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Preface: Personal Note

Creating value for people would be the one of the most satisfying feelings people could ever
hope to imagine. That is why, | was always curious about business, management and marketing.
| have also understood the socio-economic influence coming from diverse marginalized

communities and motto | like the most is:

“The power of diversity is the common wealth for our communities.”

I personally have been involved in entrepreneurial activities since 2015 when | co-founded
social enterprise which was trying to solve socialization problems among kids. Later on, I
became one of the coordinators of non-governmental organization (NGO) which was and still
is dealing with inclusive society and youth’s social inclusion. That is why, it was very essential
for me to choose this topic and have solid research on social entrepreneurship for my PhD

journey.

This thesis is related to social and ecological enterprises in Azerbaijan, however the topics are
also issue in other countries as well, since it focuses on the phenomena more than the
geographical context. What social and ecological entrepreneurs are working for are essential to
the community satisfaction involving both customers and staff as well as our world and
environment. All people involved in businesses should be aware of the impact they have on

consumers, employees and off course, on our planet.

“Still have a hope to see the world better than we found.”

Hikmat Mursalzade, March 2025.



Acknowledgements

This work is a tribute to my belated father Dr. Tofiq Miirsalov who was one of the kindest
persons | have ever known. Dedicating my thesis to him personally made it easier for me to
accomplish this PhD degree.

It has been a challenge to assemble a research project of this nature during long period of time.
Various individuals have helped me in these difficult times and during the development process
of my thesis work.

Firstly, I would like to thank to my supervisors Dr. Moreno Frau and Dr. Tamara Keszey whose
advice, guidance and patience has been crucial in supporting me through this rewarding, yet
challenging journey.

Secondly, | want to show my immense gratitude to my mom Dr. Komalo Israfilova, my wise
grandparents Basti Israfilova, Dr. Prof. Mahir Israfilov and my exceptionally brave aunt Xatiro

Israfilova along with my uncle Miisfiq israfilov for their ongoing support, love and care.

Additionally, I would like to thank to social entrepreneur and managers Sara Rajabli, Teresa
Hamlin, Togrul Ismayilov, Rahim Mammadli, Gunay Rzazade, llgar Taghiyev, Gulsaba
Yagublu, Khatira Pashayeva, Etibar Khidirov, Nigar Muzaffarova, Ismayil Asadov, Javid

Nabizade, Mahammad Kekalov, and Saadat Tahmazzade for taking part in this research.

Lastly, I would also like to thank everyone in Corvinus University of Budapest for their support
and guidance over this challenging year and the years before. For me it was honor to study in

this university.



The Phoenix Effect - Rising from Crisis through Digital
Collaboration: How Crisis affects Social Enterprises’
Digitalization for Value Co-Creation

Abstract

Increasing popularity of social initiatives makes it necessary for researchers to understand
firms’ attitudes in the context of social entrepreneurship. Social businesses can improve or alter
their strategies and communicate more effectively with consumers, employers and employees
according to their needs. Even though there are an established literature about entrepreneurship
and business in general, research from marketing and management perspective, analyzing how
digitalization and value co-creation affects social enterprises needs further investigation.

In practice, there is typically a collaborative relationship among social entrepreneurship,
digitalization, and value co-creation, enhancing the positive influence of each: Digitalization
simplifies communication, facilitating social entrepreneurs in co-creating value with different
stakeholders, interconnection possesses the potential for bringing social change, and
technologies help social entrepreneurs in creating novel solutions and adapting to evolving
needs (Loukopoulos & Papadimitriou, 2022; Chandna, 2022; Mursalzade et al., 2023).
Additionally, all three concepts are in close harmony with the Sustainable Development Goals
outlined by the United Nations: The progress towards attaining the SDGs can be hastened
through digital transformation, facilitating social development, and social entrepreneurship
involving innovative sustainable business models strives to generate positive social and
ecological changes (Lin et al., 2019; Ratten, 2022; Mursalzade et al., 2023).

Thus, our studies aimed to understand connections between digitalization, value co-creation,
social entrepreneurship and crisis. It had systematic literature review and qualitative research
methodologies of multiple case study as well as longitudinal case study. Therefore, research
questions were developed based on existing literature and theories as well as individuals
(entrepreneurs or employees in social enterprises) who participated in this research. The results
suggested that digitalization improves value co-creation processes in social enterprises. At the
same time, it was revealed that crises have also role in this. Crisis and market turbulence
increase digital collaborations, as a result, there is increased resilience in social entrepreneurship

amidst the adversities and difficulties.



Study 1 is a systematic literature review which aims to understand the connections between
digitalization, value co-creation and social entrepreneurship. The article also aims to identify
future research areas related to these connections. We* selected a final panel of 61 journal
articles and synthesize their findings. First of all, we reveal literature gaps. Regarding the first
research gap, our research identifies themes connecting the three streams of literature that need
improvement. Second gap is a lack of COVID-19 focus in studies about digitalization, value
co-creation and social entrepreneurship. Finally, we provide theoretical contributions and
recommend directions for future research on digitalization, value co-creation and social

entrepreneurship.

Enterprises prioritizing social issues over profit maximization can lead to value co-creation,
especially in marginalized and unprivileged communities. In this regard, Study 2 explores
underlying theoretical mechanisms that tie digitalization and value co-creation together for
social entrepreneurship’s development. The second article aims to identify how digitalization
enables value co-creation for social enterprises. We conduct multiple case studies, have 11 in-
depth face-to-face interviews with social entrepreneurs from Azerbaijan and synthesize the
findings from primary and secondary data. As a result, we reveal that digitalization enables
value co-creation for social entrepreneurship through the new phenomenon, which we call Data-
driven Social Co-creation (DSC), and its subcategories such as Efficiency, Resource
Mobilization, Feedback Loops and Data Utilization. Finally, we recommend DSC framework
which shows the relationship between digitalization and value co-creation in social
entrepreneurship, and which is the study main theoretical contribution to the social
entrepreneurship literature. Additionally, we provide a research agenda on the respective

research field.

*We — “We” pronoun was used throughout the thesis, because I conducted these research studies with supervision of my

professors dear Dr. Moreno Frau and Dr. Tamara Keszey within our Co-Cre8 research group.



