived knowledge filters predicts the intention 
to cooperate in cross-border projects and enter the cross-border market. In other words, 
we intend to test whether the perception of the manipulation channels the effect of our 
manipulation on the intention to cooperate and enter the market. Moreover, the MEMORE 
procedure allows for the test of a serial mediation in repeated measures design and an 
adequate test of hypothesis 6. The overall results of the MEMORE analysis are presented in 
Figure 5.2. 



Chapter 5136

Figure 5.2 Summary of the Significant Mediation Paths

Notes: KF – knowledge filters; IC - intention to participate in cross-border projects; ∆ knowledge fil-
ters = knowledge filters high minus knowledge filters low (change in perceptions of knowledge fil-
ters due to the experimental manipulation); ∆ Intention to cooperate = intention to cooperate under 
high knowledge filters condition minus intention to cooperate under low knowledge filters condition 
(change in intention to cooperate due to the experimental manipulation); ∆ intention to enter the 
market = intention to enter the market in the high knowledge filters condition minus intention to enter 
the market in the low knowledge filters condition (change in the intention to enter the market due to 
the knowledge filter manipulation). *p<.05; **p<.01, ***p<.001. 

As predicted by hypothesis 1, the change in perceived knowledge filters significantly and 
negatively predicted the change in intention to cooperate (B=-.32, SE=11, p=.006). When 
the difference in perceived knowledge filter was low, the difference in intention to cooper-
ate was high, supporting Hypothesis 1. Although the overall intention to cooperate was 
lower in the high knowledge filters condition (M=3.60, SD=.98) as compared to the low 
knowledge filters (M=3.89, SD=.85), this difference was negatively predicted by the per-
ceived difference in the presence of knowledge filters across the two experimental condi-
tions. In other words, a higher difference between the manipulated knowledge filters is as-
sociated with a smaller difference in the intention to cooperate. Thus, the difference in 
intention to cooperate between the low and high knowledge filter conditions we found was 
inversely proportional to the difference in perceived knowledge filters. Such a pattern of 
results indicates the key role of cooperation in coping with the perceived knowledge filters, 
as predicted in Hypothesis 1. 

The intention to enter the cross-border market was significantly lower (t=3.33, p=.001) in 
the high knowledge filter experimental condition (M=3.37, SD=.93) as compared to the 
intention to enter the market in the vignette describing low knowledge filters (M=3.82, 
SD=.84). In terms of the mediating role of the perceived knowledge filters, a similar pattern 
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of results as for the intention to cooperate, was observed for intention to enter the market 
such that the effect of changes in the perceived knowledge filters had a negative association 
with the intention to enter the market with an innovative product (B=-.23, SE=.08, p=.005). 
This pattern of results was not aligned with what we predicted in Hypothesis 2, namely that 
the difference in perceived knowledge filters positively predicts differences in intention to 
enter the market. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 received no empirical support. Furthermore, as 
indicated in Figure 5.2, the intention to cooperate in cross-border projects explained the as-
sociation between perceived knowledge filters and intention to enter the market (indirect 
effect -.16, SE=.10, 95% CI [-.38;-.004]), therefore Hypothesis 6 was fully supported by the 
data. 

5.4.3 Moderation effects of social entrepreneurial orientation (MEMORE 
procedure Model 13)
In Hypothesis 4 and 5, we estimate the accentuating role of social entrepreneurial orien-
tation. To test this moderating effect of social entrepreneurial orientation, we have used 
Model 13 (Montoya, 2019) in the MEMORE macro, which estimates the moderating role 
of social entrepreneurial orientation in the mediating paths between knowledge filters 
and intention to cooperate and to enter the cross-border market, respectively. Model 13 
uses the difference in scores between the low and high knowledge filters as variables in the 
model. Although none of the interaction effects were significant, the overall effect of the 
manipulation decreases with the social entrepreneurial orientation level. Overall, the as-
sociation between the difference in perceived knowledge filters and intention to enter the 
market was not moderated significantly by the level of social entrepreneurial orientation 
(effects remained negative and significant). Moreover, the association between the differ-
ence in intention to cooperate and the intention to enter the market was not significantly 
moderated by social entrepreneurial orientation (the association remained positive and 
significant across the three levels of social entrepreneurial orientation). The conditional 
effects are presented in Table 5.2.
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Table 5.2 Conditional effects of the experimental manipulation

SEO
∆ Intention to enter the cross-border market

Effect (SE) t(sig) 95%CI

Main effect manipulation

Low -.58 (.19) 3.08 (.003) [-.96;-.20]

Average -.44 (.13) 3.34 (.002) [-.71;-.18]

High -.31 (.19) 1.62 (.11) [-.68;.07]

∆ Perceived knowledge 
filters

Low -.31 (.16) 1.94 (.06) [-.63;.01]

Average -.27 (.09) 3.07 (.004) [-.45;-.09]

High -.23 (.12) 2.03 (.05) [-.47;-.002]

∆ Intention to cooperate

Low .57 (.17) 3.22 (.002) [.21;.93]

Average .62 (.11) 5.44 (<.001) [.39;.86]

High .68 (.12) 5.57 (<.001) [.43;.93]

Notes: ∆ knowledge filters = knowledge filters high minus knowledge filters low (change in perceptions 
of knowledge filters due to the experimental manipulation); ∆Intention to cooperate = intention to 
cooperate under high knowledge filters condition minus intention to cooperate under low knowledge 
filters condition (change in intention to cooperate due to the experimental manipulation); ∆ intention 
to enter the market = intention to enter the market in the high knowledge filters condition minus 
intention to enter the market in the low knowledge filters condition (change in the intention to enter 
the market due to the knowledge filter manipulation).

The moderating role of social entrepreneurial orientation in the mediation model for re-
peated measures was not significant, as the indices of moderated mediation were not sig-
nificant. The index of moderated mediation of the manipulation via the knowledge filters 
perception on the intention to enter the market was .03, SE=.10, [-.21;.22] while the index 
of moderated mediation effect of the manipulation on the intention to enter the market via 
the intention to cooperate was -.02, SE=.05, [-.11;.09]. The conditional indirect effects for 
the respective mediation paths are presented in Table 5.3. Thus, Hypotheses 4 and 5 re-
ceived insufficient support from the empirical data.
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Table 5.3 Conditional indirect effects of the experimental manipulation

Mediator SEO
∆ Intention to enter the cross-border market

Effect (SE) 95%CI

∆ Perceived knowledge filters

Low -.24(.15) [-.54;.09]

Average -.21 (.10) [-.43;-.05]

High -.18 (.12) [-.48;.01]

∆ Intention to cooperate

Low -.16 (.11) [-.45;.003]

Average -.18 (.09) [-.38;-.02]

High -.20 (.09) [-.38;-.04]

Notes: ∆ knowledge filters = knowledge filters high minus knowledge filters low (change in perceptions 
of knowledge filters due to the experimental manipulation); ∆Intention to cooperate = intention to 
cooperate under high knowledge filters condition minus intention to cooperate under low knowledge 
filters condition (change in intention to cooperate due to the experimental manipulation); ∆ intention 
to enter the market = intention to enter the market in the high knowledge filters condition minus 
intention to enter the market in the low knowledge filters condition (change in the intention to enter 
the market due to the knowledge filter manipulation).

5.4.4 Knowledge filters – social entrepreneurial orientation interaction 
effects
Given the pattern of results concerning the conditional effect of the manipulation on the 
overall intention to enter the cross-border market at different levels of social entrepreneur-
ial orientation, we decided to explore this moderating effect for the two separate scenarios. 
For each scenario, we analyzed the main effects of social entrepreneurial orientation, per-
ceptions of the knowledge filter, and their interaction effect on the intention to participate 
in cross-border projects and enter the market. We controlled for entrepreneurial tenure, 
past experiences in cross-border projects, previous intentions to enter cross-border mar-
kets and company size. To further explore the moderating role of social entrepreneurial 
orientation, we tested the interaction between the product of perceived knowledge filters 
and social entrepreneurial orientation (SEO x Perceived KF) and the intention to cooperate 
and enter the cross-border market, respectively. The results of these regression analyses 
are presented in Table 5.4. 

Significant interaction effects between perceived knowledge filters and social entrepre-
neurial orientation were observed for the low-knowledge filter condition, as indicated in 
Table 5. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 indicate that the association between perceived knowledge 
filter conditions and intention to cooperate is negative and significant only when social 
entrepreneurial orientation is low (B=-.52, SE=.14, p=.005). A similar pattern of results is 
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observed for the association between perceived KF and intention to enter the market (B=-
.48, SE=.15, p=.002). 

Table 5.4 Results of the regression analysis

Intention to cooperate Intention to enter the 
market

High KF Low KF High KF Low KF

Constant 3.05***(.43) 4.20*** (.34) 3.01*** 
(.41)

4.33*** 
(.36)

Entrepreneurial tenure .11 (.21) -.29† (.17) -.05 (.21) -.19 (.17)

Previous participation in CBC .43 (.34) -.08 (.24) .26 (.34) -.29 (.25)

Previous intention to enter the CBM -.09 (.33) .19 (.24) .04 (.32) .08 (.26)

Company size .09 (.13) .01 (.10) .13 (.12) -.08 (.10)

Perceived KF .15 (.18) -.19† (.11) .06 (.17) -.23* (.11)

Social entrepreneurial orientation (SEO) .38** (.14) .63*** (.12) .37*** (.14) .60*** (.13)

SEO x Perceived KF .08 (.16) .38*** (.08) .17 (.16) .30** (.09)

N 54 54 54 54

R² .30 .46 .28 .41

F 2.76* 5.64*** 2.52* 4.63***

F change due to interaction .27 20.13*** 1.19 11.64***

Notes: KF = knowledge filters; CBC = cross-border cooperation; SEO = social entrepreneurial orienta-
tion; unstandardized regression coefficients are shown with standard errors between parentheses; 
***p<.001 **p<0.01, and *p<.05. † p<0.10. 

Source: Authors’ own construct. No third-party permission is required.

As indicated in Table 5, social entrepreneurial orientation significantly and positively pre-
dicts the intention to cooperate and enter the market with an innovative product in all 
knowledge filter conditions. Therefore, we can conclude that the data fully supported hy-
potheses 3a and 3b. The perceived knowledge filters had a negative association with the 
intention to enter the market under low knowledge filter conditions (B=-.23, SE=11, p=.04). 
Therefore, in this first set of analyses, hypothesis 2 received only partial support. The asso-
ciation between the perceived knowledge filter and the intention to cooperate, expressed 
in hypothesis 1, received no empirical support.
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Figure 5.3 Interaction effect between SEO and KF conditions on the intention to participate in cross-
border cooperation in the low KF condition

Figure 5.4 Interaction effect between SEO and KF conditions on the intention to enter the cross-
border market in the low KF condition
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Table 5.5 provides an overview of the tested hypotheses.

