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ABSTRACT 

 
Conger, Michael Justin (Ph.D., Management and Entrepreneurship) 

Hybrid Social Enterprise: Collective Action, Identity, and Hybrid Business Models 

Dissertation directed by Assistant Professor Jeffrey G. York 

 

 Hybrid social enterprises (HSE), firms organizing with the purpose of simultaneously 

creating social welfare and economic profit, have experienced explosive growth entering the first 

decades of the 21st Century. An increasing number of organizations that blur the distinction 

between social and business sectors are emerging. However, the long-term implications of HSE 

are not yet known. In this dissertation, I illuminate each of the above issues by addressing the 

overarching research question: How are hybrid social enterprises created, legitimated, and 

sustained? Specifically, I examine: 1) How and why is HSE emerging as a new kind of 

organizational form? 2) What causes firms and individuals to engage in HSE? and, 3) What are 

the performance implications for those firms that do?  

My work addresses social firm performance, hybridity of identity and organizational 

form, collective action among firms and individuals, and the establishment of new interstitial 

organizational forms and fields. In doing so, my hope is that this dissertation advances both the 

study and practice of social enterprise and fosters a better understanding of the role business 

organizations and entrepreneurial ventures can play in addressing humanity’s most important and 

persistent problems 

 



 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 
This dissertation is dedicated to my family. To my wife, Kim; an incredible person, brilliant 

scholar, and the best partner in life I could ever have hoped for. Your support, encouragement, 

and love made this work possible and make me a better person every day. To my daughter, 

Katie, and my son Andy; you bring joy and meaning to my life. Remember, be good and do 

good, always. Finally, to my parents who taught me that justice, wisdom, kindness, generosity, 

and compassion are the things truly worth pursuing in this life. 

 

My unending thanks go to Jeff York, my mentor, research partner, and friend. This dissertation 

and my new career as an academic would not have been possible without your support and 

friendship.  Special thanks also to Sharon Matusik, Russell Cropanzano, Dave Hekman, Jeff 

McMullen, and Chuck Murnieks for sharing their wisdom and insight with me these past four 

years. They have all influenced this work and have helped shape who I am as a scholar. 

 

Thank you to everyone at the Leeds School of Business, the Deming Center for 

Entrepreneurship, and the Center for Education on Social Responsibility for making me part of a 

wonderful community of scholars at CU and for providing financial support for this dissertation.  

 

And, finally, to Rick Ebbers and all of the people of The Journey in Longmont, CO; Thank you 

for making us part of your family and for making Colorado home to us for the past four years. 

 
 



 

 

v 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
 Page: 
Chapter 1: Introduction 1 

Research Context – The Benefit Corporation in the United States 4 
Overview of Chapters 13 
Contributions 15 

  
Chapter 2: “B The Change”: Hybrid Social Enterprise and the Problem of Identity 

Correspondence 
19 

 Introduction 19 
 Theoretical Background 22 
 Methodology 28 
 Findings 33 

A Process Model of Identity Correspondence in Hybrid Social Enterprise 46 
 Discussion and Conclusion 50 
  
Chapter 3: “The Evolution of Capitalism”: The Establishment of the Benefit Corporation 

as a Hybrid Organizational Form 
56 

 Introduction 56 
 Theory and Hypothesis 59 
 Data and Methods 72 

Results 77 
Discussion and Conclusion 82 
  

Chapter 4: How Commitment to Organizational Hybridity Moderates the Relationship 
Between Firms’ Social and Financial Performance 

87 

 Introduction 87 
 Theory and Hypotheses 90 
 Data and Methods 99 

Results 103 
Discussion and Conclusion 106 

  
Chapter 5: Future Research 111 
  
References 116 
  
Appendices 131 

 
  



 

 

vi 
TABLES 

 
 Page: 
1.1 – Benefit Corporation Definitions 6 
1.2 – B Corp Certification Fee Schedule 11 
2.1 – Data Inventory 29 
2.2 – Informant Profiles 30 
3.1 – Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among All Variables (Chapter 3) 78 
3.2 – Survival Analysis – Cox Proportional Hazards Model 78 
3.3 – Polynomial Regression – Surface Analysis 80 
4.1 – Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among All Variables (Chapter 4) 103 
4.2 – GLS Regression Analysis, Random Effects 105 
 
  



 

 

vii 
FIGURES 

 
 Page: 
1.1 – B Corp Certification Growth, 2006-2014 8 
1.2 – Breakdown of B Corps by Legal Form 9 
1.3 – Breakdown of B Corps by Size 9 
1.4 – Benefit Corporation Legislation in the U.S. 12 
1.5 – Dissertation Context and Research Questions 13 
2.1 – Data Structure: Individual/Firm Identity Correspondence 34 
2.2 – Grounded Theoretical Model of the Identity Correspondence Process 47 
3.1 – Theoretical Model – Chapter 3 59 
3.2 – Polynomial Response Surface  81 
4.1 – Theoretical Model – Chapter 4 89 
4.2 – Model 6 Interaction (Focus * Transparency) 104 
 
 



 

 

1 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Hybrid social enterprises (HSE), firms organizing with the purpose of simultaneously 

creating social welfare and economic profit, have experienced explosive growth entering the first 

decades of the 21st Century. An increasing number of organizations that blur the distinction 

between social and business sectors are emerging (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Dacin et al., 2010; 

2011; Miller et al., 2012; Pache & Santos, 2013). However, the long-term implications of HSE 

are not yet known. Its effectiveness in addressing social and environmental problems and 

potential for improving the financial sustainability of social endeavors has yet to be determined. 

Given the growing attention HSE has received from the media and scholars alike, it has gained 

sufficient prominence to be viewed as a nascent organizational field (Fligstein & McAdam, 

2012) 1. A growing population of organizations and actors are working to carve out space for the 

field at the intersection of business and charity. The fate of this nascent organizational field is 

consequential because of its promise of providing new, innovative, and more sustainable 

solutions to society’s most difficult problems. Indeed, HSE has been directed toward problems of 

poverty, education, health, human rights, and environmental degradation (Mair & Marti, 2006; 

2009; Seelos & Mair, 2005; York & Venkataraman, 2010). HSE may be able to address market 

failures such as negative externalities (Conger & York, 2012; Dean & McMullen, 2007; York & 

Venkataraman, 2010), alter cultural norms and power structures (Mair & Marti, 2006), fill 

institutional voids (Mair & Marti, 2009), and promote new organizational forms (Mair & Marti, 

2009). 

The social entrepreneurship literature has coalesced around the concept of the hybrid 

organization (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Hervieux et al., 2010; Lumpkin et al., 2013; Moss et al., 

                                                
1 Fields are defined as “the basic structural building blocks of modern political/organizational life in the economy, civil society, 
and the state” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012:3) 



 

 

2 
2010, Pache & Santos, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009) that blends together logics previously seen as 

incompatible. For example, microfinance, renewable energy, and for-profit homeless shelters 

have all been advanced as hybrid organizational forms. Organizations characterized by this new 

hybrid form simultaneously pursue a social mission and commercial activities as interdependent, 

core components of their success. That is, their success and sustainability as an organization 

depends on aspects of both (Battilana & Lee, 2014). This hybrid concept separates social 

enterprises from commercial firms peripherally pursuing corporate social responsibility (CSR) 

initiatives, as well as charitable non-profit organizations expanding into limited revenue-

generating activities simply to supplement the philanthropic resources they receive. 