Crisis and market turbulence can cause changes in digitalization and value co-creation of social
enterprises. In this regard, this paper explores fundamental theoretical mechanisms that connect
digitalization and value co-creation with each other for social enterprises within the context of
crisis and market turbulence. Study 3 aims to identify how crisis and market turbulence affect
over time the way social enterprises employ digitalization to enable value co-creation. We
conduct longitudinal case studies of 10 in-depth face-to-face interviews with the social
entrepreneurs from Azerbaijan and synthesize the findings from primary and secondary data.
Consequently, we reveal that social enterprises using digital collaboration can have more
resilience against the crisis. Simultaneously, crisis and market turbulence affect the way social
enterprises use digitalization for collaboration through the new phenomena which we call
Crisis-Resilient Digital Ecosystem, Transformative Resilience Network, and Synergistic
Economic Resilience which were tailored by their sub-categorical elements such as Crisis-
Responsive Entrepreneurial Mindset; Digital Transformation; Value Co-Creation within
Community; Agile Work Environments; Economic and Market Considerations. Finally, we
theorized Interconnected Resilience Framework which shows the relationship between market
turbulence and social entrepreneurship’s digital collaboration. This model and event-ordered

matrix is the study main theoretical contribution to social entrepreneurship and crisis literature.

This thesis has opened many further research areas and added to the already existing research
of social entrepreneurship. Social enterprises are becoming the driving force behind the move

towards social justice and with new social start-ups and enterprises, this trend will go on.

Keywords: Digitalization, Value Co-Creation, Social Entrepreneurship, Crisis, Market Turbulence.

JEL Codes: H12 Crisis Management, L31 Nonprofit Institutions, NGOs, Social Entrepreneurship, M31 Marketing.
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1. General Introduction

In our modern world, new field of entrepreneurship has emerged: Social enterprises
are in the process of opening new doors for the employees, as well as employers
(Mursalzade, 2024). Social Entrepreneurship (hereinafter SE) makes innovations, creates
resource utilization and tries to contribute to the solutions of social and ecological problems
to co-create value (Wu et al., 2020) and to cause positive societal changes (Dacin et al.,
2010). Therefore, the broader research topic of this doctoral thesis work is about social
entrepreneurship. More in detail, this thesis explains the social enterprises’ digitalization
and value co-creation (hereinafter VCC). Additionally, one of the studies in this scientific
research explore digital collaboration of social enterprises from the perspective of crisis

and market turbulence.

The broader topic of social entrepreneurship is important from several social and
managerial perspective such as youth unemployment, growing social problems and rise of
digitalization and value co-creation as few of the solutions (Mursalzade, et al., 2023). The
concern of unemployment is mounting negative results for people, specifically one of the
most recent generations to enter the workforce - the Millennials, who are individuals born
between 1980 and 2000, and are called Millennials because of their closeness to the new
millennium and being raised in a more digital age (Kaifi et al., 2012). One potential solution
for unemployment and poverty in general is social enterprise that hires the hard-to-employ
and offer on-the-job training to transform workers into employment. It targets low-income
individuals with a barrier to work — disconnected youth who are neither enrolled in school

nor working along with many other unprivileged groups (Corinth, 2017).

Unemployment has dangerous results for young people’s well-being and makes economic
growth very slow (Council of Economic Advisors, 2016). Several causes were cited for
unemployment phenomenon such as decreased demand for employees with low sKill levels,
weakening eligibility standards for welfare and disability programs, changes in communities’

expectations and stigma surrounding unemployed youth (Doar, Holzer, & Orrell, 2017).
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As a solution to unemployment, the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner Muhammad Yunus
suggested new approach of microcredits — small loans to poor people (Yunus & Weber, 2007).
The Gramen Bank that he founded, is the bank in which the poor borrowers become
shareholders and so the profit sharing and sustainability are balanced with outreach to create
maximum effect for the poor. To sum up, Gramen Bank model is for profit-making businesses
owned by poor people, therefore the dividends go to poor (Yunus & Weber, 2007). On one
hand, Milton Friedman in 1970 argued that the social responsibility of business comes, before
everything else, to maximize profits, because without profit there are no wages paid and no
company with a surplus to offer anyone (Pellet, 2008). On the other hand, many business
leaders and activists consider that enterprises have a responsibility to support different causes
by being good corporate citizens and even such things will eventually benefit the business and
investors by bringing high rates of Return on Investment. As an illustration, Mark Manoff —
former vice chairman of Ernst and Young notes that more and more partner organizations are
recognizing the synergies between agenda items that are socially conscious and shareholder
value creation, thus it requires a long-term commitment, but several firms recognize the
benefits of initiatives (Pellet, 2008).

Similarly, in another social business model, investors seeking social benefits create special type
of company — a social enterprise where the mission of the form is not profit-maximization, but
maximization of social indicators. In this second model, dividends are not distributed, and all
profits are kept for growth (Yunus & Weber, 2007). Yunus (2007) roots the social business
concept in modern-day behavioral realities, where several people do not desire to work with
profit maximizing businesses, who aspire to address social and ecological problems and who
realise government, NGOs and charity are not the answer. Additionally, Corporate Social
Responsibility is limited to what is good for the corporate image and leads to profit
maximization, while Social Business alone is outside the profit-seeking world, aims to solve
social problems by using business methods such as the creation and sale of products or services
(Yunus, 2010, p. 22).

Relevance of social entrepreneurs in rural destination development is also important. It is hard
for rural regions to sustain communities and attract tourists. Thus, it is often social businesses
that are involved in developing innovative and creative ideas, products and services. Mottiar,

Boluk, and Kline (2018) carried out interviews in rural Ireland, USA and South Africa. They
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identified that social business leaders are like opportunists, catalysts, network architects, and
have significant impact on tourism and rural development (Mottiar, Boluk, & Kline, 2018).

Another research suggested that role of social businesses is essential for empowering women
of rural regions. Like other unprivileged groups, women of rural regions can also be vulnerable
social groups with high risk of social exclusion and poverty. Simultaneously, research results
depicted that women don’t lag far behind men with regard to creating new business ideas and
following business opportunities. Fortitude, common help and sharing of business threats and
obligations, which come with social business, may empower ladies in provincial zones to enter

and support in innovative activities (Vidovic, Peric, & Jozanc, 2015).