Table 5.5 Overview of the tested hypotheses results

Hypothesis Result

H1. The perceived presence of knowledge filters has a positive effect on the intention to 
cooperate in cross-border projects (difference in perceived knowledge filters negatively 
predicts the difference in intention to cooperate).
H2. The perceived presence of knowledge filters has a negative effect on the intention 
to enter the cross-border market (difference in perceived knowledge filters positively 
predicts the difference in intention to enter the cross-border market).
H3a. Social entrepreneurial orientation positively predicts the intention to cooperate in 
cross-border projects.
H3b. Social entrepreneurial orientation positively predicts the intention to enter the 
market with innovative products.
H4. Social entrepreneurial orientation accentuates the positive association between the 
perceived knowledge filters and the intention to cooperate in cross-border projects.
H5. Social entrepreneurial orientation reduces the negative association between the 
perceived knowledge filters and the intention to enter the cross-border market.
H6. Intention to cooperate in cross-border projects explains the effect of the knowledge 
filters on the intention to enter the cross-border market.

Supported

Rejected

Supported

Supported

Partially supported 
(low KF conditions)
Rejected

Supported

5.5 DISCUSSION

Our results show that the knowledge filter manipulation was significant. We found that 
lower perceived knowledge filter conditions lead to higher intentions to cooperate and 
enter the cross-border market, and vice versa. Given the significant OLS results for the 
low filter condition alone, we could envisage a tipping point after which such constraints 
dominate. Such a tipping point suggests a demarcation between acceptable perceived lev-
els for the knowledge filter conditions, e.g., uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs, 
and what is not. A critical moment in the valuation of knowledge filter conditions can be 
decisive in evaluating innovative knowledge before it becomes economic knowledge. We 
explain such a tipping point as a risk-averse behavior (Kraus et al., 2017). Social entrepre-
neurs lend increasing weight to higher perceived knowledge filters, which can be explained 
by not jeopardizing the existing social business. 

We tested the mediation effects to analyze the explanatory roles of our variables. First, the 
manipulation positively impacts the intention to cooperate via the perceived knowledge 
filters. Engaging with cross-border cooperation partners in the Euroregion creates a context 
that allows social entrepreneurs to cope effectively with perceived knowledge filter condi-
tions. An unknown institutional environment or market situation (uncertainty), informa-
tional disadvantages compared to market incumbents (asymmetry), and associated efforts 
and investments (transaction costs) explain the search for cooperation and partnerships 
(Durà et al., 2018; Nave and Franco, 2021; Zabielska, 2020). Second, a positive change in 
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knowledge filter conditions positively affects the intention to enter the cross-border mar-
ket. While exploring the options to scale impact across the border, identifying low knowl-
edge filter conditions incites risk-taking behavior. This effect is opposite to the expected 
risk-averse social entrepreneurial behavior under increasing asymmetry, uncertainty, and 
transaction costs, which we predicted in Hypothesis 2 (Kraus et al., 2017; Halberstadt et 
al., 2021). We explain this effect by the dark side of social risk-taking (Kraus et al., 2017). A 
strong desire to create social impact while access to resources remains difficult or staying 
ahead of the competition endangers a misperception or blind spot of prevailing risks (Hal-
berstadt et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2017). As such, perceived uncertainty or asymmetry can 
be attenuated as an impeding factor. Third, we found a significant serial mediation effect of 
the change in knowledge filter conditions and the intention to cooperate in the pathway to 
the intention to enter the cross-border market. As expected, a more considerable difference 
in intention to cooperate in cross-border projects leads to a proportionally higher intention 
to enter the market, pointing out the risk mitigation effect of cooperation. This effect is 
explained through the social entrepreneurial appreciation of cooperation as a strategy to 
cope with uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. A supportive environment, e.g., 
partnerships and the Euroregion, gives social entrepreneurs more confidence to enter the 
cross-border market (Durà et al., 2018; Nave and Franco, 2021; Zabielska, 2020).

A first test on the moderating effect of social entrepreneurial orientation on the relation-
ship between the perceived knowledge filter conditions and the intention to enter the 
cross-border market with social innovation was not confirmed by MEMORE analyses. 
However, the interaction effect between the knowledge filter condition and social entre-
preneurial orientation was significant for the low knowledge filter condition when testing 
the moderating effect separately for the two decision scenarios. As depicted in Figures 5.3 
and 5.4, the social entrepreneurial orientation alleviates the negative association between 
perceptions of low knowledge filter conditions and intention to cooperate and enter the 
cross-border market, respectively. Regarding the intention to cooperate, one plausible 
explanation for this effect is that the vignettes describing high knowledge filters created 
strong situational constraints that overrule individual differences in social entrepreneurial 
orientation and the decision-making process to cooperate (Halberstadt et al., 2021; Kraus 
et al., 2017). Although the situational constraints in the low knowledge filter vignettes were 
perceived as lower, the average for this condition was above the theoretical average of the 
scale. Therefore, under these circumstances, the social entrepreneurial orientation nuances 
the association between the perception of filters and the intention to cooperate. Similarly, 
social entrepreneurial orientation alleviates the intention to enter the cross-border market 
under low knowledge filter conditions. The interaction effect for entering the cross-border 
market shows a similar reversed finding as mentioned above, such that a higher difference 
in knowledge filter conditions led to a higher intention to enter the cross-border market. 
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This effect confirms the darker side of the risk-taking dimension of social entrepreneurship 
(Kraus et al., 2017). 

5.5.1 Limitations
The design included only two vignettes, which was a deliberate choice due to the study’s 
scope and feasibility. Because of the time needed to read the fictitious situations, more 
vignettes would become too time-consuming for the respondents. Alternatively, a focus 
group setup would have been an option. Moreover, two vignettes limit the number of 
knowledge filter manipulations. Future studies are recommended to extend our results and 
develop more vignettes that manipulate the knowledge filters separately. Such a method-
ological refinement would allow exploring the interactive effects of the knowledge filters 
on the intention to cooperate and enter cross-border markets. Such a design, however, 
would require a substantially larger sample than the one we had access to.

Another limitation is the large number of responses from the Netherlands. Of the 54 
responses, 46% came from social entrepreneurs in the Netherlands, while the other 54% 
were spread among respondents from 11 other countries. This is an insufficient response 
for a quantitative analysis of the control variables. Indeed, to answer our research question, 
there was no need for analyses by country or sector. Nevertheless, a better spread over 
countries could have revealed valuable outcomes. Hence, it is recommended that our study 
be replicated by country. 

A downside of an experimental design is that it has to oversimplify the scenarios to control 
the contextual variables as much as possible. Our design has strong internal validity in 
establishing a causal association between knowledge filters and the intention to cooperate 
and enter cross-border markets. However, the results cannot be broadly generalized. 

5.5.2 Theoretical implications
Our experimental design established the causality between the presence of knowledge 
filter conditions and the intentions to cooperate and enter the cross-border market. This 
is a key contribution to the existing research on the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entre-
preneurship (Acs et al., 2013). Although the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneur-
ship stresses the importance of knowledge filter conditions, to the best of our knowledge, 
existing research has not directly manipulated knowledge filter conditions. We found that 
differences in perceived knowledge filter conditions attenuate differences in entrepreneur-
ial intentions to cooperate or enter the cross-border market. Hence, further research is 
needed to investigate the tipping point between unacceptable and acceptable knowledge 
filter conditions. In addition, our vignettes depict innovative solutions created by Interreg 
cross-border cooperation projects in a context-rich knowledge instead of universities or 
R&D departments. The exchange of ideas and knowledge within cross-border project part-
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nerships can be considered a recombinant knowledge approach (Colombelli and Quatraro, 
2018; Nave and Franco, 2021; Wevers et al., 2024a). We recommend further research using 
experimental designs that separately manipulate the knowledge filter conditions, e.g., un-
certainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs, to further test the Knowledge Spillover Theory 
of Entrepreneurship as it applies in a cross-border cooperation setting. 

We also contribute to the literature and academic discourse on standardization and busi-
ness model entrepreneurial aspirations and induce shifting away from opportunities to 
scale impact. We argue, however, that the debate should address the creation of acces-
sible, supportive business environments, e.g. social entrepreneurial ecosystems, instead of 
focusing on standardization and duplication. Especially given the divergent social entrepre-
neurial ecosystems in the EU (Borzaga et al., 2020). Euroregions and cross-border coopera-
tion could play a role in such ecosystems, but further research is needed to address scaling 
impact across the border in-depth for societal benefits. 

This recommendation also emphasizes the critical role of social entrepreneurial ecosystems. 
The intention to cooperate shapes the sequential pathway from knowledge filter conditions 
to intentions to enter the cross-border market. We propose that supportive ecosystems 
are conditional to establishing cooperation. The absence of ecosystem actors or insufficient 
awareness of how to enable prevailing ecosystems might impede this. Because we expect 
country borders to permeate the effect of social entrepreneurial ecosystems, we encourage 
further research to understand the interplay between ecosystem actors in border regions. 

5.5.3 Policy and practitioner implications
As the intention to cooperate is a key factor in alleviating the perceived knowledge filters, 
policymakers could address these through the relevant agencies, such as the Euroregions, 
proactively reducing perceptions of uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. The 
Euroregions and social entrepreneurial ecosystems could play a role in building capacity for 
social entrepreneurs or implementing policy frameworks for exporting social innovation. 
We consider these options from the broader perspective of improving social entrepreneur-
ial ecosystems in EU border regions. 

Although our research finds that social entrepreneurs intend to cooperate before entering 
a cross-border market with social innovation, the relatively low participation of social en-
trepreneurship in cross-border cooperation shows a deviating practice. This raises several 
questions. What risk levels are acceptable to meet the desire to help others if this requires 
scaling beyond local geographical contexts (Corner and Kearins, 2018)? On the other hand, 
as Corner and Kearins (2018) put it, to what extent do social entrepreneurs consider scaling 
to impact an additional act of entrepreneurship? Social enterprises’ innovative products 
and services are somewhat idiosyncratic rather than standardized, and scaling involves 
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perceived risks. When the scaling question arises, we call on social entrepreneurs to 
proactively reach out to the relevant actors in their environment and bring the intention 
to cooperate to practice. The other way around, we call on the relevant actors, such as 
the Euroregions or incubators, to provide social entrepreneurs with coaching or training 
on coping with uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. Participating in supportive 
partnerships of cross-border cooperation projects could be seen as coaching and a way of 
coping with situational constraints.