The fate of social enterprise as an organizational field is important to the broader study of 

organizations that bridge multiple fields, logics, or institutions (Kraatz & Block, 2008; 

Greenwood, 2012). HSE provides an ideal context in which longstanding organizational theories 

can be expanded and elaborated and the causes and implications of organizational hybridity can 

be better understood (Battilana & Lee, 2104; Pache & Santos, 2010; 2013). Moreover, HSE is a 

unique context in which issues of sustainability, public goods, morality, values, ideology, and 

spirituality are central. HSE therefore provides an opportunity to better understand the 

importance of meaningful work, the integration of values and enterprise, and the relationship 

between business and society. 

HSE faces challenges at the institutional level. This new form must gain legitimacy in order 

for organizations, and the field as a whole, to gain and retain access to resources (Austin et al., 

2006), fend off challenges from incumbent fields (Dacin et al., 2011), and promote a growing 

population of organizations and their survival (Lumpkin et al., 2013). For these reasons, the 

legitimation of a new hybrid social organizational form may be the lynchpin to the future of 
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social enterprise. The success of this effort relies in large part on the collective action of firms, 

individuals, and supporting organizations (e.g. foundations, accelerators, lobbyists) in the new 

field. This collective action raises questions about the movement’s objectives and their 

significance, the characteristics of the movement itself, the organizations and individuals that 

become actively engaged in it, and the importance of the context in which it operates. 

Bridging the fields of philanthropy and business also presents many challenges to 

individual HSE’s. These organizations may experience internal tension in trying to optimize 

social and financial pursuits (Pache & Santos, 2013). They may also struggle to maintain 

economic viability due to their focus on disadvantaged “customers” who cannot pay for products 

or services (Seelos & Mair, 2005) and their subsequent need to demand a premium from other 

customers and/or investors (Reinstein & Song, 2012). Hybrid social firms also draw from a more 

limited pool of financial and human capital since their hybrid goals prevent them from 

maximizing either social or economic value to the exclusion of the other (Austin et al., 2006). 

This limitation also increases the chances of conflicting external demands from multiple 

stakeholders (Wry et al., 2013) and of failure (Lumpkin et al., 2013). Despite wide recognition of 

these challenges, we know little about the ideological and strategic orientation of hybrid social 

firms or the implications organizing as a hybrid social enterprise has on the firm’s identity. 

Likewise, how individuals who join or found hybrid social firms view the purpose and meaning 

of their work or their involvement in the larger social enterprise movement has been relatively 

unexamined. 

In this dissertation, I illuminate each of the above issues by addressing the overarching 

research question: How are hybrid social enterprises created, legitimated, and sustained? 

Specifically, I examine: 1) How and why is HSE emerging as a new kind of organizational form? 
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2) What causes firms and individuals to engage in HSE? and, 3) What are the performance 

implications for those firms that do? 

Research Context – Hybrid Social Enterprise and the Benefit Corporation in the United 

States 

Hybrid organizations bridge two or more existing organizational fields or institutional 

logics (Battilana & Dorado, 2010). They are composed of important elements of each of the 

logics that they span, residing permanently at the nexus of two or more different fields and 

maintaining a firm foothold in each (Battilana & Lee, 2014). Hybridity has been of particular 

interest to organizational scholars because of its relevance to pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008) 

and institutional complexity (Greenwood et al., 2011) at the institutional level and identity 

combination and tension (Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Pratt & Foreman, 2000; Glynn, 2000) at 

the organization level. In each of these perspectives, hybrid organizations face unique challenges 

and opportunities because they combine differing and potentially conflicting logics.  

Recently, the literature on social and sustainable enterprise has seen the hybrid form of 

social enterprise emerging as the dominant definition of organizations that span business and 

charity logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Hervieux et al., 2010; Lumpkin et al., 2013; Pache & 

Santos, 2013; Zahra et al., 2009). By this definition, social enterprises are neither commercial 

firms secondarily focusing on corporate social responsibility initiatives, nor charities expanding 

their funding models to include revenue-generating activities. Rather, they are hybrid 

organizations with both commercial and social objectives at the core of their mission and 

behaviors (Battilana & Lee, 2013; Pache & Santos, 2012). Thus, hybrid social enterprise is about 

more than achieving a balance between core organizational objectives and peripheral concerns of 
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varying importance. Instead, hybrid social firms seek to optimize the simultaneous pursuit of 

both social and commercial core objectives (Zahra et al., 2009).  

Recent examples of hybrid organizations abound in the organizational theory literature (e.g. 

Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Djelic & Ainamo, 2005; Glynn & Lounsbury, 2005; Jay, 2013; Lee & 

Battilana, 2013; Pache & Santos, 2013; Reay & Hinnings, 2005; 2009). However, the 

institutionalization of new hybrid organizational fields that fill a gap at the interstices of multiple 

incumbent fields, effectively bridging rather than directly challenging them, has received little 

attention. 

Practitioners, the popular media, and some scholars, tout the simultaneous pursuit of profit 

and social good as a silver bullet to solving society’s most vexing problems. While the potential 

of social enterprise to benefit the commons is a central concern to organizational scholars (Mair 

& Marti, 2006; Miller et al., 2012), the phenomenon is equally important to the study of hybrid 

forms and organizations because of the tensions, trade-offs, and complications in decision-

making and strategy inherent in this context. The study of HSE allows us to extend and re-think 

organizational theories. In relaxing assumptions of an overriding motivation to solely pursue 

profit for shareholders, we may rethink boundary conditions of business and philanthropy. 

Despite this promise, scholars have struggled to find examples of hybrid social enterprise that 

can be clearly defined and that are empirically tractable (Short et al., 2009). The Benefit 

Corporation is a growing category of hybrid social organizations that shows promise for 

overcoming these problems. 

The Benefit Corporation in the United States - The emergence of the benefit corporation 

in the United States provides one of the most promising contexts for HSE research. Broadly 

speaking, benefit corporations can be defined as hybrid organizations that simultaneously pursue 
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economic and social wealth. B-Labs, the non-profit around which the benefit corporation 

movement is organized, describes benefit corporations as follows: 

Benefit Corporations are a new class of [for profit] corporation that are required to create 
a material positive impact on society and the environment and meet higher standards of 
accountability and transparency [to stakeholders] (Benefitcorp.net). 

More specifically, the terms “benefit corporation,” and “B Corp” can refer to two different 

designations: B Corp certification, and legally incorporated benefit corporations. These and 

related definitions are summarized in Table 1.1 and are discussed in more detail below.  