Our contemporary world also empowers digitalization which is defined as a rise in the
usage of computer or digital technology by an organization, industry or country (Brennen
& Kreiss, 2016). Albeit digitalization can significantly affect entrepreneurship, there is yet
restricted information about its results (Elia et al., 2020). Therefore, more studies are
required to see the results of digital transformation and its connection with social businesses
more obviously. Furthermore, other than digitalization, social entrepreneurship also can
use the process of value co-creation (Lin et al., 2019) which is the joint creation of value
by the enterprise and the customers, letting them to co-construct service experience to

adjust their needs (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004).

That is why, the theoretical positioning of this thesis is not only embed to the literature of
social enterprises; but also, the phenomena of digitalization or digital transformation
(hereinafter DT) and value co-creation (VCC) is the other main viewpoints to be looked at.
Thus, the aim of this doctoral thesis and 3 studies in it is to investigate the relationships
between digitalization and value co-creation in the context of social entrepreneurship. In
the initial research, social entrepreneurship, digitalization and value co-creation — three
compatible streams of literature — are connected with each other. Resonating with the
research objective, Study 1 (Systematic Literature Review) answered the following

research question:

e What underlying mechanisms tie digitalization, value co-creation and social

entrepreneurship?
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After the systematic literature review has answered this research question, the PhD research
is continued qualitatively with exploratory multiple case studies of social enterprises and
in-depth interviews of mostly millennial social entrepreneurs who live and work in the

Republic of Azerbaijan.

Therefore, our study creates a knowledge thought theory building in the fields of social
entrepreneurship, digital transformation and value co-creation, as well as exhibits insightful
research to decrease the discrepancies and gaps in the literature. Thus, this study argues that
responses obtained through qualitative methods could provide more depths to the investigation
regarding the social entrepreneurship and add novelty to previous literature by contributing the
addition of information to business and management. Accordingly, the overall study aims to
understand social enterprises, digitalization and value co-creation. Its main objectives are to
identify thematic and conceptual connections by revealing insights behind social
entrepreneurs’ perceptions. From these research objectives, it was vital to answer the following

questions in this PhD thesis after the systematic literature review:

e How digitalization enables value co-creation for social entrepreneurship’s
development? (Study 2)
e How crisis and market turbulence affect the way social enterprises employ

digitalization for value co-creation? (Study 3)

Therefore, this doctoral research is meaningful for both researchers for its theoretical
contributions and for social entrepreneurs for its managerial applications. By combining 3
studies, this doctoral dissertation is built up by the methodologies of systematic literature
review, multiple case studies and longitudinal case studies. Other than above-mentioned
highlighted main research questions, 3 studies in this doctoral dissertation got published in

different journals (Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of Studies.

Study

Methodology

Findings and Theoretical

Contributions

Publication Status

Study 1

Systematic Literature

Review

Finding 1: There is positive
relationship among SE, DT,
VCC.

Finding 2: There is lack of
focus in COVID-19’s role.
We  provided  Research
Agenda  with  Research
Questions for Future

Scientific Research.

Published in Budapest
Management Review
(MTMT A)

Study 2

Multiple Case Studies

F1: Digitalization enables
VCC for SE through the new
phenomenon, which we call
Data-driven Social Co-
creation (DSC), and its
subcategories such as
Efficiency, Resource
Mobilization, Feedback
Loops and Data Utilization.
F2: Digital Strategy
Assessments on indicators to
measure digitalization’s

impact.

Published in Society and
Economy (Scopus
indexed Q3)

Study 3

Longitudinal Case Studies

F1: Interconnected Resilience
Framework depicting
mechanisms connecting
Crisis, Market Turbulence
and SE’s Digital
Collaboration.

F2: Event-ordered Matrix for
Crises’ Impact on Social

Enterprises.

Published in Budapest
Management
(MTMT A)

Review

Source: own compilation
In detail, the main specific purpose of this thesis work is to find the theoretical connation that

tie SE, DT and VCC during crises, and our Figure 1 is coherent with this aim. The presented

research and its results can eventually provide insightful information for entrepreneurs who
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want to improve their products or services and communicate effectively with employees,
according to their needs. This topic is very important because the findings can be particularly
beneficial because this research will not be based only on secondary data, but also primary data
of respondents in the form of face-to-face interviews.

Digitalization

.

Data-Driven
Social Co-Creation

/ Efficiency

Study 1

e .
[ B ] e Entr Sfcr:al rshi
Mobilization epreneursnip
Study 2 -
Feedback Loops
}
Data Utilization
.
\ 1
Crisis and 4 ; \
Market
Turbulence Value Co-Creation
Cridieco
) Transrenet

Digital Collaboration in :>
Social Entrepreneurship
\ J y, \_ J

Study 3

Fig. 1. Structure of Dissertation: Connecting Study 1 (outer blue),
Study 2 (inner purple) and Study 3 (outer red).

We created Figure 1 to show the structure of this dissertation, as well as the connection between

our three studies. Starting with the elements of “COVID-19”, “Digitalization”, “Value Co-

Creation” and “Social Entrepreneurship” which are outer blue parts, we can easily summarize

15



Study 1 and mention that our systematic literature review analysis revealed that COVID-19
affected Digitalization and Value Co-Creation which impacted Social Entrepreneurship.
Digitalization decreased COVID-19 challenges (Zahra, 2021) and increased collaborations for
social enterprises (Loukopoulos & Papadimitriou, 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic caused a
lack of government action, leading to increased social initiatives and digital social
entrepreneurship to improve stakeholder satisfaction (Ibafiez et al., 2022). If we connect these
findings, we can easily sense that COVID-19 increased the level of digital transformation, and
digitalization positively affected the performance of social enterprises. The pandemic also
raised social value co-creation, such as seed plant initiatives and reducing homelessness:
Governments, social enterprises, and homeless people have come together to create new
benefits that address the pandemic’s negative impacts in which the value co-creation processes
have been catalyzed, and as a result, increased focus on social entrepreneurship (Ratten, 2022).
We can conclude that the pandemic caused the value co-creation process in the context of social

entrepreneurship.

Continuing with the elements of “Digitalization”, “Value Co-Creation”; “Data-driven Social
Co-creation” and its subcategories “Efficiency”, “Resource Mobilization”, “Feedback Loops”,
as well as “Data Utilization” which are inner purple parts, we can easily summarize Study 2
and mention that Digitalization enables value co-creation in social enterprises through Data-
Driven Social Co-Creation and its subcategories. This new term of Data-driven Social Co-
creation can be defined as analyzing data to identify trends, preferences, and areas for
improvement via continuous feedback and using data insights to co-create tailored solutions
that address specific stakeholder needs in social entrepreneurship and contribute to the solution

of social or ecological problems (Mursalzade, 2024).