5.6 CONCLUSIONS

Using a within-participants vignette design, our study manipulated high and low perceived 
situational constraints, e.g., knowledge filter conditions. It tested their impact on the 
intention to cooperate and enter the cross-border market. Our design captures a causal 
relationship between knowledge filter conditions and scaling social impact. High-perceived 
knowledge filter conditions tend to overrule behavioral social entrepreneurial orientation, 
while low-perceived knowledge filter conditions affect social entrepreneurial decision-
making positively, accentuated by social entrepreneurial orientation (Covin and Lumpkin, 
2011; Covin and Miller, 2014). Social entrepreneurs seek cooperation to cope with low-
perceived knowledge filter conditions before entering the cross-border market. However, 
the positive effect of low-perceived knowledge filter conditions on intentions to enter the 
cross-border market was not predicted. Such an effect shows that social entrepreneurs are 
tempted to higher risk-taking by their strong desire to help others (Halberstadt et al., 2021; 
Kraus et al., 2017; Moschandreas, 1997). This darker side effect of social entrepreneurial 
orientation was expected to be less strong. The sequential pathway between perceived 
knowledge filters and the intention to enter the cross-border market with social innova-
tion shows that social entrepreneurs evaluate situational constraints. Social entrepreneurs 
seek supportive business environments to cope with what is seen as acceptable perceived 
uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. Euroregions and cross-border cooperation 
project partnerships could give substance to such a supportive environment, as proposed in 
our vignette study (Durà et al., 2018). 
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The overall aim of the dissertation was to explore complementarity between the constructs 
of social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy and cross-border cooperation. The argu-
ment to explore this complementarity is built on the shared objectives to create societal im-
pact but with distinct approaches. To explore complementarity, we conducted four studies 
addressing the following general research question:  "What forms of complementarity exist 
between social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-border cooperation?"
 The first study explored the similarities and differences between both constructs and set 
a baseline for the following studies. This resulted in two research directions for the sub-
sequent two studies. The first study explored social entrepreneurial ecosystems in border 
regions, e.g., Euroregions. This study took a holistic approach that focused on elements 
of social entrepreneurial ecosystems. In the second study, we studied complementarity 
from the perspective of social entrepreneurial opportunities, bringing spillover effects to 
the core of this study. Finally, we extended the scope of the previous studies by examining 
how social entrepreneurs cope with situational constraints that might impede entering a 
cross-border market with social innovation. 

What follows will summarize the main findings of the individual chapters (section 6.1), 
discuss the identified institutional and operational complementarity (section 6.2), reflect 
on the limitations (section 6.3), elaborate on the practical implications (section 6.4) and 
conclude the general discussion with closing remarks (section 6.5). 

6.1 SUMMARY OF THE MAIN FINDINGS

Study 1 (Chapter 2) explored experts’ opinions on the complementarity between social 
entrepreneurship and cross-border cooperation to set a baseline for the dissertation’s 
research. Both constructs foster impactful societal solutions but differ in their approaches. 
Cross-border cooperation is more institutional-oriented, whereas social entrepreneurship 
is more operational-oriented taking an entrepreneurial perspective. In extremis, this could 
be seen as a top-down versus a bottom-up approach. We reviewed the relevant literature 
on shared drivers and characteristics to identify the similarities between both constructs. 
We came to four measurable items: (1) opportunity-driven activities, (2) local embedded-
ness, (3) social capital, and (4) commercial activities. Based on the results, we formulated 
four assumptions: 

Assumption 1: Regional problems in EU border regions, as defined in policy objectives and 
specific objectives by institutional EU cross-border cooperation programs, create bilateral 
economic, social, and business opportunities for social entrepreneurship.
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Assumption 2: The local embeddedness of social entrepreneurship and institutional EU 
cross-border cooperation mutually reinforce each other, thereby decreasing local/regional 
daily life problems.

Assumption 3: The exchange of social capital between institutional EU cross-border coop-
eration and social entrepreneurship decreases local and regional daily life problems.

Assumption 4: Social entrepreneurship can be a form of cross-border cooperation contribut-
ing to local/regional economic and social development through commercial activities.

Our research contributes to a better understanding of cross-border entrepreneurship in the 
EU border regions. In addition, our focus on social entrepreneurship extends to the existing 
literature, which mainly focuses on commercial entrepreneurship (Stverkova et al., 2018). 

We discussed the assumptions with social enterprise and cross-border cooperation experts 
from different governance levels. In general, opinions differ between experts from both 
fields (horizontally) and between experts in the same field but at different governance 
levels (vertically). The involvement of social entrepreneurs in cross-border cooperation is 
more valued at the local level. Experts from both sides agreed on assumptions 2 and 3 on 
local embeddedness and social capital. Assumption 1 concerning prevailing opportunities 
for social entrepreneurship was not agreed upon. Experts agreed partly upon assumption 4 
concerning commercial activities as a form of cross-border cooperation. 

According to the experts, social entrepreneurs will perceive barriers to entering the cross-
border market, such as high transaction costs, lack of trust, or language issues. Moreover, 
experts explained how entering the cross-border market requires modifying existing social 
business models to fit the rules and regulations of the new market (Corner and Kearins, 
2018). A supportive environment shaped by a social entrepreneurial ecosystem is neces-
sary to ensure access to resources, partnerships, and institutions. To a certain extent, 
experts agree on the complementarity of commercial activities. However, this is not only 
considered a matter of market demand but also of the difficulties social entrepreneurship 
faces versus commercial entrepreneurship. Moreover, the border regions’ social enterprise 
sector size is relatively small and lacks a critical mass to create a substantive impact. The 
outcomes of this study contribute to a better understanding of cross-border social entre-
preneurship in different Euroregions (Stverkova et al., 2018) and were a prelude to the 
dissertation’s follow-up studies. 

Study 2 (Chapter 3) was inspired by the mapping study of social entrepreneurial ecosys-
tems in Europe by Borzaga et al. (2020). We extended this mapping study to investigate the 
effect of social entrepreneurial ecosystems on social entrepreneurial activity in EU border 
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regions, e.g., Euroregions. Therefore, we employed the integrative ecosystem framework 
Stam and Van de Ven (2019) developed and responded to their call for further research 
into the synergies between ecosystem elements. We tested a sample of 4,357 cross-border 
cooperation projects implemented between 2014 and 2020 in 40 Euroregions. We used 
the fuzzy-set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fsQCA), which combines qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies (Mello, 2021; Ragin, 2017) to address the following research 
question: How do social entrepreneurial ecosystems affect social entrepreneurial activities 
in an EU cross-border context? 

Our findings show that the effect of ecosystem elements on social entrepreneurial activ-
ity in border regions is only significant for configurations and not for isolated ecosystem 
elements. We found seven configurations that positively affect social entrepreneurial 
participation in cross-border cooperation. The configuration of visibility and recognition, 
financial resources, and education-research-skills imposes the strongest effect on social 
entrepreneurial activity in Euroregions. This configuration was a necessary condition for 
social entrepreneurial activity in border regions. Another impactful configuration combines 
visibility and recognition, fiscal measures, and network support. The recurring presence in 
configurations of visibility and recognition, as well as financial resources, underlines their 
importance for social entrepreneurial activity in border regions. An additional finding 
identified a geographical pattern in the spread of the seven configurations across Europe. 
Although outside the scope of the current research, we presume the impact of political, 
cultural, and historical evolution shapes social entrepreneurial ecosystems in nations and 
their border regions (Borzaga et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2014; Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). 

Study 3 (Chapter 4) investigated the complementarity between social entrepreneurship 
and the EU Cohesion Policy from the perspective of the external effects of cross-border 
cooperation projects by the advent of knowledge spillovers. We consider the innovative 
knowledge and solutions that cross-border cooperation projects create as a body of 
knowledge. Our study extends existing research on the external effects of the EU Cohesion 
Policy (Basboga, 2020; Darvas et al., 2019) by investigating knowledge spillover effects from 
cross-border cooperation projects as a social entrepreneurial source of opportunities. As 
a framework, we used the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship. We applied 
its three core tenets to the context of cross-border cooperation in Euroregions: (1) entre-
preneurial activity will be relatively high in a geographical context rich in knowledge, (2) 
efficient marketing of innovative ideas by the source of the innovation decreases the effect 
on entrepreneurship, and (3) knowledge spillover effects tend to be higher in geographical 
proximity to the source of knowledge (Acs et al., 2013). The research question of study 3 
is:  "To what extent do knowledge spillovers from cross-border cooperation projects con-
tribute to the development of social entrepreneurship in the nearby regions?" Our study 
improves the understanding of the spillover effect as an external effect of the EU Cohesion 
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Policy (Basboga, 2020; Nave and Franco, 2021). Furthermore, we extend the Knowledge 
Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2013) by including the knowledge from 
cross-border cooperation projects as an entrepreneurial resource. We hypothesized a posi-
tive association between cross-border cooperation projects in the social domain and social 
entrepreneurial activity. This hypothesis was tested on cross-border cooperation projects 
implemented between 2000 and 2020 in Luxembourg. As a main finding, a significant posi-
tive association between investments in social policy priorities and social entrepreneurial 
activities supported our hypothesis. We controlled for the environmental and economic 
domains and found these associations to be insignificant. This confirms the domain-specific 
spillover effects induced by stocks of knowledge (Acs et al., 2013). The yield from cross-
border cooperation efforts is not exclusively for those who engage as project partners. A 
strength of cross-border cooperation projects is the communication and dissemination that 
come into effect in the specific border region. The bi-directionality of this effect serves both 
social entrepreneurs as recipients of innovative knowledge and the EC as the originator of 
the EU Cohesion Policy. 