B Lab and the B Corp Movement - on a national level, B Lab, a 501(c) 3 nonprofit located 

in Philadelphia, PA, coordinates collective action and framing efforts related to benefit 

corporations. B Lab was founded in July 2006 by a small group of entrepreneurs and attorneys 



 

 

7 
committed to the goal of advancing social enterprise. The organization engages in three primary 

activities to pursue this objective. First, it administers a voluntary certification assessing the 

social and environmental performance of applying firms known as the B Corp Certification. 

Second, it engages in mobilization and political lobbying efforts to introduce and pass legislation 

at the state level that establishes the benefit corporation as a legal organizational form. Third, B 

Lab administers a benchmarking and reporting standard to rate impact investment funds. This 

dissertation empirically focuses on the voluntary certification and political efforts of B Lab and 

Benefit Corporations.  

All of B Lab’s activities are interrelated and go hand-in-hand with its broader efforts to 

mobilize individuals and organizations to collective action in support of them. B Lab’s 

mobilization efforts include ongoing recruitment and framing activities via their website, blogs, 

social media, press releases, media appearances, entrepreneur meet-ups, and special events. 

Through these outlets, B Lab encourages entrepreneurs, executives, investors, and consumers to 

“Join the movement,” “Use business as a force for good,” “work together… to redefine success 

in business,” and “B the change” (Bcorporation.net). In addition, B Lab organizes fundraising 

efforts to support the movement, coordinates campaigns to lobby state legislators, and promotes 

consumer patronage of B Corps and socially/environmentally-responsible products such as fair-

trade goods, renewable energy, and organic foods. By integrating their recruitment and framing 

with efforts to spur collective action, B Lab functions as the de-facto coordinator of a social 

movement whose goal is to establish, legitimize, and garner resources for social enterprise 

around the world and, particularly, in the United States. I will discuss the B Corp movement in 

more detail in Chapters 2 and 3.  
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B Impact Assessment and B Corp Certification - B Corp certification is a voluntary 

certification standard for for-profit firms that wish to pursue work that connects to a larger, 

societally beneficial, purpose. Specifically, B Corp certification signifies an increased and lasting 

organizational commitment “…to meet rigorous standards of social and environmental 

performance, accountability, and transparency” (bcorporation.net). As of June 2014, there were 

more than 1000 certified B Corps world-wide, 25% more than the total just six months prior. 

Most of these were located in the U.S. Figure 1.1 illustrates the growth of certified B Corps from 

2006 to June 2014. Most certified B Corps were registered as C or S corporations (46.7%) or 

limited liability companies (35.1%), and most were relatively small with 59.1% having 10 or 

fewer employees and another 28.3% having fewer than 50 employees (B Labs). Comprehensive 

summaries of B Corp structure and size numbers are illustrated in Figures 1.2 and 1.3. 
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The B Corp certification process is rigorous and intended to be immune to “greenwashing”. 

Firms seeking certification first take an online B Impact Assessment comprised of over 100 

questions related to community relationships, impact on consumers, environmental impact, 

treatment of employees, and corporate governance practices. Applicants that achieve or exceed a 

set minimum score (80 of 200) are eligible for certification and may continue the process. Less 

than 20% of applicants who complete the online assessment meet this minimum threshold. The 

next step involves a comprehensive audit of the firm’s operations and activities as they relate to 

the assessment (A sample assessment is included in Appendix 4.2.)  

In this audit, firms submit supporting documentation and disclose any further requested 

information to B Lab via questionnaires and interviews with assessors employed by B Lab. After 

meeting these performance requirements, applicants must determine, in consultation with B Lab, 

the most appropriate way to legally structure or restructure their organization under the current 

corporate code in their state. This includes obtaining board and shareholder approval and 

agreeing to amend articles of incorporation with the local secretary of state within one year of 

certification. Finally, the certified firm signs a term sheet and a “declaration of interdependence,” 

and pays an annual certification fee of between $500-$25,000 based on their annual sales. Table 

1.2 outlines the certification fee schedule. Certifications are valid for two years after which the 

process must be repeated for recertification. In the interim, certified firms agree to random, 

comprehensive, on-site audits in which they must demonstrate successful enactment of their 

social/environmental initiatives in order to maintain certification. 
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B Corp certification is proposed to offer potential benefits to certified firms. They may use 

the distinction as a way to establish new partnerships, generate press, attract investors, measure 

their social/environmental performance, seek legal protection for their social mission, and attract 

and retain employees. In addition to these potential benefits to the individual firms, the growing 

number of certified B Corps represents increasing participation in the B Corp movement and 

contribution to the collective action in which it engages. Perhaps the most prominent of these 

activities is the initiative to establish the benefit corporation as a new, legal organizational form 

in each of the U.S. states. 

 The Benefit Corporation as a Legal Form of Incorporation - The legal forms under 

which an organization may incorporate in the United States are determined at the state level. As 

of August 2014, 22 states and the District of Columbia had passed legislation to allow 

incorporation as a benefit corporation and just over 200 organizations had filed articles of 

incorporation as benefit corporations in those states (Benefitcorp.net). Benefit corporation 

legislation had also been introduced in 14 other states. Importantly, Delaware, a bell-weather for 

national trends in corporate law, enacted benefit corporation legislation in July 2013, joining 

New York and California. Together, these three states are home to the overwhelming majority of 
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all publicly traded and Fortune 500 companies. Figure 1.4 illustrates the diffusion of benefit 

corporation legislation in the U.S. As of August 2014.2  

The exact legal definition of a benefit corporation varies, slightly, by state; however, all 

states’ benefit corporation bills/laws stress three essential components. B Lab summarizes these 

three components as: 1) a benefit corporation must have a corporate purpose to create a material 

positive impact on society and the environment; 2) an expansion of the duties of directors to 

require consideration of non-financial stakeholders as well as the financial interests of 

shareholders; and 3) an obligation to report on its overall social and environmental performance 

using a comprehensive, credible, independent and transparent third-party standard. The enacting 

state's benefit corporation statutes are placed within existing state corporation codes; hence, the 

                                                
2 Appendix 1.1 presents a historical chronology of events in the formation of B Lab, the B Corp movement, and benefit 
corporation legislation in the United States from July 2006 to August 2014. 
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enacting state's existing corporation code applies to benefit corporations in every respect except 

those explicit provisions unique in the benefit corporation form (Benefitcorp.net). 

Overview of Chapters 

The study is conducted in the context of hybrid social enterprises that are actively involved 

in the benefit corporation movement in the United States. I approach my overall research 

question through three studies, each focused on a specific question. Figure 1.5 provides an 

overview of the dissertation and how each paper fits within it. 

 

 Chapter 2: How and why do firms and individuals become involved in hybrid social 

enterprise? - This chapter is an inductive study of the narratives of leaders and participants in the 

B Corp movement using a grounded theory approach (Locke, 2001) following the Gioia method 

(Gioia et al., 2013). I develop a process model of the way in which firms and individuals become 
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aligned with and become active participants in HSE and the B Corp movement. Data were 

collected through interviews with B Corp movement leaders as well as HSE firm 

founders/executives/employees at B Corps and at firms that only considered or attempted B Corp 

certification. Data collection also included analysis of media coverage, archival documents, and 

field observation. I conducted 15 semi-structured. 45-120 minute interviews as well as 13 short, 

structured “mini-interviews” focused on single, specific questions. I have also collected and 

analyzed 77 articles from major news and business publications, 253 pages of documents from B 

Corp headquarters archives and website, 1000+ B Corp company profiles and 70 minutes of B 

Corp online videos. These analyses were supplemented by 32 hours of field observation at B 

Corp meetings and events and many informal interactions with B Corp leaders and participants. 