Finishing the Figure 1 with the elements of “Crisis and Market Turbulence”, “Digital
Collaboration in Social Entrepreneurship” and Resilience related concepts such as “Cridieco”,
“Transrenet” and “Synecresi” which are outer red parts, we can summarize Study 3 and
mention that Crisis and Market turbulence increased Digital Collaboration in Social
Entrepreneurship; Digital Collaboration in Social Entrepreneurship increased Resilience
related 3 new concepts; and there is interconnected connection between Cridieco, Transrenet
and Syencresi. Crisis-Resilient Digital Ecosystem (Cridieco) is an ecosystem where social and
ecological enterprises thrive during and after crises by embracing crisis-responsive

entrepreneurial mindset and digital transformation. Transformative Resilience Network
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(Transrenet) is a phenomenon focusing on how social enterprises’ networks transform
challenges into opportunities through collective resilience and empowers value co-creation
within communities while adopting agile work practices for navigating crises. Synergistic
Economic Resilience (Synecresi) is defined by a synergy between agile work environments
and economic market considerations, suggesting that synergy is occurring where social
enterprises are creating economic resilience in the market through digitalization and value co-
creation: It implies that the social entrepreneurs having digital collaboration are more resilient
against the crises, thanks to agile work environments and due to economic market
considerations. Since COVID-19 is also one example of Crisis, it is inside of “Crisis” element

in Figure 1.

Results of this ambitious project can lead to previously unimaginable increase in socio-
economic output, bring new ideas that will lead to innovation — better solutions to existing
problems and problems we did not even know we had. In that matter, it is in our best interest
that unprivileged and marginalized communities in obscure districts are prospering. Because

nature of innovation is fundamentally driven by supply and demand.

The supply increases when more people have knowledge and skills to contribute. If smart
citizens have much better education, they may become inventors, researchers or thinkers that
come up with new ideas. Demand for ideas, increases as people get richer and can pay for new
solutions. They increase size of developed markets for innovations. So naturally, if many
people want and can pay for something, it will get the innovators’ attention and create
Multiplier effect. In microeconomics, Multiplier effect shows that first rise in aggregate

demand causes to ultimate increase in national income (Sloman et al., 2018, p. 499).

Economic growth increases demand for ideas while making it easier for ideas to be produced.
It can be imagined that how far social entrepreneurship and research related to it could have
developed if world had invested 3 times as much as in sustainable economies; or how our
economy could go further if more social enterprises were interested in digitalization and value

co-creation.

On top of that, currently, there is so much human potential being wasted in suburb regions of
the Republic of Azerbaijan where the primary data of this PhD research gathered from. The

work of poor carpet-knitters in a developing nation such as Azerbaijan may not seem useful to
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Hungary, but if those women become better off, their children might spend their time in
university developing things that are useful to Hungary. Instead of having some hotspots of
digitalization and innovation centers in the developed western part of Europe, we would have
many hotspots all over the continent including Eastern parts. In this term, research projects
funded by the Hungarian Government — Stipendium Hungaricum scholarship programs are
very remarkable for development of these regions and academic cooperation. Hungary would
not gain more, if undeveloped and unresearched parts of Azerbaijan stayed the same. The faster

we get to this version of Europe, the better for our continent personally.

2. Study 1: Systematic Literature Review

“Digitalization and Value Co-Creation
in the context of Social Entrepreneurship”

Study 1 aims to understand the connections between digitalization, value co-creation and social
entrepreneurship. The study also aims to identify future research areas related to these
connections. We conduct a systematic literature review of 61 journal articles and synthesize
their findings. First, we reveal literature gaps: Regarding the first research gap of the
connection, our research has identified themes connecting the three streams of literature
(digitalization, value co-creation, and social entrepreneurship) that need improvement. Second
gap was a lack of COVID-19 focus. Finally, we provide theoretical contributions and
recommend directions for future research on digitalization, value co-creation and social

entrepreneurship.

e 2.1] Introduction of Study 1

Social entrepreneurship is the process of finding ways to increase innovations, utilizing
resources, and addressing social needs to create social value (Wu et al., 2020). Social
entrepreneurship is gaining more and more attention from scholars and practitioners. The main
aim of social businesses is prosperity and positive change in society (Dacin et al., 2010). Social
entrepreneurship is a business venture that might be pointed toward profiting society as

opposed to only maximizing individual benefits, and it seems to guarantee an altruistic version
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of capitalism that does not assess all human exercises in business terms (Roberts & Woods,
2005). Unlike traditional entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship focuses on generating
social impact alongside financial returns, aiming to balance altruistic motives with economic
sustainability (Peredo & McLean, 2006). Over the past few decades, social entrepreneurship
has gained increasing attention from both scholars and practitioners due to its role in tackling
societal challenges thorough sustainable business practices (Mair & Marti, 2006; Zahra et al.,
2009).

Our contemporary world also empowers digitalization, defined as a rise in computers or digital
technology usage by an organization, industry or country (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016). Although
digitalization can significantly affect entrepreneurship, there is yet restricted information about
its results (Elia et al., 2020). Digital transformation has significantly reshaped entrepreneurial
ecosystems, offering new ways to enhance efficiency, communication, and access to markets
(Nambisan, 2017). Digitalization can affect entrepreneurship in multiple ways, including
improving scalability, reducing operational costs, and fostering global connectivity (Autio et
al., 2018; Kraus et., 2019). Therefore, more studies are required to see the results of digital
transformation and its connection with social businesses more obviously. Furthermore, other
than digitalization, social entrepreneurship also can use the process of value co-creation (Lin
et al., 2019), which is the joint creation of value by the enterprise and the customers, letting
them co-construct service experience to adjust their needs (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). In
social entrepreneurship, co-creation fosters collaboration with beneficiaries, donors,
governments, and private sector actors to create scalable and sustainable solutions for social
challenges (Ramaswamy and Ozcan, 2018). By integrating co-creation into their business
models, social entrepreneurs can achieve more significant social impact while ensuring long-

term engagement from diverse stakeholders (Reypens et al., 2021).