Study 4 (Chapter 5) further extends the insights from studies 2 (Chapter 3) and 3 (Chapter 
4). Study 2 revealed the importance of a supportive environment. Study 3 showed how 
innovative knowledge from cross-border cooperation projects can become entrepreneurial 
resources through spillover effects. Through an experimental vignette study, we isolated 
those effects on social entrepreneurial exploration of entering cross-border markets with 
social innovation. The participants were asked to respond to two realistic situations when 
entering a cross-border market with social innovation. We manipulated these situations 
between high and low-perceived situational constraints that social entrepreneurs face. 
Situational constraints refer to the knowledge filter conditions uncertainty, asymmetry, 
and transaction costs. The knowledge filter is rooted in the Knowledge Spillover Theory 
of Entrepreneurship and addresses the gap between innovative and economic knowledge 
(Acs et al., 2013). The research question for this experimental vignette study is: “How do 
situational constraints, e.g., knowledge filter conditions, affect intentions to cooperate and 
enter cross-border markets while scaling impact accentuated by social entrepreneurial ori-
entation?” Our study makes an important contribution to the Knowledge Spillover Theory 
of Entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2013) by testing the effect of perceived knowledge filter 
conditions on social entrepreneurial aspirations. Moreover, we aim to contribute to the 
academic debate on replicating social business models as a pathway to scale impact on new 
markets (Corner and Kearins, 2018). 

We found that low-perceived knowledge filter conditions have a positive causal relation 
with intentions to cooperate and enter the cross-border market, while high-perceived 
knowledge filter conditions do not. High-perceived knowledge filter conditions tend to 
overrule behavioral social entrepreneurial orientation. Moreover, social entrepreneurs 
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evaluate situational constraints before entering the cross-border market. The difference 
between low and high perceived knowledge filter conditions was proportional with the 
difference in intentions to cooperate before entering the cross-border market. This can 
be explained by the mitigating effect of participating in cross-border cooperation as a sup-
portive environment. In addition, social entrepreneurs are willing to take entrepreneurial 
risks as long as perceived situational constraints are at an acceptable level. Instead of cau-
tiousness, acceptable perceived knowledge filter conditions in combination with a desire 
to create social impact seem to elicit social risk-taking. Furthermore, as predicted by our 
study, social entrepreneurial orientation positively predicts the intentions to cooperate 
and enter the cross-border market. However, a moderating effect of social entrepreneurial 
orientation on the associations between perceived knowledge filter conditions and inten-
tions to cooperate and enter the cross-border market was not confirmed. We identified 
positive interaction effects but only for the low-perceived knowledge filter conditions. The 
interaction between low-perceived knowledge filter conditions and social entrepreneurial 
orientation alleviates the intention to cooperate. The situation depicted in the vignette with 
high-perceived knowledge filter conditions seems to have overruled individual differences 
in social entrepreneurial orientation. The interaction between low-perceived knowledge 
filter conditions and social entrepreneurial orientation also alleviates the intention to enter 
the cross-border market. This confirms the aforementioned finding that risk-taking replaces 
cautiousness under acceptable perceived uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. 

6.2 GENERAL DISCUSSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
DIRECTIONS 

The dissertation’s general research question was "What forms of complementarity exist 
between social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-border cooperation?" 
Under section 6.2, we will elaborate on the findings of section 6.1 by discussing them in 
two strands of complementarity. The complementarity was identified in relationships and 
situations where the two constructs mutually improve or emphasize each other’s qualities: 
(1) institutional complementarity and (2) operational complementarity. With institutional 
complementarity, we refer to governmental structures, public and social functions, and col-
lective norms and practices. With operational complementarity, we refer to functionality, 
daily practices, and implementation to achieve specific objectives. Each discussed strand of 
complementarity will also address critical remarks and directions for future research.

6.2.1 Strand 1 – Institutional complementarity 
Study 1 (Chapter 2) showed experts’ consensus on local embeddedness and social capital, 
which supports their importance for sustainable cross-border cooperation practices. Cross-
border cooperation programming, e.g., policy priorities addressed, rules and regulations, 
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and available funding, is well embedded in regional and local institutions as part of demo-
cratic governance processes. However, local communities or businesses are not always 
connected here. A strength of social business models is the involvement of local actors. The 
engagement of citizens, education, health care, businesses, or associations in local develop-
ment processes increases local embeddedness and social capital. Social entrepreneurship 
in cross-border cooperation projects augments the visibility and awareness of cross-border 
cooperation efforts by the Interreg program and Euroregion. A critical remark comes from 
study 4 (Chapter 5). Social business models implemented in their initial geographical context 
are not self-evidently successful in a new geographical context (Corner and Kearins, 2018). 
In other words, being embedded in one local community does not guarantee becoming 
embedded in another. We recommend further research on how social entrepreneurship 
can be integrated from the beginning at the cross-border cooperation project level or even 
at the stage of program preparation. A comparative case between Euroregions and the 
levels of social entrepreneurial engagement could reveal new insights here. 

Study 2 (Chapter 3) identified a pattern of social entrepreneurial ecosystem configurations 
across Europe. Such a pattern and the associated social entrepreneurial activity in border 
regions could complement each other on a national policy level. Roughly taken, the ecosys-
tem pattern distinguishes between EU Membership tenure of states and democratic versus 
socialist traditions. The Member States tenured with more extended EU memberships tend 
to prioritize operational ecosystem elements, whereas in more recently joined EU Member 
States, institutional ecosystem elements tend to prevail. This seems to correlate with a his-
tory of free market versus planned economy and country traditions of social welfare. We 
recommend further in-depth inquiries into the social entrepreneurial ecosystem disparities 
between EU Member States and how these relate to the landscape of social economies in 
the EU border regions. Future research should also include a potential shadow side of social 
entrepreneurship to replace governmental withdrawal from specific social, environmental, 
or economic domains. Supportive social entrepreneurial ecosystems are a means to an end 
for supporting social entrepreneurs and serving society. 

Study 2 (Chapter 3) showed that supportive social entrepreneurial ecosystems result in 
higher levels of social entrepreneurial activity in EU border regions. Ecosystem thinking and 
differentiating between supportive options could increase the social impact created by so-
cial entrepreneurs (Diaz Gonzalez and Dentchev, 2021). The ecosystem elements should not 
be regarded separately but as integrated elements (Stam and Van de Ven, 2019). Under the 
condition  that the appropriate elements are present in a cross-border region, specific com-
binations of elements become synergistic. Considering the Euroregion as a geographically 
demarcated ecosystem, a strength could be seen in the ecosystem elements’ visibility and 
recognition, network support, education-research-skills-development, and financial mea-
sures. As a specific feature of ecosystem elements in cross-border cooperation, the impact 
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of ecosystem elements will not stop at the country border. The presence of the elements in 
configurations should complement social entrepreneurs’ demands to reach out across the 
nearby border. We recommend further research into the impact of social entrepreneurial 
ecosystem elements in border regions. For instance, what is needed for policymakers and 
their cross-border counterparts to improve ecosystems? Another research direction recom-
mended is how instruments as the European Grouping for Territorial Cooperation (EGTC) or 
B-Solutions affect social entrepreneurial ecosystems beyond the border. 

6.2.2 Strand 2 – Operational complementarity
Strictly speaking, commercial activities, as explored in Study 1 (Chapter 2), are not part of 
cross-border cooperation. However, cross-border cooperation and social enterprise experts 
agreed to a certain degree about the added value of commercial activities for cross-border 
cooperation. This complementarity results from the finiteness of project approaches versus 
the continuation principles of entrepreneurial approaches. Given that cross-border coop-
eration projects often have limited resources to implement newly developed solutions in 
the market, this is a strength of self-sustaining social businesses. Social business models 
serve dual missions. To maintain the dual mission, self-sustainability and reinvestment of 
their earnings to create impact are necessary. Although cross-border cooperation experts 
advocate business involvement, two critical remarks devalue this complementarity. First, 
the social enterprise sector was considered too small for a substantial social impact in 
border regions. Second, there is a concern about social entrepreneurs’ difficult position 
compared to commercial enterprises. Study 2 (Chapter 3) shows how supportive social en-
terprise ecosystems contribute to social entrepreneurial activity in border regions. Indeed, 
there is an interdependent relationship between the size of the social enterprise sector 
and the supportiveness of social entrepreneurial ecosystems. We call for further research 
to identify the specific needs of social entrepreneurs to successfully implement innovation 
developed by cross-border cooperation projects in cross-border markets. 

In study 3 (Chapter 4), we investigated spillover effects, as external effects, from the 
knowledge and innovations by cross-border cooperation projects. External effects of the 
EU Cohesion Policy and cross-border cooperation intensity are associated with regional 
economic development (Basboga, 2020; Darvas et al., 2019). Spillover effects in terms of 
complementarity enable exogenous access to a cumulating body of knowledge created 
by long-standing cross-border cooperation programs and practices. Based upon tenets 
of the Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship (Acs et al., 2013), this body of 
knowledge is considered an entrepreneurial source for entrepreneurs operating in the 
project’s geographical environment. Communication and dissemination of project results 
are among the strengths of the Interreg program, complementing opportunity-driven social 
entrepreneurship. However, there are two critical remarks. First, in study 3 (Chapter 4), we 
took social entrepreneurial aspirations for granted, notwithstanding perceived growth or 
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scaling barriers (Davies et al., 2018; Corner & Kearins, 2018) and social entrepreneurial ori-
entation (Halberstadt et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2017). We addressed these factors in study 
4 (Chapter 5). Second, spillover effects do not lead to cross-border cooperation activities 
per se. Adoptive social entrepreneurs as economic agents might implement innovations 
from cross-border cooperation projects, but could limit this implementation to their home 
region, thus, on one side of the border. Indeed, this contributes to regional development 
and reducing disparities, but not to intensifying cross-border relationships. We recommend 
further investigating the impact of spillover effects on social entrepreneurship and how 
deliberately enhancing spillover effects enlarges the impact of innovative solutions created 
by cross-border cooperation projects.

Following the conclusions of study 1 (Chapter 2), complementarity between social entre-
preneurship and cross-border cooperation is in carrying out opportunities to an effect. The 
cross-border market was less of an opportunity for social enterprise experts than for cross-
border cooperation experts. Although experts’ opinions diverge, social entrepreneurs’ 
search for opportunities could be complemented by the policy priorities addressed in 
cross-border cooperation. Social entrepreneurs combine innovative use of resources to se-
quentially integrate social, ecological, and economic goals (Belz and Binder, 2015; Mair and 
Marty, 2005). Hence, a proven social innovation could be featured with specific attributes 
or extended to a new market. Given the rather exceptional scaling outside initial geographic 
contexts (Corner and Kearins, 2018), engaging in cross-border cooperation and intentions 
to cooperate provide a conditional opportunity. Conditional in this context refers to the 
knowledge filter conditions uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs as situational 
constraints. Study 4 (Chapter 5) showed how intentions to cooperate explain the pathway 
between perceived knowledge filter conditions and the intention to enter cross-border 
markets with social innovation. There is, however, a danger in too high-perceived knowl-
edge filter conditions, which tend to overrule social entrepreneurial aspirations. Support is 
needed for social entrepreneurs coping with uncertainty, asymmetry, and transaction costs. 
A strength of cross-border cooperation project partnerships is better access to relations, 
networks, and knowledge. We encourage further research on how perceived situational 
constraints could be accentuated, for instance, to the dimensions of social entrepreneurial 
orientation (Kraus et al., 2017). 