The result of this study is a process model, outlining the process through which individuals and 

organizations become involved in: 1) the movement towards a hybrid social enterprise, and 2) 

the broader movement to justify the new, emergent field of social enterprise. 

 Chapter 3: How does the hybrid nature of social enterprise affect its establishment as a 

new organizational form? – As discussed above, the B Corp movement has been actively 

leading the effort to introduce benefit corporation legislation, allowing for legal incorporation as 

a hybrid social enterprise, since 2007. To date, 22 states and the District of Columbia had 

adopted such legislation and bills had been introduced in 14 more. This political effort provides a 

rich context in which to examine how structural elements and proximal fields affect the 

collective action of an organizational movement in trying to establish hybrid social enterprise as 

a new organizational form. I collected data on B Corp legislative action and movement 

participation in each state as well as the relative strength of proximal fields (business and 

charity) and other state-level structural measures for the years 2006-2013. Using these data, I 
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develop and test a model of the relationships between legislation adoption, strength of movement 

participation, and inter-field relationships with the proximal fields of charity and business. 

 Chapter 4: How does hybridity impact firm performance? - While many have theorized 

the nature and definition of hybrid social enterprises, we know almost nothing about the strategic 

implications of this emergent form. I collected five years of financial performance data on 34 

certified B Corp firms using the NETS database, a longitudinal archive of Dun & Bradstreet firm 

data. I also collected the complete B Corp certification data on each firm which includes an 

overall social impact score as well as subcategory evaluation scores on governance and 

transparency, relationship with employees, relationship with community, and environmental 

policies. Using these data, I develop and test a model of how hybrid social enterprises’ social 

mission focus, commitment to transparency, implementation of accountability policies, and firm 

history affect their financial performance. 

Contributions  

This dissertation has the potential to make several important contributions to organizational 

scholarship. Specifically, by focusing on hybridity in firms, forms, and fields, I illuminate some 

of the important implications of hybridity across multiple levels. In these three studies, I examine 

the meaning of hybrid social enterprise and how that meaning is collectively constructed, how 

hybrid institutional forms are established and interact with other forms and fields, and how 

hybridity and social mission affect stakeholder management and firm performance. In doing so, I 

am able to contribute to, and build connections between, three streams of literature: 1) the 

literature on individual, organizational, and collective identity, 2) the literature on collective 

action and new hybrid organizational forms, 3) the emerging literature on hybrid social 

enterprise. 
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Identity - The literature on identity in organizational studies is vast and continues to grow 

(Cardon et al., 2009; Christiansen & Lounsbury, 2013; Fauchart & Gruber, 2011; Powell & 

Baker, 2014; Wry et al., 2013). However, there is relatively little work in this area that examines 

larger systems of identity. Studies that link identities across levels of analysis, for example, are 

relatively rare, as are those that examine the combination of multiple and even conflicting 

identities. In this dissertation, I address these unexplored areas by examining the identity work 

processes that individuals and organizations undertake in becoming active participants in the B 

Corp movement, bringing their identities into alignment with the collective identity of the 

movement (Snow & McAdam, 2000). In doing so, I broaden our understanding of how hybridity 

affects individual and firm identity. I also shed light on how complex and hybrid identities are 

linked and become aligned across the individual, organization, and field levels. Finally, I 

demonstrate how identity work processes affect, and are affected by, alignment with a hybrid 

field and with the collective identity of a social movement in the establishment phase of its 

lifespan. While understanding these larger, cross-level systems of identity is difficult or 

impossible to do within the context of an individual study, the cumulative work in this 

dissertation offers an intriguing first look at these larger questions.  

Collective Action and New Hybrid Organizational Forms - Throughout this dissertation, I 

have attempted to recognize and explain the importance of collective action for hybrid social 

enterprise. Combining these three studies into a larger, integrated work allows me to make 

several meaningful contributions to the literature on social movements, collective action, and the 

role  of each in the study of new organizational forms (e.g. Hiatt et al., 2009; Sine & Lee, 2009; 

Weber et al., 2008). Specifically, I demonstrate how hybrid organizational forms are established 

through the efforts of collective actors, showing how proximate fields interact with the new field 
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and with each other to affect the establishment of these hybrid forms. I also offer new, grounded 

theory about the processes by which individuals’ and organizations’ goals, values, and identities 

become aligned with a larger social movement and drive them to active participation, 

Hybrid Social Enterprise - Another primary objective of this dissertation is to demonstrate 

how social enterprise can serve as a rich research context in which to better understand 

complexity, hybridity, and the social/cultural/environmental implications of entrepreneurship and 

organizational studies. Each of the studies presented here are, to some degree, oriented toward 

understanding the social/cultural aspect of organization and the nature of the relationship 

between business and society. This dissertation contributes to the literature on social enterprise in 

several important ways.  

First, I advocate and build upon the work of a growing group of scholars who define social 

enterprise as an essentially hybrid form of organizing (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Pache & Santos, 

2010; 2013; Zahra et al., 2009). I directly address the meaning structures underlying hybrid 

social enterprise as a field and how these meaning structures are being negotiated and 

established. Also, I offer three empirical studies of social enterprise to a literature stream that has 

seen very little empirical treatment (Dacin et al., 2010; 2011; Short et al., 2009). Second, I offer 

a new theoretical model of how hybridity affects the performance of organizations. This both 

compliments and extends existing work on how social enterprises deal with the competing 

demands of incompatible logics (e.g. Pache & Santos., 2013). Finally, my work sheds light on 

how the emergence and establishment of hybrid social enterprise may point to a larger shift in 

the role of business in society. It is possible that the emergence of B Corps and other hybrid 

social forms will change the nature of organizations and how we think about them in the 21st 

Century. 
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Through this dissertation, I make a significant contribution to the study of hybrid social 

firms and social enterprise as an emerging organizational field. Both theoretical and empirical 

work are badly needed in the social enterprise literature (Dacin et al., 2010; 2011; Short et al., 

2009). My work addresses social firm performance, hybridity of identity and organizational 

form, collective action among firms and individuals, and the establishment of new interstitial 

organizational forms and fields. In doing so, my hope is that this dissertation advances both the 

study and practice of social enterprise and fosters a better understanding of the role business 

organizations and entrepreneurial ventures can play in addressing humanity’s most important and 

persistent problems. 
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CHAPTER 2: “B THE CHANGE”: HYBRID SOCIAL ENTERPRISE AND THE 
PROBLEM OF IDENTITY CORRESPONDENCE 

INTRODUCTION 

Organizational scholars have long been interested in the utility of business practices as tools 

to address social and environmental problems (Dacin et al., 2010; 2011; Kistruck et al., 2012; 