There is usually synergy between the three, which increases the positive impact of each:
Digitalization makes communication easier, help social entrepreneurs co-create value with
diverse stakeholders; secondly, connection holds potential for social change: Technologies help
social entrepreneurs for delivering value to beneficiaries, while also enabling them to make
new solutions, and adapt to different changing needs (Murdock and Lamb, 2009; Srivastava &
Shainesh, 2015; Wilson et al., 2017; de Bernardi et al., 2019; Goyal et al., 2021; Wan & Liu,
2021; Aisaiti et al., 2021; Loukopoulos, & Papadimitriou, 2022; Chandna, 2022). Last, but not

least, 3 concepts are all closely aligned with the United Nations' Sustainable Development
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Goals. Digitalization can accelerate progress towards achieving the SDGs by enabling access
to education, healthcare, financial services, and other necessities; Value co-creation fosters
collaboration and partnerships, which are essential for addressing complicated world problems;
Social entrepreneurship aims to create positive social and environmental impact through
innovative and sustainable business models (Lin et al., 2019; Ratten, 2022; Ceesay, Rossignoli,
& Mahto, 2022).

That is why this study's aim is to conceptualize digitalization and value co-creation in the
context of social entrepreneurship. In this research, social entrepreneurship, digitalization and
value co-creation — three compatible streams of literature — are connected with each other.
Resonating with the research objective, this study tries to answer the following research
question: What underlying mechanisms tie digitalization, value co-creation and social

entrepreneurship?

The methodology that we applied is a systematic literature review focusing on peer-reviewed
international articles regarding social entrepreneurship, digitalization and value co-creation.
The review process had three phases and followed the well-established guidelines of systematic
literature reviews (Tranficld et al., 2003). To explore the literature, the research design is
framed with 1) article identification, 2) selection of relevant articles, and 3) qualitative analysis

of papers.
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e 2.2 | Methodology of Study 1

We conducted a systematic literature review of the literature on social entrepreneurship,
digitalization and value co-creation. The review process had three phases and followed the
well-established guidelines of systematic literature reviews (Tranfield et al., 2003). To explore
the content of the literature on digitalization and value co-creation in social entrepreneurship,
the research design is framed as follows: Article identification, Selection of relevant articles,

and Qualitative analysis of papers.

e 2.2.1| Article Identification

To provide a sound background for this study, peer-reviewed articles published in international
journals in English were focused on. This is standard practice since these sources are accepted
as ‘certified knowledge’ and strengthen the findings’ reliability (Cuccurullo et al. 2013;
Fernandez-Alles and Ramos Rodriguez 2009; Rashman et al. 2009; Sarto et al. 2014; Torchia
et al. 2013). The initial stage aimed to identify related journals and potentially related articles
in databases such as Scopus and Web of Science. To answer the key question of our literature
review, we conducted systematic research for the strings “social entrepreneurship”,
“digitalization” and “value co-creation”. We took notes of the technical aspects, such as a list
of the keywords, query ID, and query string. We searched for synonyms or words that identify
the same phenomenon. In the case of value co-creation, it was "value creation” OR "value co-
creation” OR "VCC". In the case of digital transformation, "digit*" was used. The asterisk
symbol is a function that is used when the desire is to search for words with the same root,
however different endings: “digit”, ‘“digitalization”, “digital”, “digitalized”, “digital
transformation”, “digitalizing”, and so on. We followed the same procedure with social
entrepreneurship. “Social” AND “entrepreneur*” has been tried. Our search strategy included
studies that contain any of these words in the title, abstract or anywhere in the main body of
the study, tables, figures or appendices. These searches resulted in a total of 257 potentially

relevant studies.
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Table 1. Systematic Literature Review Process

Phase 1: Article Identification (n=257)

Main domains of interest and the aim of systematic literature review:

Finding the gap between Digitalization, Value Co-Creation and Social Entrepreneurship

Search for potentially relevant papers (n=257) according to main domains of interest:
Period: No limitations (Data gathering ended in 2022)
Search String Keywords:
"social entrepreneurship” AND "digitalization™
"social entrepreneurship” AND "value co-creation™
"social entrepreneurship” AND "digital transformation™
"digital* AND "social enterprise"”
"social entrepreneur*" AND "value co-creation™
"social entrepreneur*" AND "digit*"
""eco entrepreneurship”
Search Scope: Title, Abstract, Keywords

Databases: Scopus, Web of Science

Phase 2: Selection of Relevant Articles (n=61)

Creating Exclusion Criteria:

1. Low-ranked academic journals such as Q3-Q4, according to scimago.com

2. Duplication

3. Not in English articles

4. Articles with no free accessibility or not accessible in full version (only abstract)

5. Different format types such as books, book chapters, conference proceedings, forum papers,
summit reports, research proposals

Development of detailed coding scheme and coding relevant (n=61) papers:

Theoretical positioning, Definition of core concepts in the articles, Method: Data type, Country of
data origin, Industry, Key informants who data collected from, Sample size, Method of analysis, Key

insights, or summary of the main findings

Phase 3: Analysis of Papers

Overview of the body of literature:

Paper distribution by year, key theories, region of data gathering, methodology

Proposed Framework:

Creating a model incorporates concepts from previous studies and groups in a meaningful way

Identification of research gap and direction for future research
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e 2.2. 2] Selection of Relevant Articles

The second phase aimed to examine the relevant identification and preliminary coding of
articles. To provide a solid platform for relevancy identification, we established detailed criteria
for inclusion. The articles were included if published in highly ranked academic journals (Q1
and Q2 according to the Scimago Journal Rank, https://www. scimagojr.com/). We discarded
low-ranked academic journals such as Q3-Q4 according to the Scimago journal ranking list.
We identified the duplicates and made the first screening by reading the titles and the abstracts.
Then, we discarded the duplicates alongside with articles which were not in English. Book,
book chapters, conference proceedings, forum papers, summit reports, and research proposals
were discarded too. Additionally, we also discarded 5 journal articles with no free accessibility
or not accessible in full versions having only abstracts available. In the end, there were 61

articles left.