Figure 6.1 shows a conceptual framework integrating the institutional and operational com-
plementarity strands. The conceptual framework can be explained by the assumptions from 
study 1 (Chapter 2), the ecosystem element configurations identified in study 2 (Chapter 3), 
and the knowledge spillover effects identified in study 3 (Chapter 4). Situational constraints 
explain the need for institutional support to foster operational impact in border regions. 
The model includes both top-down and bottom-up processes to endeavor complementar-
ity between social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-border cooperation.
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The EU Cohesion Policy provides policy support through cross-border cooperation pro-
grams, which address regional policy priorities. Institutional complementarity arises when 
social entrepreneurship and cross-border cooperation gain from each other’s institutional 
strengths, such as social capital and local embeddedness, in similar social, environmental, 
and economic domains. Operational complementarity refers to how social entrepreneur-
ship and cross-border cooperation complement each other at the operational level. Social 
entrepreneurship can scale solutions from cross-border cooperation projects through 
market-based approaches. Cross-border cooperation creates new knowledge and networks 
that benefit social entrepreneurship. Spillover effects (knowledge exchange) form the 
bridge between the two constructs: they strengthen social entrepreneurship with new 
ideas, while cross-border cooperation benefits from the implementation power of social 
enterprises. Ultimately, this results in enhanced impact on regional development, empha-
sizing economic, social, and territorial cohesion.

6.3 LIMITATIONS 

Limitations are unavoidable with empirical research, but they address the directions for 
future research. We have tried to sequentially correct some limitations as we progressed 
from one study to the next, like developing a vignette experiment to gain causal tractabil-
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ity that was lacking in the previous chapters. However, several limitations remain and are 
worth mentioning. 

Some generic limitations of the empirical research presented in the dissertation are: (1) 
a geographical limitation, (2) a conceptual limitation, and (3) data limitations. First, the 
geographical focus of the dissertation is on social entrepreneurship and cross-border 
cooperation within Europe. Democratic processes and institutionalization of cross-border 
cooperation in the EU provide frameworks for legal structures and financial support within 
a program-based approach. Given this context, De Sousa (2013) developed his definition of 
cross-border cooperation, which we used throughout the dissertation. Although the broad 
description of this definition offers room for use outside the EU, cross-border cooperation 
frameworks will differ globally. Moreover, frameworks will also depend on historical back-
grounds and political situations that might differ from the EU. The definition from Mair and 
Marty (2005) for social entrepreneurship is universal, but here we consider global differ-
ences in rules and regulations and supportive ecosystems. Thus, replicating the research for 
other continents is a valuable option, but adaptation of the concepts and design to regional 
conditions is required. 

Second, we could envision investigating the complementarity between commercial entre-
preneurship and the EU Cohesion Policy. Due to the overlap in the field of play, we chose 
to investigate social entrepreneurship. However, commercial entrepreneurship becomes 
increasingly socially and environmentally responsible by developing new products and 
services. As such, the fields of play of commercial entrepreneurship shift more towards 
the sustainable solutions that cross-border cooperation projects foster. Investigating the 
complementarity between commercial enterprises or, more generally, business activities 
would have had a better critical mass than the relatively small social enterprise sector size. 
In addition, data availability would have been less problematic.

Considering data availability, we experienced this as a matter of two extremes, especially 
for studies 2 (Chapter 3) and 3 (Chapter 4). Data on cross-border cooperation projects was 
easily accessible through the KEEP. The EU database keeps a complete track of cross-border 
cooperation projects in Euroregions. On the contrary, reliable data on social enterprises 
heavily challenged our research. Nevertheless, despite the shortcomings due to these con-
straints, the results of our studies are valid and reliable. The shortcomings can be a point of 
departure for future research. 

Study 1 (Chapter 2) was explorative by nature, so a qualitative design was appropriate. 
We observe that the individual approach delivered sufficient data to set a baseline for the 
subsequent studies. We invited experts operating at all governance levels in different EU 
countries. Reflecting on this made us understand that a limiting factor was discussing the 
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complementarity between social entrepreneurship, the EU Cohesion Policy, and cross-
border cooperation at the individual level. As this is a particular issue, a focus group discus-
sion eliciting participants to interact about their opinions could have been a data-enriching 
approach (Saunders et al., 2019). Thereby, we consider three different group compositions. 
First, a focus group discussion between cross-border cooperation experts. Second, a focus 
group discussion between social enterprise experts. Third, a mixed focus group discussion 
with experts from both constructs. For each focus group, the participants selected would 
represent different governance levels. However, organizing such focus group discussions is 
challenging, but we encourage future research to explore this as an option. 

Study 2 (Chapter 3) and study 3 (Chapter 4) challenged us with data constraints on social 
enterprises. The extensive mapping study on social entrepreneurial ecosystems in Europe 
conducted by Borzaga et al. (2020) and the associated country reports provided us with the 
needed data to answer our research question. However, as Borzaga et al. (2020) indicated, 
the degree of reliability per country’s social enterprise numbers varied between very low 
and high, with a majority for average. Because the numbers are only available for a single 
moment in time (the first mapping study published by the EC (2015) provided too high vari-
ances), we could only conduct a cross-sectional study without having a baseline. Indeed, 
we encourage the EC to commission the following mapping study that is comparable to the 
study of Borzaga et al. (2020). We believe monitoring the social enterprise sector in the EU 
is an urgent matter and at the base of science. 

Study 3 (Chapter 4) exemplified ongoing data difficulties on social enterprises. Data require-
ments to test the hypothesis of study 3 (Chapter 4) were threefold. First, to measure social 
entrepreneurial activity as a response to cross-border cooperation projects, data for a mini-
mum of 20 years was needed. Because of the nascent state of the social enterprise sector, 
registration is limited and varies per country. Moreover, as we experienced in Luxembourg, 
governments adapt rules and legislations to optimize their fit in serving the social enter-
prise sector. Second, social enterprises included in the data must be located in Euroregions. 
Thus, even if a number of social enterprises are available for a country, the spread over the 
country impedes its usability. Third, the selected Euroregions should practice cross-border 
cooperation for 20 years. This combination of requirements yielded Luxembourg as a case 
study, but limited us from conducting similar studies in other Euroregions. 

The survey in study 4 had limited but sufficient responses to conduct the vignette study. 
Moreover, because experimental research often involves oversimplification, a more elabo-
rate design with four or six scenarios for manipulations would have been more realistic. 
Such a design, however, would have required a substantial sample, and focusing on social 
entrepreneurship, reaching out to such a sample was not realistic in the setup of this dis-
sertation. Similar to study 1 (Chapter 2), a focus group set up combining discussion with 
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completing a survey could have been an option. Such a design could mitigate the downside 
of scenarios that oversimplify real-world situations. However, since the survey’s target 
group consisted of only social entrepreneurs, it would not have been feasible to invite 
social entrepreneurs from different EU countries. 

6.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Based on the empirical data from study 1 (Chapter 2), the social enterprise experts tend to 
be less aware of what is being done by the EU Cohesion Policy programs and cross-border 
cooperation projects. The awareness changes, however, when approaching social enterprise 
experts at the local level. We propose two improvements to increase awareness about the 
EU Cohesion Policy and other EU programs. First, social enterprise interest organizations 
could showcase relevant EU programs better. For instance, the Euclid Network addresses 
Interreg funding in their funding toolkit. However, Interreg is not included in the funding 
overview provided by Social Enterprise NL. As Borzaga et al. (2020) mentioned, cross-
border cooperation activities could be regarded as a game-changer for the development of 
social enterprises. Second, the engagement of social entrepreneurs with EU programs could 
become part of monitoring. Data collection on the participation of social entrepreneurs is 
the basis for providing information to the sector, but also to the Euroregions. 

The impact of social entrepreneurial ecosystems extends beyond the country’s borders. 
Ecosystem elements or configurations of ecosystem elements differ between adjacent coun-
tries and, hence, in Euroregions. According to Stam and Van de Ven (2019), entrepreneurial 
ecosystem elements that support entrepreneurial development in one area may hinder its 
development in other areas. The complexity of cross-border social entrepreneurship is at 
the heart of national, regional, and local social entrepreneurial ecosystems. The strength of 
Euroregions can be seen in its central position when pursuing institutional complementarity. 
Euroregions could take ownership of the role as an ecosystem orchestrator. An ecosystem 
orchestrator focuses on a sustainable ecosystem, facilitates collaboration, creates value for 
its members, and drives innovation (Cobben et al., 2022). Strategic thinking, collaboration, 
and cultural awareness are skills for successful ecosystem orchestration. These orchestrator 
tasks and skills fit with the position of Euroregions (Durà et al., 2018). Operating in such 
an orchestrated ecosystem could support social entrepreneurship through Euroregional 
ecosystem actors, such as universities and incubators. 

Social entrepreneurs responded positively in their intentions to cooperate and enter the 
cross-border market with social innovation, but only when perceived uncertainty, asym-
metry, and transaction costs are acceptable. In such situations, social entrepreneurs tend to 
be less risk-averse when there is an opportunity to create social impact across the border. 
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However, social entrepreneurial orientation is overruled when perceived uncertainty, asym-
metry, and transaction costs become too high. To achieve operational complementarity be-
tween local ecosystem actors and social entrepreneurial intentions, providing the needed 
support for social entrepreneurs is pivotal here. On the one hand, social entrepreneurs 
could proactively reach out to support organizations, such as Euroregions, chambers of 
commerce, incubators, or universities. However, high-perceived uncertainty, asymmetry, 
and transaction costs might already have overruled social entrepreneurial orientation be-
fore the proactive action is taken. To avoid extinguishing the entrepreneurial flame, social 
entrepreneurs should be informed about the complexity of entering a cross-border market 
and how to cope with these situational constraints. A proactive approach from support 
organizations informing social entrepreneurs about coping with situational constraints is 
seen as essential.