Miller et al., 2012; York & Venkataraman, 2010). In recent years, scholars, practitioners, and 

other institutional actors have begun to converge on a common definition of social enterprise that 

emphasizes the simultaneous pursuit of social and commercial goals (Hervieux et al., 2010; 

Moss et al., 2010; Zahra et al., 2009). This conception of a hybrid organizational logic positions 

social enterprise as an emerging field bridging business and charity (Batillana & Lee, 2014; 

Pache & Santos, 2013). Hybrid social enterprise offers a new perspective on the purpose of 

business wherein the ultimate goal of for-profit firms is to consider the interests of multiple 

stakeholders, not solely those of company stockholders. The rise of social enterprise as a new 

class of organization has been fueled by collective action and solidarity among social firms 

evidenced by: a) development of common practices such as fair trade, women and minority 

ownership, and extreme transparency; b) adoption of certifications and voluntary programs such 

as B Corp, 1% For the Planet, Fair Trade, and LEED; and c) the growth of foundations, mentor 

networks, and accelerators such as the Skoll Foundation, Aspen Institute, Unreasonable Institute, 

and Dell Social Innovation Challenge. 

Researchers studying the emergence of new fields and forms that blend profit seeking 

motives with social/environmental concerns have long focused on the role of collective action 

(e.g. Lounsbury, 2003; Weber et al, 2008; Schneiberg, 2002; 2013; Schneiberg et al., 2008). 

Social movement scholars have applied social psychology theory to add a behavioral perspective 

to movement studies (Snow & Oliver, 1995). This literature is rooted in constructionist 
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perspectives from sociology and emphasizes the role of individual agency and social 

construction of meanings through individual/group/societal interaction. In these perspectives, the 

process of defining movement grievances, proposed solutions, and reasons for participation are 

focal. These perspectives agree that participants become actively involved in collective action 

because their interests, orientations, life experiences, and identities become aligned with those of 

the movement (Gamson, 1992; Snow et al., 1986; Snow & McAdam, 2000).  

However, we know relatively little about the processes or means by which individual actors 

and organizations become aligned with movements, nor and the mechanisms by which this 

alignment leads to active participation in collective action. Snow and McAdam refer to the lack 

of theory on this process as the “problem of correspondence” (Snow & McAdam, 2000:42). 

They suggest that the processes of correspondence merit much deeper investigation that takes 

into account the context in which a movement operates and movement characteristics such as 

type and life course (Snow & McAdam, 2000; Snow et al., 1986). For example, the processes of 

correspondence in the context of an emerging hybrid field remain unexplored.  

In the case of hybrid social enterprise, correspondence may be problematic at the individual 

and firm levels for several reasons. First, organizations that span multiple categories often suffer 

significant penalties from customers and resource providers (Hsu, 2006; Zuckerman et al., 2003). 

Similarly, when organizations are perceived to lack authenticity (or fail to maintain it) they are 

often ostracized and viewed as having been co-opted or having “sold out” (Carroll & Wheaton, 

2010; York & Lenox, 2014). These are particular concerns for social enterprises as the 

legitimacy and purity of social mission are critically important (Austin et al., 2006; Moss et al., 

2010; York & Lenox, 2014). Correspondence is also problematic at the individual and firm 

levels because tangible rewards for taking a hybrid social form are either very small or, at best, 
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are extremely difficult to quantify. Participation in social enterprise is not without costs to 

individuals or organizations and, while some research has shown a correlation between corporate 

social responsibility and performance (Agle et al., 1999; Brown & Dacin, 1997), the effect of a 

triple bottom line approach on the financial bottom line has not yet been determined (but, see 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation). Correspondence for individuals and firms is complicated by the 

inextricable ideological and ethical dimension of social enterprise (Austin et al., 2006; Conger, 

2012; Gecas, 2000; Hemingway, 2005). There may also be complications to correspondence at 

the movement level. Like other instances of collective action that involve the creation of public 

goods, selective incentives for individuals and organizations may not exist. Such incentives are 

thought to be necessary to overcome fears of free riders (Olson, 1965) and/or efficacy problems 

(Oliver & Marwell, 1988). Also, it is possible that the same penalties for categorical ambiguity 

and potential failure to maintain authenticity that plague hybrid organizations also apply at the 

movement level (Soule, 2012).  

The objective of this inductive study is to better understand the “identity/movement nexus” 

(Snow & McAdam, 2000:41). I do so by examining these correspondence relationships and 

developing a process model that illustrates the way in which firms and individuals become 

aligned with a hybrid field. I engaged in a qualitative study focused on the emerging hybrid 

social enterprise sector in the United States to address the following research questions: How and 

why do firms align themselves with movement frames and identities and become active 

participants? How and why do individuals align themselves with these frames and identities and 

become active movement participants? 

I selected leaders and key participants in the benefit corporation (B Corp) movement as 

subjects for this study because this movement represents an idealization of hybrid social 
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enterprise with a well-documented history and clearly defined boundaries. I take an inductive 

approach, following the tenants of grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001) and 

Gioia and colleagues methodology for rigorous qualitative data collection and analysis (Corley & 

Gioia, 2004; Dacin et al., 2010; Gioia et al., 2010; 2013). I conducted 15 semi-structured, 45-120 

minute interviews with B Corp leaders and participants. I have also analyzed 77 articles from 

major news and business publications, 253 pages of documents from B Corp headquarters 

archives, and over 1000 B Corp company profiles. These analyses were supplemented by 32 

hours of field observation at B Corp meetings and events and many informal interactions with B 

Corp leaders and participants.  

My initial findings suggest that individuals become aligned with hybrid social enterprise as 

a way to extend their values and identity as a socially/environmentally active person into their 

work life. Organizations become aligned and actively involved with the hybrid social enterprise 

movement as a way to amplify their existing organizational identity and culture as a social firm, 

verify that identity by measuring social performance, and communicate that identity more 

effectively to multiple stakeholder groups. This emerging framework may offer new insights into 

identity correspondence as a driver of participation emerging movements at both the individual 

and organization levels. These findings may help spur new theory about hybrid organizations, 

identity, and collective action and the relationships between them more broadly. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Conceptual Framework - Symbolic Interactionism 

At the core of correspondence between movements and movement participants is the 

alignment of identities, beliefs, values, orientations, and ideologies (Snow & McAdam, 2000). 

Symbolic interactionism, being chiefly concerned with the construction and maintenance of 
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shared meaning structures through interaction between actors, is ideally suited for exploring 

correspondence. Symbolic interactionism is based on the ideas of George Mead (1934) and his 

interpreters (especially Blumer, 1962). Rooted, in large part, in pragmatist philosophy, symbolic 

interactionism assumes that humans take an active role perceiving and interpreting the world in 

terms of their practical experience. For example, to perceive a car is to perceive transportation. 

Absent experience encountering a car and interpreting its meaning, the object has no intrinsic 

meaning at all. Mead argued that all human action is based on meaning, and meaning is derived 

from social interaction. Through interaction, the individual both learns and helps to create shared 

meanings. For example, through his interactions with his siblings (and observing the sibling 

interactions of others), a child learns what it means to be a brother. At the same time, in 

interacting as a brother, he plays a part in shaping its ongoing meaning for society.  