e 2.2.3]| Analysis of Articles

At the third stage, we developed a detailed scheme for relevant papers, by which we coded
every relevant paper. This coding scheme was the data repository from which subsequent
analysis emerged; hence, the content was directly linked to the formulated review question and
the planned assessment of the incorporated studies. In the coding scheme, we recorded the
theoretical positioning of the relevant papers, the methodological approach, including data
type, country of origin, industry context, key informant whom data was collected from, sample
size, method of analysis, key insights and main findings. Then, on the basis of key insights and
main findings from 61 chosen articles, we had subsequent narrative literature analysis. First,
the connection between digitalization and social entrepreneurship was revealed, followed by
the connection between value co-creation and social entrepreneurship. Second, we tried to
connect these three streamlines by revealing a gap in the literature which shows the direct
relationship between digitalization, value co-creation and social entrepreneurship. In the end,

we proposed two theoretical frameworks and a research agenda for future research.
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e 2.3 |Findings of Study 1: “Connecting the Three”

This section summarizes previous research and studies on the subject matter and presents
existing gaps in the literature. After giving literature statistics, the first section shows generic
findings regarding the connection between digitalization and social entrepreneurship; then, the
second section investigates the connection between value co-creation and social
entrepreneurship. Since there is a gap between these three streamlines of literature, the third
section tries to synthesize available knowledge in the literature and proposes 2 theoretical
frameworks for future research and a table for managerial applications of digitalization and

value co-creation in the context of social entrepreneurship.

The literature statistics are summarized in Table 2. Asian studies represent 36%, Europeans 32.7%,
and North Americans 4.9%, with a share of 1.6% both in Australia and South America, while 9.8%
of the overall studies were originating from multiple continents. The rest did not specify the place
of origin. There were several industries, including hospitality, health, education and retail, but
most of the companies were also social or ecological enterprises, which is why we did not go
into the deeper specific classification of industries, and it was not placed in Table 2. Most of
the chosen studies — 59% to be exact, were from Q1 journals, while the rest, 41%, were from
Q2 articles. When it comes to analytical methods of the studies, we can say that qualitative
methods were in the lead with 65.5% and followed by gquantitative ones with 31.1% and mixed
studies applying both qualitative and quantitative methods with approximately 3.4%. Article
distribution by sample size for quantitative and mixed studies were mostly 500 and over. The
rest of the sample sizes of quantitative and mixed studies were either between 100-200 or 200-

500, while the less frequent sample size was below 100.
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Table 2. Literature Statistics (n=61)
(Search words: Digitalization, Value Co-Creation, Social and Eco Entrepreneurship, Q1-Q2)

Avrticle distribution by geographies

Asia 22
Europe 20
North America 3
Australia 1
South America 1
Multiple 6
Not Defined 8
Avrticle distribution by journal ranking
Q1 36
Q2 25
Analytical method

Qualitative 40
Quantitative 19
Mixed 2

Article distribution by sample size
for Quantitative and Mixed studies

Below 100 3
100-200 5

200-500 6

500 and over 7
Adjacent theories appeared by frequency
Institutional theory 8
Stakeholder theory 5
Grounded theory 4
Theory of bottom of pyramid (BOP) 3
Crisis theory 2

New Institutional Theory

2
Organizational identity theory 2
2

Social capital theory

Adjacent theories appeared in multiple articles by frequency were institutional theory,
stakeholder theory, grounded theory, theory of bottom of pyramid (BOP), crisis theory, new
institutional theory, organizational identity theory and social capital theory. The institutional
theory most frequently appeared, and it was mentioned in 13% of chosen articles. It was

followed by stakeholder theory, grounded theory, theory of bottom of pyramid (BOP), and they
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were common in accordingly 8.1%, 6.5%, and 4.9% of the chosen articles.

e 2.3.1] Digitalization in the context of Social Entrepreneurship

o Social
COVID-19 Digitalization
Entrepreneurship

Financial Security

Fig. 1. Digitalization in the context of Social Entrepreneurship

e 2.3.1.1|Digitalization in SE: The COVID-19 impact

In the post-COVID world, enterprises need agility and speed to support their human capital
and knowledge base while reducing costs (Kuckertz et al., 2020). Speed of learning can help
identify new market niches, define products to develop, and find new ways to communicate
with customers (Zahra, 2021). Digital technologies like 3-D printers can enable entrepreneurial
opportunities, while social entrepreneurs typically face challenges of social and financial
sustainability (Jean, Kim, & Cavusgil, 2020; Williams, Du, & Zhang, 2020; Langley et al.,
2017).

Digital technologies have enabled some social enterprises to maintain connections with
established business platforms to address the challenges posed by COVID-19 (Zahra, 2021).
Analysis of 128 social enterprises in a post-pandemic period in China shows that digital
transformation can positively affect organizational identity (Aisaiti et al., 2021). A case study
of eKutir (a social enterprise that uses a digital platform to deliver value for farmers in India)
reveals that stakeholder stability and incentives are key factors contributing to the adoption of
digitalization (Sengupta et al., 2021). Another post-pandemic research depicts that during
COVID-19, the organizational scaling of Greek social enterprises embraced social impact
through widening services and building collaborations in local and remote markets through

digitalization (Loukopoulos & Papadimitriou, 2022). Digital hybridity - the phenomenon of
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deploying digital innovation to blend social and financial impacts - has enabled sustainability
in social entrepreneurship (He et al., 2022).

There are several research focusing on how digitalization develops into agile marketing
capabilities (Moi et al., 2019), because digital businesses show an agile response to modern-
day challenges (Kraus et al., 2018; Nambisan, 2017), while social businesses can be flexible
and solve societal issues (Mair & Marti, 2006). Battisti's (2019) framework considers socially
relevant groups in the entrepreneurial innovation and digital process, while Ibéez et al. analyze
social entrepreneurship and digitalization from a COVID-19 perspective (Ibafez et al., 2022).