6.5 CONCLUDING REMARKS

The inductive nature of the dissertation’s research requires exploring the field as the first 
task. Although the individual studies’ approaches vary between explorative and explana-
tory research, they all aim to contribute to this exploration of identifying complementarity 
between social entrepreneurship and the EU Cohesion Policy, or, cross-border cooperation, 
rather than rigorously testing it. 

During the research, we also learned about the complementarity between social entrepre-
neurship and the EU Cohesion Policy in success stories on social entrepreneurial involve-
ment in cross-border cooperation. Finding best practices in your field is very encouraging 
and motivating. However, as a research team, we also learned about the hidden complexity 
as a layer beneath our complementarity assumption. There is still a world to gain at the 
dispositional (firm), behavioral (social entrepreneur), and cross-border cooperation (Euro-
region/program/project) levels. 

Thus, we feel that this dissertation’s research is the beginning of a journey across EU coun-
try borders. We close Chapter 6 in the spirit of Jean Monnet. Cooperation between actors 
and factors in border regions emerges when, beyond different approaches and geographi-
cal contexts, there lies a common interest in reducing regional disparities and improving 
the quality of life.
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7.1 APPENDIX I (CHAPTER 3, STUDY 2)

Table 7.1 Calibrated scoring per Euroregion

Euroregion SEASEC VRE NWS ERS FIR FIS EU Region

Austria - Czech Republic 0,001 0,331 0,671 0,331 0,671 0,331 Central

Austria - Germany / Bavaria (Bayern - Österreich) 0,331 0,501 0,331 0,671 0,671 0,501 Central

Austria - Hungary 0,671 0,331 0,501 0,331 1,000 1,000 Central

Belgium - France (France - Wallonie - Vlaanderen) 0,671 0,331 0,671 0,671 1,000 0,671 Western

Belgium - The Netherlands (Vlaanderen - Nederland) 0,671 0,001 0,501 1,000 1,000 0,331 Western

Czech Republic - Poland 0,331 0,671 0,501 0,331 0,331 0,331 Eastern

Estonia - Latvia 0,001 0,001 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,501 Eastern

Finland - Estonia - Latvia - Sweden (Central Baltic) 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,331 Northern

Belgium - Germany - The Netherlands Euregio 
Meuse-Rhin / Euregio Maas-Rijn / Euregio Maas-
Rhein

0,671 0,001 0,331 1,000 1,000 0,331 Western

France - Belgium - Germany - Luxembourg (Grande 
Région / Großregion)

1,000 0,501 0,501 0,671 0,671 0,331 Western

France - Belgium - The Netherlands - United Kingdom 
(Les Deux Mers / Two seas / Twee Zeeën)

0,671 0,331 0,671 1,000 1,000 0,501 Western

France - Italy (ALCOTRA) 0,671 0,501 1,000 0,331 0,671 1,000 Southern

France - United Kingdom (Manche - Channel) 0,671 0,671 1,000 0,671 0,671 0,671 Western

Germany - Denmark 0,331 0,501 0,001 0,671 0,331 0,001 Northern

Germany - The Netherlands 0,331 0,331 0,001 0,671 0,671 0,331 Western

Germany / Bavaria - Czech Republic 0,331 0,501 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,001 Central

Germany / Mecklenburg - Western Pomerania / 
Brandenburg - Poland

0,671 1,000 0,331 0,671 0,501 0,331 Eastern

Greece - Bulgaria 0,331 1,000 0,671 0,331 0,001 0,671 Southern

Greece - Cyprus 0,001 0,501 0,671 0,671 0,001 0,331 Southern

Italy - Austria 1,000 0,331 0,671 0,331 1,000 0,671 Central

Italy - Croatia 0,671 0,671 1,000 0,331 0,671 0,671 Central

Italy - France (Maritime) 0,671 0,501 1,000 0,331 0,671 1,000 Southern

Italy - Slovenia 0,671 0,671 0,671 0,331 0,331 0,671 Southern

Latvia - Lithuania 0,331 0,331 0,671 0,331 0,331 0,671 Northern

Lithuania - Poland 0,671 1,000 0,671 0,671 0,501 0,331 Eastern

Poland - Denmark - Germany - Lithuania - Sweden 
(South Baltic)

0,671 0,671 0,331 0,671 0,331 0,001 Northern

Poland - Germany / Saxony 0,671 1,000 0,331 0,671 0,501 0,331 Central

Poland - Slovakia 0,331 0,671 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,671 Eastern

Romania - Bulgaria 0,331 0,671 0,001 0,001 0,001 0,331 Eastern
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7.2 APPENDIX II (CHAPTER 5, STUDY 4)

1 Vignette texts

Vignette 1: High knowledge filter conditions
As a social entrepreneur, you are located near the country border. Over the last ten years, 
you have built a robust and impactful social business specializing in inclusive technologies. 
Recently, you developed an app that was successfully tested in your home area. The next 
step is to scale up the app’s usage and consider entering the nearby cross-border market. 

At that moment, the Euroregion is approaching you to participate in an Interreg cross-
border cooperation project, RE-MOTIVE. RE-MOTIVE will pilot a social innovation using new 
technologies supporting elderly people in remote areas. The technology fits your recently 
developed app very well. Your entrepreneurial curiosity has been aroused, and participat-
ing in this project might be an interesting opportunity to take social innovation, including 
your app, to the cross-border market after the RE-MOTIVE project ends. However, you know 
the costs of developing the app in your home area and expect substantial additional costs 
when entering the cross-border market as a social business. Further, implementing the app 
requires collaborations with local stakeholders and institutions you are unfamiliar with, and 
you feel uncertain about dealing with rules and regulations in an unknown market. You also 

Table 7.1 Calibrated scoring per Euroregion (continued)
Euroregion SEASEC VRE NWS ERS FIR FIS EU Region

Romania - Hungary 0,671 0,331 0,331 0,001 0,331 0,671 Eastern

Slovakia - Austria 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,671 0,671 Central

Slovakia - Czech Republic 0,331 0,331 0,001 0,331 0,001 0,331 Central

Slovakia - Hungary 0,671 0,331 0,001 0,001 0,331 1,000 Eastern

Slovenia - Austria 0,331 0,501 0,501 0,671 0,671 0,501 Central

Slovenia - Croatia 0,331 0,671 0,671 0,671 0,331 0,501 Central

Slovenia - Hungary 0,671 0,501 0,331 0,331 0,331 0,671 Eastern

Spain - France - Andorra (POCTEFA) 0,671 0,501 0,671 0,671 0,671 0,671 Southern

Spain - Portugal (POCTEP) 0,331 0,331 0,671 0,671 0,671 0,331 Southern

United Kingdom - Ireland (Ireland - Wales) 0,331 0,501 1,000 0,671 0,331 0,331 Western

United Kingdom-Ireland (Ireland-Northern Ireland-
Scotland)

0,331 0,501 1,000 0,671 0,331 0,331 Western

SEASEC=Social enterprise sector; VRE=Visibility and recognition; NWS=Network support; 
ERS=Education, research and skills; FIR=Financial resources; FIS=Fiscal measures
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realize that existing social entrepreneurs already operating in the cross-border market will 
have specific knowledge you are lacking. 

Vignette 2: Low knowledge filter conditions
As a social entrepreneur, you are located near the country border. Ten years ago, you 
successfully implemented a web-based application that can be used to reduce local bio-
diversity losses. Since then, your social business evolved into an impactful and robust one 
in your home area, and the web-based application has proved to be very successful. To 
increase the app’s usage and scale social impact, you consider entering the nearby cross-
border market. 

At that moment, the Euroregion is approaching you to participate in an Interreg cross-
border cooperation project DIVERCITY. In DIVERCITY a social innovation will be developed 
as an innovative solution to mitigate border-exceeding biodiversity losses in densely 
populated areas through the latest web-based techniques and the commitment of disabled 
people and primary schools. You feel comfortable with the topic because of the affinity of 
this social innovation with your web-based application. Hence, this is an interesting op-
portunity to take social innovation to the cross-border market after the DIVERCITY project 
ends. You already developed the web-based application and you expect no additional costs 
when entering the cross-border market as a social business. Further, you have collaborated 
previously with local stakeholders and institutions and are familiar with how to deal with 
rules and regulations in the cross-border market. You also know that your social business 
and web-based application complement existing ones in the cross-border market.

2 Operationalization 
Table 7.2 provides the operationalization of the variables, the items for evaluation, and the 
references used to formulate the items. 
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Table 7.2 Operationalization 

Variables Item Scale reference

Knowledge filter conditions 
(Acs et al., 2013; Audretsch and 
Lehmann, 2005) 
(independent variable)

Incur substantial additional costs for my orga-
nization. 

Acs et al. (2013)

Involve a substantial degree of uncertainty. Acs et al. (2013)

Allow me to capitalize on the strengths of my 
newly developed app. 

Acs et al. (2013)

Cross-border market entry
(dependent variable)

The developed ... will be unique and innova-
tive.	

Mcgee et al. (2009)

The developed ... will be helpful and will have a 
substantial social impact.

Mcgee et al. (2009)

The developed ... is likely to bring me substan-
tial revenues.

Mcgee et al. (2009)

I wish to enter the cross-border market with 
my developed ...

Mcgee et al. (2009)

I am confident to successfully implement the 
developed ... in the cross-border market.

Mcgee et al. (2009)

I can design an effective marketing/advertising 
campaign for the developed ... application.

Mcgee et al. (2009)

I can estimate the start-up funds and working 
capital necessary to launch the ... in the cross-
border market.

Mcgee et al. (2009)

I can determine a competitive price for a 
developed ...

Mcgee et al. (2009)

Cross-border cooperation
(dependent variable)

I am willing to participate in the ... project. Durà et al. (2019)

I am participating in the ... project to advance 
a supportive environment for scaling the usage 
of the developed web-based application.

Durà et al. (2019)

I am participating in the ... project because the 
funding received is needed to scale impact in a 
new cross-border market.

Durà et al. (2019)

My participation as a partner in the ... project 
is relevant and valuable.

Durà et al. (2019)

I can promote my developed web-based appli-
cation as an integral part of the ... project.

Durà et al. (2019)

Collaborative design with other ... project 
partners will deliver products or services that 
will satisfy customer needs and wants in the 
cross-border market.

Durà et al. (2019)
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Table 7.2 Operationalization  (continued)
Variables Item Scale reference

Social entrepreneurial orientation 
(independent variable, moderating 
variable)

I actively seek opportunities to scale impact for 
social entrepreneurial activities 

Kraus et al. (2017), Belz 
and Binder (2015)

I have new and innovative ideas that create 
social impact

Kraus et al. (2017), Jans-
sen (2001)

I mobilize support for innovative ideas. Kraus et al. (2017), Jans-
sen (2001)

I implement innovative ideas in the market and 
evaluate their utility. 