In this study, I adopt symbolic interactionism as an integrative framework. From this 

perspective, interaction is the basic unit of analysis, and the shared meanings produced through 

interaction underlie all of the interpretive processes I examine. Interactionism is a particularly 

well suited to this integrative task. It allows us make vertical connections across levels of 

analysis and interpret social construction of meanings through the interactions between actors at 

the individual and organizational levels. The central role of meaning also allows us to make 

lateral connections between related meaning constructs such as identity, values, beliefs, and 

ideology. In the context of this study, these connections are relevant to understanding how and 

why individuals and organizations become aligned with and active participants in the movement. 

The literature on identity (Burke, 1980; Stryker, 1980) and organizational identity (Albert & 

Whetten, 1985) offers insight into the motivations and behaviors of these actors. 
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Individual Identity 

At the individual level, symbolic interaction theorists see self and identity as the central 

concepts in understanding interaction and behavior (Blumer, 1962; Mead, 1934; Burke, 1991; 

Stryker, 1980). An identity is a set of meanings that a person internalizes as part of his/her self-

concept based on the groups to which he/she belongs (e.g. entrepreneur, African-American, 

female), the roles he/she assumes in social interactions (e.g. mother or father, teacher or student), 

or the characteristics that identify him/her as a unique person (e.g. his/her name, values, and 

character attributes) (Burke, 2004, Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Cast, 2007; Stryker & Burke, 

2000). Individuals internalize these socially constructed labels through interactions with others. 

Each person holds an “ecology" of multiple identities in his/her self-concept, all interrelated and 

organized in an order and hierarchy unique to the individual (Smith-Lovin, 2003:171).  

People's primary motivation in human interaction is to verify the identities they have 

internalized (their situated identities) and/or the identities they aspire to or believe they ought to 

hold (aspirational identities). Doing so increases self-esteem (Cast & Burke, 2002) and 

contributes to a stable self-view, providing feelings of security, coherence, and predictability 

(Stets & Cast, 2007; Swan et al., 2003). Identities have considerable stability due to structural 

resonance (Stryker, 1980). Because of the self/society relationship, symbolic interaction tends to 

develop enduring social structure (and internal sets of identities) over time, making them 

relatively stable. That said, because identities are established and negotiated through social 

interaction, they can and do change over time (Burke, 1991; 1996; Kiecolt, 2000). Identities may 

change in terms of structure, level, or salience (Keicolt, 2000). Structural change occurs when 

identities are added or dropped from the self-concept; level change occurs with a shift in the 
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degree to which that identity is internalized. Salience change refers to a re-ranking of the salience 

or importance of an identity relative to others in the self-concept.  

Recall that, from the interactionist perspective, identity holders have agency and are active 

participants in the ongoing process of constructing those identities. At the same time, the self-

concept is affected by important life events (e.g. career change, marriage, birth of a child, death 

of a loved one, religious experience) and by the relationships one has with other people and 

groups (Burke & Stets, 2009). For example, the literature on organizational identity recognizes 

the relationship between the identity of an organization and the salient identities of the people 

who are part of that organization. 

Organizational Identity 

Organizational identity is based on that which is central, enduring, and distinctive about the 

organization (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Whetten, 2006). The central character of the organization 

includes practices and values that are seen as constituting the essence of the organization (Albert 

& Whetten, 1995). This central character is reflected in the public claims of identity the 

organization makes (Lerpold et al., 2007). The enduring character of the organization refers to 

the consistency of the central elements over time (Czarniawska, 1997). The claimed 

distinctiveness of the organization reflects the features that distinguish the focal organization 

from others like it (Albert & Whetten, 1985). Generally speaking, it is to an organization’s 

advantage to be as distinctive as possible while remaining similar enough to other organizations 

to maintain legitimacy (Deephouse, 1999). 

Successfully maintaining an organizational identity that is central, enduring, and distinctive, 

has many positive implications for the organization. Identity is critical to organizational 

legitimacy and survival (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Czarniawska, 1997; Zuckerman, 1999; Suchman, 
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1995). Identity plays a role in determining appropriate strategic choices (e.g. Dutton & Dukerich, 

1991) and has been linked to sustainable competitive advantage (Barney & Stewart, 2000). 

Identity also positively affects social performance (Whetten & Mackey, 2005) and is critical to 

successful communication with stakeholders (Brickson, 2005; Scott & Lane, 2000). 

Like individual identity theory, Albert & Whetten’s conceptualization of organizational 

identity draws heavily on Mead and the interactionist perspective (Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969; 

Stryker, 1980). Although organizations are social collectives in which people operate 

cooperatively, they are typically treated in the same way as individuals and, in terms of identity, 

are structurally and functionally quite similar to individuals (Czarniawska, 1997; Whetten, 2006; 

Zuckerman, 1999; Brickson, 2005). This is because organizations and individuals share a 

common set of identification characteristics3 (Foreman & Whetten, 2012). Like individuals, 

organizations have multiple identities of varying importance that form their “self-concept” 

(Whetten, 2006); Consistent with the interactions perspective organizations, like individuals, 

actively take part in constructing their identities through discursive interaction with other actors 

(Brickson, 2005; Gioia et al., 2010; Scott & Lane, 2000). Identities are reflected in the themes of 

the organization’s autobiographical accounts (Czarniawska, 1997). 

Thus far, I have reviewed the literature on individual identity, and organizational identity. I 

have also offered symbolic interactionism as a theoretical perspective allowing integration of 

these constructs. In the following section, I will explain how I will apply this integrated 

perspective to my inductive study. I will also theorize about the ways in which the hybrid nature 

of the movement and organizations involved may affect the grounded theory that results. 

 
 
                                                
3 It should be noted that scholars disagree on whether individual level identity theory should be applied to the organization level 
(see Foreman & Whetten, 2012:7 for further discussion.) 
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Hybridity and the Problem of Correspondence 

The primary objective of this study is to better understand the “identity/movement nexus” 

(Snow & McAdam, 2000:41) In doing so, I address what Snow & McAdam call the “problem of 

correspondence” (2000:42). That is, identifying and examining the processes through which 

individuals and organizations’ orientations, beliefs, and identities become aligned with those of 

the movement. These are self-concept change processes in which identity construction takes 

place as described by the symbolic interactionist perspective. 

Self-concept change can happen to align more closely with the ideal self, meaning that the 

individual or organization engages in identity work in order to better embody who they aspire to 

be (Kiecolt, 2000). Identity work can also occur as a response to failed or unfulfilled identity 

verification (Burke, 1991; 1996). This is similar to the pursuit of the ideal self but, in this case, 

the individual or organization engages in identity work in order to better embody who they 

already believe they are but have not satisfactorily verified. In both cases, the process is 

essentially the same. Identity control theory (ICT), an extension of identity theory, suggests that 

identity verification is a cybernetic system (Burke, 1991; 1996). Like a thermostat, the identity 

holder gauges feedback about actual identity performance from counterparts in social interaction 

and adjusts behavior and/or commitment to identities to remedy any discrepancy. The motivation 

to pursue verification and interactions that will facilitate verification is extremely strong (Burke 

& Cast, 2002).  