Investigations of nascent entrepreneurship can help to explain why individuals might decide to
launch their own businesses, which can have a substantial impact on economic development
and job opportunities (Szabo and Aranyossi, 2022). Worldwide Coronavirus lockdowns have
expanded the development of the Digital Social Entrepreneurship which was fulfilling social
requirements by utilizing advanced digitalization (Yafez-Valdés et al., 2023). Ghatak,
Chatterjee & Bhowmick (2020) reveals reasons of intention towards digital social
entrepreneurship as experiences in social enterprise and digital firm, and empathy, moral
obligation, self-efficacy, perceived social support, feasibility and desirability mediate these
relationships. The pandemic increased social initiatives, which were rich in innovation for the
unsatisfied needs by the government, and due to economic agents seeking altruistic goals to

transfer technology to the most vulnerable (Ibafiez et al., 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly accelerated the adoption of digital technologies
across various sectors, including social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs who aim to
address societal challenges through innovative and sustainable solutions, have increasingly
empowered digitalization to enhance their impact during crisis (Nakpodia et al., 2024). The
pandemic has also given rise to the concept of Digital Social Entrepreneurship (DSE), which
represents the intersection of digital entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship, involving
entrepreneurial initiatives with social objectives that integrate digital technologies into their
business models, often emerging in response to crises like COVID-19 (Ibafiez et al., 2023).
This phenomenon highlights the adaptability and innovation of social entrepreneurs in

strengthening digital platforms to address emergent societal needs.
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Research indicates that social entrepreneurs have utilized digital technologies to navigate the
disruptions caused by pandemic effectively: A study focusing on Nigerian social enterprises
identified 19 pathways through which digitalization facilitated organizational resilience
(Nakpodia et al., 2024). These pathways enabled social enterprises to build proximate,
dynamic, and continuous resilience within a weak institutional context, highlighting the critical
role of digital tools in crisis adaptation.

Despite the opportunities presented by digitalization, challenges such as digital divide persist
within the social entrepreneurship sector: Limited resources and digital skills gaps hinder the
ability of social enterprises to fully capitalize on digital advancements, affecting their
competitiveness and sustainability (Santos et al., 2023). Addressing these challenges requires
tailored policies and support mechanisms to bridge the digital divide and empower social

entrepreneurs in digital era.

The usage of digital platforms during the COVID-19 pandemic has facilitated transformational
entrepreneurship, enabling social entrepreneurs to achive financial, social and community
goals: For example, the “ClickforVic” digital platform in Melbourne, Australia connected rural
farmers with urban consumers during lockdowns, exemplifying how digital platforms can drive
societal change and support entrepreneurial resilience in times of crisis (Ratten, 2023). With
this, once again the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the pivotal role of digitalization in
enhancing the effectiveness of social entrepreneurship. While digital technologies offer
significant opportunities for innovation and impact, addressing challenges such as digital
divide, it is essential to ensure that all social enterprises can harness the full potential of

digitalization in their mission to address social and ecological problems.

e 2.3.1 2| Financial Connection between DT and SE

Social entrepreneurship literature usually conceptualizes the phenomenon as a business case
where companies utilize financial means to solve social problems or combine the two aims
(Battilana and Lee, 2014; Powell et al., 2019). On the contrary, there are fewer studies on how
these contradictory aims impact the motivation to open a social business (Chandra, Man Lee
& Tjiptono, 2021). One of these studies shows that drive to help society and to have financial

gains are influential factors (Chandra, Man Lee & Tjiptono, 2021). Poverty, inequality, climate
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change, health, education, and human rights are just a few of the most pressing issues we face
today, and digitalization of social enterprises has the potential to provide novel and efficient
solutions more quickly to the above-mentioned problems. However, the motivation for public

service is more powerful than money ethics (Chandra, Man Lee & Tjiptono, 2021).

Research on corporate social entrepreneurship offers individual actions to overcome economic
challenges such as curbed earnings, unsafe work, and low levels of business initiatives, and the
case study widens the knowledge-based perspective for digital social entrepreneurship, where
fundamental knowledge stems from the personal life of the actors involved in the project
(Scuotto et al., 2022). Starting a social business is mainly impacted by one's caring about social
issues, not wanting to be successful in commercial terms or skills to handle finance: The
creation of values such as aspiration to help society is more important; accounting or financial
abilities should be learned afterwards (Chandra, Man Lee & Tjiptono, 2021).

Research conducted by Aisaiti et al. (2019) found that knowledge of inclusive finance and
social entrepreneurship increases benefits, decreases risk perceptions, and is essential to
promote social businesses and digital finance to develop inclusive finance in rural China:
Attitudes such as thinking about new ways to do things, digital innovation thinking, and having
an intention to make a difference are important for starting a social enterprise, but risk
perception was not as influential as other things due to increasing operating costs (Herlina et
al., 2021). To make social businesses achieve their social missions, it is important for social
business, government, and research institutes to increase their cooperation to continuously gain

farmers’ trust and the recognition of social businesses’ value (Aisaiti et al., 2019).

Crowdfunding is a financing source for social enterprises, with four types of project creators:
social entrepreneur, fund seeker, indie producer, and daring dreamer based on four motivations:
achievement, monetary need, pro-sociality, and relationship building. (Ryu & Kim, 2018). Due
to unique hardships, crowdfunding's usage is still limited in social entrepreneurship. However,
Chandna (2022) suggests remobilizing idle resources using digital platforms to support social
enterprises by securing assets and connecting stakeholders. Digitalization benefits financial
security, allowing social enterprises to perform better and contribute to the solution of some
problems in Spain (Martin, 2020). Even though IT support for marketing activities — both in
Hungary and abroad — is below the average of other company specialties (Keszey, 2007),

research on ownership of information systems also depicted that that organizational factors in
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foreign businesses and environmental factors in domestic businesses both influence

perceptions (Keszey, 2017).

Researchers conducted a case study of 30 Dutch-based cryptocurrencies to reveal social
innovators' motives and found that digital money systems can be considered social innovations,
but their potential for disruptiveness is curbed by design: Money governance could be
improved by implementing digital public token-based design and other digital instruments (van
der Linden and van Beers, 2017). Social businesses in Indonesia and Singapore have networked
with impact investors, suggesting strategic communication through digital technologies to
improve them: These approaches, such as facilitating open digital communication between
social companies and angel investors, guarantee funding and force the social investment

marketplace to improve (Ryder & Vogeley, 2018).

e 2.3.1 3| Digitalization’s Performance increasing impact on SE

Other than finance-related aspects, there are other impacts of digital transformation on social
entrepreneurship, such as digitalization decreasing the time spent or increasing health

provisions. In this subsection, we show these other impacts.