Kraus et al. (2017), Jans-
sen (2001)

My entrepreneurial network supports oppor-
tunity identification, legitimation, and resource 
mobilizing.

Kraus et al. (2017), 
Folmer (2018)

Through my entrepreneurial skills and educa-
tion, I am confident to start or extent a social 
business.

Kraus et al. (2017), Karls-
son and Moberg (2013)

I have sufficient access to financial, human, 
and material resources needed to implement 
innovative ideas in the market.

Kraus et al. (2017), 
Davies et al. (2018)

Business introduction
(control variables)

How many years are you active as a social 
entrepreneur?

Bosma et al. (2016); 
Borzaga et al. (2020)
(country report UK)

What is the size of your business in terms of 
number of employees? 

Bosma et al. (2016); 
Borzaga et al. (2020)
(country report UK)

What type of product or service does your 
social business deliver? 

Corner and Kearins 
(2018)

In which municipality or region are you 
located?

Durà et al (2019)

Have you previously participated in the Eu-
ropean Interreg program for transnational or 
cross-border cooperation?

Zabielska (2020)

Have you ever considered entering the cross-
border market for scaling impact? 

Bosma et al. (2016), Cor-
ner and Kearins (2018) 
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3 Sample

Table 7.3 Sample selection

Sample Country Sample size 

Group 1 

1 Western Europe Belgium 10

The Netherlands 10

2 Eastern Europe Hungary 10

Romania 10

3 Northern Europe Denmark 10

Sweden 10

4 Southern Europe Italy 10

Spain 10

5 Central Europe Austria 10

Germany 10

Group 2

The Netherlands: Dutch-German border The Netherlands 44

The Netherlands: Dutch-Belgium border The Netherlands 17

Group 3

Germany, border region North Rhine-Westpha-
lia, Lower Saxony, and Schleswig-Holstein

Germany 20

Group 4

The Netherlands, province of Gelderland, prov-
ince of Overijssel

The Netherlands 13

Total group 1-4 194

Group 5

Snowballing through network contacts The Netherlands n.a.

Responses

Responses survey L-H 44

Responses survey H-L 52

Total responses 96 49%

Non-responses 42 21%

Valid responses 54 28%
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4 Responses

Table 7.4 Demographic data respondents

Responses (n=54) Percentage (%)
Vignette order 
-	 Low – high
-	 High – low 

33
21

61.1
38.9

Country
-	 The Netherlands
-	 Belgium
-	 Germany
-	 Austria
-	 Italy
-	 United Kingdom
-	 Sweden
-	 Denmark
-	 Hungary
-	 Rumania
-	 United States
-	 Other

21
4
3
1
2
2
1
3
1
2
8
6

38.9
7.4
5.6
1.9
3.7
3.7
1.9
5.6
1.9
3.7

14.8
11.1

Tenure
-	 0 < 3 years
-	 3 < 10 years
-	 > 10 years

6
32
16

11.1
59.3
29.6

Size 
-	 1 fte
-	 2 < 10 fte
-	 10 < 50 fte
-	 50 < 250 fte 
-	 > 250 fte

2
23
19
8
2

3.7
42.6
35.2
14.8
3.7

Sector
-	 Social support
-	 Work integration
-	 Health
-	 Education
-	 Environment
-	 Culture and tourism
-	 Industry, ICT
-	 Social business support
-	 Other

5
13
2
3
4
2
8

10
7

9.3
24.1
3.7
5.6
7.4
3.7

14.8
18.5
13.0

Previous participation in CBC
-	 Yes
-	 No

20
34

37.0
63.0

Intention to enter CBM
-	 Yes
-	 No

36
18

66.7
33.3
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SAMENVATTING

De laatste jaren is duidelijk geworden hoe kwetsbaar opgebouwde relaties tussen buur-
landen zijn. Maar ook hoe relevant regionale grensoverschrijdende samenwerking is voor 
langdurige vrede. Na de inval van Rusland in Oekraïne in februari 2022 werden alle lopende 
Europese Interreg-programma’s voor grensoverschrijdende samenwerking met Rusland 
stopgezet. Het leek alsof decennialang opgebouwde banden in één klap werden wegge-
vaagd. Sprekende voorbeelden zijn de drie Interreg-programma’s rondom de lange grens 
die Finland en Rusland scheidt. Tussen 2000 en 2020 waren er ruim 3.000 projectpartners 
betrokken bij deze grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten. Jean Monnet, één van 
de grondleggers van de EU, stelde dat mensen door samenwerking over geografische gren-
zen en onderlinge verschillen heen kunnen kijken en gezamenlijke belangen kunnen zien 
(Jean Monnet, z.d.). Laten we hopen dat dit inzicht bepalend is voor de toekomst van Eu-
ropa (en de rest van de wereld). Het bestendigen van grensoverschrijdende samenwerking 
door de inbreng van sociaal ondernemerschap zou hier een bijdrage aan kunnen leveren.

Dit proefschrift gaat over het belang van grensoverschrijdende samenwerking in EU-grens-
regio’s en de rol van sociaal ondernemerschap hierin. Grensoverschrijdende samenwerking 
is onderdeel van de EU Cohesion Policy, de hoeksteen voor Europese samenwerking. De sa-
menwerking in grensregio’s vindt plaats rondom thema’s zoals economische ontwikkeling, 
werkgelegenheid, competitiviteit, duurzame ontwikkeling en bescherming van de leefom-
geving en heeft tot doel om de verschillen tussen regio’s te verkleinen. Binnen de thema’s 
worden beleidsdoelstellingen geformuleerd voor het sociale, ecologische en economische 
domein, bijvoorbeeld rondom sociale inclusie, onderwijs, gezondheid, inzetbaarheid op de 
arbeidsmarkt, cultuur, hernieuwbare energie en biodiversiteit. Dit zijn thema’s waar soci-
aal ondernemerschap ook op aanhaakt. Sociaal ondernemers streven ernaar om sociale 
en economische waarde te creëren door nieuwe diensten, producten of programma’s te 
implementeren. 

Dit proefschrift veronderstelt een bepaalde mate van complementariteit tussen de ac-
tiviteiten van sociaal ondernemers en grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten. 
Complementariteit kan sociaal ondernemerschap kansen bieden om sociale innovaties 
verder te ontwikkelen of impact te vergroten. Complementariteit kan de projecten helpen 
om de ontwikkelde innovatieve oplossingen beter lokaal in te bedden, de betrokkenheid 
van grensbewoners te vergroten en de continuïteit na afloop van de projecten te borgen. 
Echter, de aanwezigheid van sociaal ondernemers is nog relatief beperkt en de veronder-
stelde complementariteit nog maar weinig onderzocht. De centrale onderzoeksvraag van 
dit proefschrift luidt: in welke mate bestaat er complementariteit tussen sociaal onderne-
merschap en de EU Cohesion Policy, ofwel grensoverschrijdende samenwerking? De on-
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derzoeken gedaan in de context van dit proefschrift zijn bedoeld om de complementariteit 
vanuit verschillende perspectieven verder te verkennen. 

Om de centrale onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden hebben we vier studies uitgevoerd. De 
eerste studie was exploratief van aard en kan worden gezien als een baseline-studie. De 
onderzoeksvraag was: welke complementariteit bestaat er tussen sociaal ondernemer-
schap en institutionele grensoverschrijdende samenwerking in de EU? Het doel was om 
de raakvlakken tussen sociaal ondernemerschap en grensoverschrijdende samenwerking 
te identificeren. Op basis van de literatuur en definities van sociaal ondernemen en grens-
overschrijdende samenwerking zijn de gedeelde drivers en characteristics vastgesteld. De 
definitie van De Sousa (2013) voor grensoverschrijdende samenwerking is: elke vorm van 
gecoördineerde actie tussen openbare en/of particuliere instellingen van de grensregio’s 
van twee (of meer) staten, gedreven door geografische, economische, culturele/identi-
teits-, politieke/leiderschapsfactoren, met als doel de (goede) nabuurschapsrelaties te 
versterken, gemeenschappelijke problemen op te lossen of gezamenlijk middelen tussen 
gemeenschappen te beheren via alle beschikbare samenwerkingsmechanismen. De defini-
tie van sociaal ondernemen is: een sociale onderneming werkt als een regulier bedrijf en 
heeft een vergelijkbaar ontwerp, maar heeft een primair doel om de samenleving te die-
nen. Verder is een sociale onderneming zelfvoorzienend en betaalt deze de investeringen 
van de eigenaren terug. We vonden dat sociaal ondernemerschap en grensoverschrijdende 
samenwerking elkaar kunnen versterken door het creëren van ondernemerskansen, een 
sterkere lokale inbedding, het toenemen van sociaal kapitaal (vertrouwen, wederkerigheid, 
wederzijdse afhankelijkheid) of zelfs het ontwikkelen van commerciële activiteiten. Deze 
uitkomst hebben we besproken met vijftien experts op verschillende bestuurlijke niveaus 
(EU, landelijk, regionaal, lokaal). Uit de eerste studie bleek dat er consensus was tussen de 
experts over lokale inbedding en sociaal kapitaal. Consensus ontbrak echter waar het ging 
om ondernemerskansen en commerciële activiteiten. De focus van de vervolgstudies lag 
dan ook in deze richting. 