All of the identity processes described thus far are interrelated through symbolic 

interactionism and social constructionism. They revolve around common meanings that are made 

and continually remade through the interaction between the movement, organization, and 

individual. Through this ongoing interaction these actors and constructs affect and are affected 
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by one another. In doing so, they establish the collective identity of the movement and define the 

relationships between actors within the collective action frame. In this study, I focus on the 

narratives constructed and used by involved actors (Berger & Luckman, 1967; Wry et al., 2011) 

including movement leaders, insiders, participants, firm leaders, and other institutional actors 

who serve an interpretive function such as the press, politicians, academics, and other experts. I 

focus on narratives about individual and organizational identity and the ways in which 

individuals describe their participation and their firms’ participation in the HSE sector. In 

analyzing these narratives, I am able to see the meanings of salient identities (reflexive 

statements about self-image, values and beliefs, and ideology) as well as the ways in which those 

identities are affected by the alignment processes. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

Data Collection 

I gathered data from eight different sources to assist in triangulation of insights: (A) semi-

structured interviews with people involved in the movement (see Appendix 2.1 for the initial 

generic interview protocol and subsequent updates based on inductive findings), (B) mini-

interview single question polling of individuals involved in the movement, (C) B Corp annual 

report documents published by B Labs, (D) materials, including presentations, minutes, and 

email communications from the B Corp Peer Circle, (E) observational data from informational 

events, peer circle meetings, and other events, (F) Articles about B Corps, the B Corp movement, 

and benefit corporation legislation in major news publications (see Appendix 2.2 for a list of 

included publications), (G) webpages and company profiles from the B Corp website, (H) online 

videos about B Corps, the B Corp movement, and benefit corporation legislation. Table 2.1 

contains a data inventory with a detailed description of all data sources as well the original 
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intended audience for whom they were created. Table 2.2 contains descriptions of the informants 

who participated in the structured and semi-structured interviews mentioned above.  

The directory of certified B Corps on the B Corp website served as the initial source from 

which I identified my potential informants. I also contacted B Labs to discuss potential 

informants, called upon personal contacts in organizations involved in the development and 

promotion of social enterprise, and attended several B Corp informational events to identify and 

contact key informants. Finally, I used personal contacts from impact investor networks, social 

firm co-working offices, and social talent recruiting/placement firms to identify potential 

informants. 
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Overall, I conducted 15 long-form, semi-structured interviews lasting about 45-120 minutes 

each, 13 structured mini-interviews4, and many informal interviews including interviews with 

directors and staff at B Labs, B Corp founders and executives (typically the sustainability/CSR 

director), and attorneys involved in drafting and introduction of benefit corporation legislation. 

Each interview was digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Videos were also transcribed 

verbatim. All other documentation text was copied and analyzed in its original format.  

Sampling & Analytical Process 

 Following the tenants of grounded theory (Glasser & Strauss, 1967; Locke, 2001), I 

employed purposeful sampling (Kumar et al., 1993) of key informants who had insight into the 

formation and growth of the B Corp movement or unique access to knowledge of the 

movement’s history, strategies, and actions. I also sought out informants who were upper 

management level decision makers in B Corp firms (these were often firm founders) and who 

were primarily responsible for their companies’ B Corp certification initiative (these were often 

the people leading the firm’s social initiatives.) I also included informants who were less 

involved as movement insiders and/or still early in the process of becoming involved with HSE 

at the firm and/or individual level. My approach involved an iterative process of simultaneous 

data collection, analysis, and seeking new informants based on discoveries emerging from the 

process. Again following Gioia et al. (2013), I allowed this process to evolve and focus my 

investigation until no additional themes emerged. 

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

  To ensure that my analyses met acceptable criteria for trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 

1986), I enlisted the help of a second analyst to perform categorical analysis in parallel with my 

                                                
4 Structured “mini interviews” consisted of brief one-on-one interactions with informants focused on a particular question (e.g. 
“Why are you involved in social enterprise?”). Each mini interview ran for approximately 5 minutes. 
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own. This analyst was an MBA student familiar with benefit corporations and experienced in 

consulting with firms undertaking the B Corp certification process. The second analyst 

performed a separate categorical analysis in parallel with the author using the same methodology 

as described below. Upon completion of these analyses, we compared our findings and discussed 

any difference in interpretation. When differences were discovered, we each revisited our own 

analyses and discussed again and repeated the process until we came to agreement. 

 In addition to the use of an independent analyst, I also engaged with 3 informants who 

have relationships with a large number of individuals in the HSE community. I shared my 

findings with these informants and asked for their feedback. In this way, I sought to give voice to 

knowledgeable insiders who could: (A) verify that my findings corresponded with their own 

experience as part of the sample community (B) provide additional insight that could help 

improve my ability to correctly interpret the data during categorical analysis.  

Categorical Analysis 

I analyzed the data by identifying relevant concepts and grouping them into categories. The 

first step of this analysis was to identify first-order codes that capture basic concepts in terms and 

meanings used by informants (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Van Maanen, 1979). I 

took care to use informants’ exact words whenever possible in capturing these codes. I also 

reviewed each of the narrative excerpts underlying these first-order codes and applied codes to 

locate the described events temporally.5 The second step of analysis was to search for 

relationships between these codes, identifying higher-order second-order themes (Gioia et al., 

2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These second-order themes are the focal constructs used in 

developing a process model. Finally, I compared the co-occurrences of these second-order 

                                                
5 For example, these codes allow me to identify when an informant shared a narrative about their educational experience prior to 
their professional career versus a narrative about activities his/her company has implemented in the last year. 
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themes with the temporal codes, which allowed me to understand relationships between second-

order themes as process phases. 

I used Dedoose, a qualitative data analysis program, to catalog, code, and analyze all data. 

This software allows for easy comparison of codes and transcript excerpting. The discovery of 

second-order themes was an iterative process in which I grouped and collapsed first-order codes 

and re-evaluated the entire data structure. I repeated this process until the boundaries of second-

order themes became clear and a clear picture of the relationships between these themes 

solidified. I included second-order themes in the data structure only when they were corroborated 

by multiple sources (i.e. informants, field observations, and archival documents). For this reason, 

representative quotes represent only corroborated findings. 

FINDINGS 

The structure and organization of the data from first-order concepts used by informants to more 

general, second-order themes, and finally to aggregate dimensions, are illustrated in Figure 2.1. 

Because the aggregate dimensions in these data structures represent the direct relevance of 

second-order themes to my research questions, I focus on the second-order themes as the basis 

for the subsequent process model. These data structures serve a descriptive function illustrating 

the core concepts inductively discovered and in this study and their relationships that underlie the 

grounded process model.  