Social businesses' digital context from profit-oriented companies is different from traditional
firms (Benmamoun et al., 2021). By default, social entrepreneurship is very distinct from for-
profit companies (Dees, 1998; Mair and Marti, 2006), their online presence is also distinct from
their offline one, and in field operation of foreign countries, social businesses take advantage
of adapting to local environment (Zahra et al., 2008; Volery, 2010; de Arruda and Levrini,
2015); however, when using websites, they take advantage of standardizing rather than
localizing to the service areas (Benmamoun et al., 2021). Thus, improvement in theory should
take into account mediums such as websites, social media, and in-person, which have different
intentions and results (Benmamoun et al., 2021). Also, social enterprises should consider their
target audience when developing an international website rather than copying traditional

companies' practices based on consumer culture and language (Benmamoun et al., 2021).

Research is being done to examine how agri-food companies use digital data and how their
behavior changes depending on the type of data they are utilizing in the creation of their

products (Frau & Keszey, 2023). In order to get cleaner food production, companies should
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use nature-driven agility — company’s “ability to flexibly and effectively utilize natural
resources to adapt the full production process to market changes and capture new value-
creation opportunities within nature constraints” (Frau et al., 2022). Research by Frau, Moi,
Cabiddu & Keszey (2022) revealed that nature-driven agility is based on digitalization. Carroll
& Casselman's (2019) research on cause-based voluntary service reveals that digitalization
reduces uncertainty, expenses and time spent by allowing social enterprises to conduct
advanced experiments. Research on Food Assembly, which connects social entrepreneurship
and digital innovation to achieve sustainability and a high social impact, reveals that sharing
online knowledge impacts sustainable buying and consuming, while on-site knowledge impacts
sustainable buying (de Bernardi et al., 2019). Moreover, Goyal, Agrawal, & Sergi (2021)
research social businesses to solve water, sanitation, and waste management problems in India's
urban areas and show how digital technologies can be used to increase reach, efficiency,
transparency, social inclusion, connection, and decrease expenditures, especially in rural

regions.

Research in 155 Chinese social enterprises reveals that social businesses should use big data
to improve employee performance and increase vitality in their businesses (Wan & Liu, 2021).
Circular economy principles contribute to societal transformation through innovation, digital
solutions, blockchain technologies, and their social results to address environmental challenges
(Mic et al., 2022). Similarly, Al-based innovation can reduce social problems, increase work

performance, and create new business models through value co-creation (Battisti et al., 2022).

Digitalization solves healthcare access divide in developing societies by increasing
geographical accessibility, decreasing expenses, making services inclusive, and technology
creates service-centric value by increasing geographical accessibility and decreasing expenses.
(Srivastava & Shainesh, 2015). Similarly, Poveda et al. investigate one social enterprise's
digital skills training contribution and reveal that it can improve the health conditions of people
and provide health services in the Philippines, complementary to public health government
programs (Poveda et al., 2019). Wilson et al. (2017) mention that digitalization and use of
information and communication technologies facilitate healthcare for elderly Italians in the
municipality. Furthermore, Murdock and Lamb (2009) state that Digitalization of the Royal
National Institute for the Deaf improved their service quality. Other than the health sector,
digitalization also affects eco enterprises in education. As an illustration, Pakura (2020) showed

that green-tech startups can benefit from technological advancement through partnerships and
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firm development.

e 2.3.2]| Value Co-Creation in the context of Social Entrepreneurship

{ COVID-19
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Fig. 2. Value Co-Creation in the context of Social Entrepreneurship

e 2.3.2.1|VCC and SE: The COVID-19 impact

The outbreak of COVID-19 has caused a surge in digital products and services, one of which
is the streaming of theatrical performances online: This new market has opened a host of
possibilities for businesses, all while providing customers with an alternate way to enjoy their

favorite theatrical productions (Aranyossy, 2022).

The COVID-19 pandemic also caused social difficulties due to the need to think globally and
locally. This had a significant effect on social policy, and policymakers must use social
entrepreneurship and value co-creation strategies to address the issues (Ratten, 2022). A social
value co-creation perspective can be used to address the COVID-19 crisis, and according to Di
Domenico et al. (2010), social value creation is a link between traditional commercial

entrepreneurship and those that take a more societal approach to profit making.

COVID-19 raised levels of co-creation of social value to generate novel benefits for society
(Ratten, 2022). Thus, since the government is responsible for providing resources to those
affected by natural disasters (Frydman & Phelps, 2020), short-term accommodations have been
used for activities that generate profits, allowing them to be used for social causes (Ratten,
2022).
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Empirical evidence highlights the effectiveness of co-creation during the pandemic: An
OECD report analyzing 30 international co-creation initiatives implemented in response to
pandemic reveals that pre-existing networks and digital technologies were instrumental in
rapidly addressing urgent needs (de Silva et al., 2022). These initiatives demonstrate that
when stakeholders work together, using digital tools and existing collaborations, they can
create innovative solutions to pressing social issues such as food security, healthcare access,

and economic recovery.

Despite the benefits, the shift towards digital co-creation poses challenges, including digital
literacy disparities and resource constraints among stakeholders: Sharma (2021) emphasizes
that customer capabilities and institutional barriers significantly influence the effectiveness of
service co-creation during crisis, highlighting the need for inclusive strategies that address
these problems. Additionally, there is a risk of over-reliance on technology, which may

exclude vulnerable populations with limited digital access.

The accelerated adoption of digital tools during pandemic has further facilitated value co-
creation. Digital platforms have enabled businesses to engage stakeholders, share
information, and co-develop solutions despite physical distancing measures: Polese et al.
(2022) discuss how digitalization enhances communication and collaboration, thus fostering
value co-creation in sectors such as restaurant management. Overall, pandemic emphasized
the importance of value co-creation as a strategic approach to navigate crises, respond to
social and economic challenges, ensuring inclusion and addressing access disparities which
remain critical. As social enterprises continue to adapt to the evolving landscape, fostering
inclusion and innovative co-creation strategies will be essential to address complex

challenges effectively.

e 2.3.2.2|VCC and SE: Social Value Co-Creation in Inclusive Business Models

Studies in service research have highlighted the importance of value co-creation in the B2B
environment (Cabiddu et al., 2019). Literature on social entrepreneurship provides a limited
understanding of how to generate social value (Sigala, 2019). It’s heavily researched from three
major streams of research: entrepreneurial behavior (Dees, 1998; Mort et al.,, 2003);

entrepreneurs’ characteristics (Dees, 1998; Kline et al., 2014); and social entrepreneurships’
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results measuring (Sigala, 2019). Social entrepreneurs need to develop network structure,
market practices