De tweede studie richt zich op de commerciële activiteiten met als focus het effect van 
vigerende ecosystemen voor sociaal ondernemerschap. Ecosystemen zijn door Stam en 
Spigel (2016) gedefinieerd als: wederzijds afhankelijke actoren en factoren zodanig geco-
ördineerd waardoor productief ondernemerschap mogelijk wordt. De onderzoeksvraag 
van de tweede studie was: wat is het effect van ecosystemen voor sociaal ondernemers 
activiteiten in een EU grensoverschrijdende context? Voor deze studie zijn 4.357 grens-
overschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten in 40 Euroregio’s onderzocht op de deelname 
van sociale ondernemingen. Het betrof hierbij de Interreg-programmaperiode 2014-2020. 
Als onafhankelijke variabele is de aanwezigheid van ecosystemen in de Euroregio’s vast-
gesteld, waarbij de ecosystemen zijn opgedeeld in vijf elementen: (1) zichtbaarheid en 
herkenning, (2) ondersteunende netwerken, (3) onderwijs-onderzoek-vaardigheden, (4) 
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financiële middelen en (5) fiscale maatregelen. De mate van aanwezigheid van stand-alone 
en configuraties van elementen is gerelateerd aan de deelname van sociaal ondernemers 
in de grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten. De resultaten laten zien stand-alone 
elementen een relatief beperkt effect hebben op de activiteiten van sociaal ondernemers. 
Configuraties van elementen hebben daarentegen een relatief sterk effect. Er is duidelijk 
sprake van synergie tussen verschillende elementen. De configuratie van zichtbaarheid 
en herkenning, onderwijs-onderzoek-vaardigheden en financiële middelen is daarbij een 
noodzakelijke voorwaarde gebleken voor de activiteiten van sociaal ondernemers. Ook 
blijkt het dat de impact van ecosystemen niet stopt aan de grens. Hoewel bepaalde ele-
menten van ecosystemen sterk verankerd zijn in nationale wet- en regelgeving, geldt dat 
minder voor elementen als netwerken, onderwijs en onderzoek. Tenslotte kwam uit de 
studie een patroon van geografische spreiding van ecosysteemconfiguraties over Europa. 
Hoewel deze uitkomst buiten de scope van studie lag, is het vermoeden dat culturele, poli-
tieke en historische invloeden een rol spelen.

In de derde studie ligt de focus op ondernemerskansen die ontstaan vanuit grensoverschrij-
dende samenwerkingsprojecten. De partners in de projecten zoeken vaak naar innovatieve 
oplossingen en communiceren daarover met de buitenwereld. Gebaseerd op eerder on-
derzoek naar de externe effecten van grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten en 
de Knowledge Spillover Theory of Entrepreneurship is de veronderstelling van deze studie 
dat de innovatieve oplossingen worden opgepakt en vermarkt door sociaal ondernemers 
buiten het project. De onderzoeksvraag voor deze studie is: wat zijn de spillover-effecten 
van nieuwe en innovatieve kennis uit grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten als 
bron voor sociaal ondernemerschap? Deze vraag is getest op Interreg-programma’s in 
Luxemburg tussen 2000-2020 gerelateerd aan het aantal sociale ondernemingen. Bij het 
optreden van spillover-effecten is er een aantal regionale uitwerkingen. Ten eerste zal een 
toenemende sociaal ondernemersactiviteit leiden tot economische groei en sociale impact. 
Ten tweede zal het effect op sociale cohesie in de grensregio’s toenemen. Daarbij moet de 
kanttekening worden geplaatst dat spillover-effecten niet per se tot grensoverschrijdend 
ondernemen leiden. De sociaal ondernemer is in dit geval een economisch agent en kan 
besluiten om de innovatieve oplossing in de eigen regio te vermarkten. 

De tweede en derde studie waren een opmaat naar de vierde studie. In de vierde studie 
hebben we naar causale relaties gezocht tussen situationele beperkingen en de intentie 
om samen te werken en de grensoverschrijdende markt te betreden met sociale innovatie. 
Daarbij is het effect van sociale ondernemersoriëntatie op deze relaties meegenomen. 
De onderzoeksvraag is: hoe beïnvloeden situationele beperkingen, zoals de kennisfilter-
voorwaarden, de intenties om samen te werken en grensoverschrijdende markten te 
betreden, terwijl het opschalen van impact wordt geaccentueerd door de sociaal onderne-
mersoriëntatie? De kennisfiltervoorwaarden komen uit de Knowledge Spillover Theory of 
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Entrepreneurship en betreffen de onzekerheid, informatieongelijkheid en transactiekosten 
om van innovatieve naar economische kennis te komen. De onderzoeksvraag is onderzocht 
door middel van een experimentele vignetstudie. Door middel van vragenlijsten hebben 
we twee gemanipuleerde situaties aan sociaal ondernemers in Europese grensregio’s 
voorgelegd. We konden een causaal verband aantonen tussen de perceptie van de si-
tuationele beperkingen en intenties om samen te werken en de markt te betreden. Een 
lage perceptie van onzekerheid, informatieongelijkheid en transactiekosten leidt hierbij 
tot hogere intenties in vergelijking tot hogere percepties. Bij hogere percepties lijkt het 
dat ondernemersoriëntatie, bijvoorbeeld om situationele beperkingen op te lossen door 
samenwerking, wordt overruled. Hierdoor bewegen sociaal ondernemers verder weg van 
ondernemerskansen. Een toename in de verandering tussen de lage en hoge percepties 
van situationele beperkingen leidt tot een toename van de intentie om samen te werken. 
De intentie om samen te werken speelt tevens een mediërende rol in de besluitvorming 
om de grensoverschrijdende markt te betreden. Samenwerking, in dit geval met de Euro-
regio en de projectpartners, draagt bij aan het mitigeren van gepercipieerde situationele 
beperkingen die anders het toetreden van de markt zouden belemmeren. Een toename in 
de verandering tussen de lage en hoge percepties van situationele beperkingen blijkt ook 
te leiden tot een toename van de intentie om de grensoverschrijdende markt te betreden. 
Deze uitkomst was andersom verwacht en kan worden verklaard door de risicodimensie 
van sociale ondernemersoriëntatie waarbij een sterk verlangen om impact te creëren leidt 
tot het nemen van risico’s. Ten slotte is de modererende rol van sociale ondernemersori-
ëntatie onderzocht. Om te beginnen heeft sociale ondernemersoriëntatie een significant 
effect op de intentie om samen te werken en de grensoverschrijdende markt te betreden. 
In beide gevallen is het effect hoger bij een lagere perceptie van onzekerheid, informatieon-
gelijkheid en transactiekosten. Een modererend effect op de relatie tussen de perceptie van 
situationele beperkingen en de intentie om samen te werken of de grensoverschrijdende 
markt te betreden, is niet aangetoond. Wel is er sprake van een interactie-effect tussen de 
perceptie van situationele beperkingen en sociale ondernemersoriëntatie op de intentie 
om samen te werken en de markt te betreden, maar alleen bij een lage perceptie van de 
situationele beperkingen.

Kijken we naar de algehele resultaten van dit proefschrift, dan kunnen we stellen dat er 
sprake is van complementariteit tussen sociaal ondernemerschap en de EU Cohesion Policy 
in de vorm van grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten. De sterktes zitten hierbij 
vooral in lokale inbedding en sociaal kapitaal (vertrouwen, wederkerigheid, wederzijdse 
afhankelijkheid). De zwaktes liggen op het gebied van ondernemerskansen en commerci-
ële activiteiten. Deze zwaktes spiegelen zich in de relatief beperkte deelname van sociaal 
ondernemers in grensoverschrijdende samenwerkingsprojecten. Hoewel er zeker kansen 
zijn voor sociaal ondernemerschap zijn de ecosystemen onvoldoende geëvolueerd. Door 
spillover-effecten van innovatieve kennis naar sociaal ondernemers in de Euroregio kan 



183

de complementariteit zich ook indirect voordoen. De ondernemers nemen niet deel in de 
projecten, maar gebruiken de kennis voor impactdoeleinden. Dit hoeft niet per se te leiden 
tot versterkte cohesie tussen de buurlanden, maar is wel een positief extern effect op de 
regionale economie en impact. 

De bijdragen van de onderzoeken in het proefschrift zijn onder te brengen in twee ken-
niscomponenten: (1) institutionele en (2) operationele componenten. We beginnen met 
drie institutionele bijdragen. Ten eerste zijn de Interreg-programma’s vaak goed ingebed 
in regionale democratische processen, maar ontbreekt het vaak aan betrokkenheid van 
lokale gemeenschappen of ondernemers. Het betrekken van deze lokale grensactoren is 
een kracht van sociale businessmodellen en zou een positieve bijdrage kunnen leveren. Een 
kanttekening daarbij is dat goed functionerende sociale businessmodellen in geografische 
context A niet per definitie ook goed functioneren in geografische context B. Ten tweede is 
er een patroon gevonden in de verspreiding van configuraties van elementen van sociaal 
ondernemers-ecosystemen over Europa. Hier lijkt grofweg een verdeling gemaakt te kun-
nen worden tussen van oudsher democratische (west, noord, midden) en meer socialistisch 
(oost, zuid) georiënteerde landen. Daarbij zien we een grotere sociale ondernemersactivi-
teit in de grensregio’s van de democratisch georiënteerde landen. Een factor die hierbij een 
rol kan spelen is dat deze landen over het algemeen langer betrokken zijn bij de Interreg-
programma’s. Hoewel de geografische allocatie van ecosystemen ook in eerder onderzoek 
is geïdentificeerd, is verder onderzoek naar de onderliggende factoren nodig. Ten derde 
zien we dat elementen van de ecosystemen elkaar onderling versterken terwijl een geïso-
leerd ecosysteem-element een beperkt effect heeft op sociale ondernemersactiviteit in 
grensregio’s. Daarbij is het van belang dat de elementen van ecosystemen voldoen aan de 
supportbehoefte van sociaal ondernemers. Ook lijkt de invloed van ecosystemen niet aan 
de grens te stoppen. Dat wil zeggen, bepaalde maatregelen om sociaal ondernemerschap 
te ondersteunen in land A lijken door te werken naar sociale ondernemersactiviteit in buur-
land B.

We sluiten deze samenvatting af met drie operationele bijdragen. De eerste operationele 
bijdrage vindt zijn grond in het verschil tussen de eindigheid van projecten en het continuï-
teitsbeginsel van ondernemen. De inbreng van ondernemerschap zou de implementatie en 
verdere ontwikkeling van sociale innovaties kunnen bestendigen. De tweede operationele 
bijdrage betreft de spillover-effecten van innovatieve kennis waarbij sociaal ondernemers 
de ontvangers zijn. Dit effect zou de impact van grensoverschrijdende projecten kunnen 
vergroten. De aandacht voor disseminatie van grensoverschrijdende projecten speelt hier-
bij een belangrijke rol. Maar spillover-effecten betekenen niet per se meer grensoverschrij-
dende samenwerking. Sociaal ondernemers kunnen ervoor kiezen om sociale innovaties 
enkel in de eigen omgeving te implementeren. Een derde operationele bijdrage betreft het 
inzicht dat het negatieve effect van hoge percepties van situationele beperkingen voorko-
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men moet worden. Er is gebleken dat hoge percepties sociale ondernemersoriëntatie kun-
nen overrulen, terwijl onzekerheid, informatieongelijkheid en transactiekosten juist door 
samenwerking kunnen worden weggenomen.
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