Appendix 2.3 contains representative quotations and notes that support the second-order 

themes on which my inductive building relies. The first three themes relate to the process by 

which an individual becomes involved in hybrid social enterprise. The final three themes relate 

to the process by which HSE organizations engage as active in the B Corp and HSE movement. 
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Together, these sequential and recurrent themes led to the development of the process model 

articulated after the findings presentation below. 

Individual Participation in Hybrid Social Enterprise 

I observed several narratives regarding the process of becoming active in hybrid social 

enterprise in interviews with informants. Unsurprisingly, each person’s account of his/her 

personal experience was unique. Nevertheless, three common themes emerged: (1) Long-held 

aspirations to effect meaningful social/environmental change preceding an identity disconnect, 
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(2) Becoming involved in hybrid social enterprise as a way to reconnect to aspirational identity 

and extend authentic self-concept into his/her work life, and  (3) Solidifying this identity 

extension as a permanent part of the larger self-concept.  

 Theme 1: Aspiration and Disconnection - The first theme that emerged describes the 

individual’s latent aspirational identity as a person who affects social and environmental change. 

This theme represents the initial phases of the identity correspondence process extending from 

the individual’s childhood, education, and often the early parts of his/her professional career to 

the point in time when he/she made the decision to redirect his/her career toward HSE. 

 Informants often described having some kind of background in social/environmental 

work. A degree in environmental science or social work, participation in volunteer/philanthropic 

work such as the Peace Corps, an early career job the nonprofit sector, and childhood experience 

joining their parents work in any of these activities were all examples. These formative 

experiences instilled a life-long concern about social/environmental issues. Pete, a middle-aged 

founder of a software development company described his experience: 

My [undergraduate] degree is in environmental science… I’ve always been a green 
guy. I care about all of these things [social and environmental issues]. 

The terms informants used to describe their concern for social justice and environmental 

stewardship suggested an ongoing passion. They often spoke of addressing social/environmental 

problems as a personal calling. This calling drew strongly on their self-concept and felt like an 

imperative call to integrate this work into all areas of their lives. Amy, who became the most 

vocal advocate of B Corp at her firm, explained the importance of calling and illustrated her 

point by retelling a well-known parable: 

I’m a big fan of that parable about the starfish. A man is walking along the beach and 
sees millions of starfish washed up on the shore, and he sees another man picking up 
starfish, one by one, and throwing them back in the water. The first man says “What are 
you doing? How can you possibly think you’re making a difference? Do you really think 
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what you’re doing matters?” The second man says “It matters to this starfish.” I kind of 
think it’s similar with me… I knew I had to work toward bettering the earth. That was a 
big call for me, personally. 

Brook, who founded a fair-trade coffee and tea company also felt a life-long calling to 

affect change through her work: “I’ve always had a deep desire for social justice, so I think that 

comes out a lot.” 

Coupled with this feeling of calling was an ingrained belief that the pursuit of money in and 

of itself cannot provide a truly fulfilling career. In their view, work in which one finds purpose is 

paramount. Joe, a member of the executive team at an employee-owned craft brewery agreed and 

underscored the importance of being able to do work in which he could feel personally invested: 

A lot of businesses bring in compensation consultants to talk about incentives and 
stock options and stuff like that, but I don’t think any of that is really as motivating to 
people as feeling invested in where the business is going. 

Despite theses underlying motivations, informants typically struggled to find a career that 

suited them earlier in life, feeling as though making profit and social mission could not be 

pursued together through one’s profession. Some opted to enter the nonprofit sector, feeling this 

was the only legitimate avenue for pursuing their calling. Most, however, realized that a 

nonprofit salary would be insufficient to support themselves and their families and that 

opportunities for career advancement in the nonprofit sector were limited. They recognized their 

aptitude for business would land them good careers in the for profit world. 

Over time, most informants felt a growing disconnect between their work and the person 

they viewed themselves to be. Often this disconnection occurred gradually and only when they 

discovered the possibility of a change did it become obvious. Pete, a Baby Boomer who 

“reawakened” to the idea of HSE after building a successful career in the software industry 

talked about his disconnection experience: 



 

 

37 
I actually ended up going into sales, which I never in a million years thought I would 
do... I certainly made a bunch of money [but] I sort of forgot about the save the world 
stuff for quite a while, which I think is symptomatic of my generation - I think a lot of us 
started out pretty idealistic and then kind of caught the consumerist wave and lost sight 
of some of that idealism. 

In these narratives, informants share a common story of their experiences prior to becoming 

involved in HSE. In their personal histories, they had formative experiences they could identify 

as causing them to aspire affect social and/or environmental change; to make a difference with 

their lives. Over time, however, these aspirations were suppressed or abandoned (often 

unintentionally) and the individual found him/herself disconnected from this salient part of 

his/her identity resulting in dissatisfaction and disillusionment. 

 Theme 2: Resolving Identity Disconnect - The second theme that emerged describes the 

individual’s decision to engage in a career in HSE. This phase of the identity correspondence 

process began at the time when the individual became aware of the existence of hybrid social 

firms and spans through the point at which he/she had made the transition into working in HSE. 

This phase was the focus of identity work at the individual level. For most informants, 

encountering HSE and seeing successful hybrid firms6 emerge in the market kicked off this 

process. They began to question the compatibility between their work and their identity as well 

as the reconsidering the purpose of work and business more broadly. Pete, who described his 

disconnection in the previous section, here explains his “reawakening”. 

Starting somewhere around 7 or 8 years ago, I started reawakening, after having being 
disengaged for a while. I was especially disengaged with my privilege - I had not 
explored what it meant to be born in the United States, in a middle class family, male, 
white, straight, with a whole bunch of advantages. So from a social responsibility stand 
point I wasn't very awake either. A sequence of events kind of caused me to start to 
wake up to those issues at the same time - it was a dormant seed that was planted a long 
time ago, but was writing for the rains to come to sprout, but once it did I really became 

                                                
6 The vast majority of informants cite Patagonia Inc., a Ventura, CA based outdoor clothing company, and its founder, Yvon 
Chouinard, as responsible for drawing their attention to HSE. 
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very curious about it. I started looking into the connections between social justice issues 
and environmental issues and economic issues and seeing that the root of all of these 
things was really a pretty gross misunderstanding of capitalism and the economy, and 
confusion about a real purpose of business. I did lot of reading and did a lot of thinking 
about "Why do businesses even exist?" 

 Informants identified three main considerations in making the decision to work in the 

HSE sector. First, they clearly voiced a renewed desire for their work to be part of a real solution 

to important problems. Kevin, co-founder of a software testing company, described the 

commonly mentioned narrative of wanting to use business as a way to do good: 

Looking back, it ties to me personally. I want to have a business that makes the world a 
better place. I certainly need to pay my mortgage, kids to have clothes, but being able to 
say, “We’re not just here for the money.” 

 The second consideration informants mentioned was the strong desire to do work that has 

meaning. In making this point, they often reiterated their belief that money, absent purpose, is a 

poor incentive for most people. Seth, whose company focused on providing consulting for 

socially/environmentally focused firms, explained that being able to apply his skills and 

experience in the most meaningful way possible was a powerful motivator: 

It [HSE] showed me an opportunity to use the skill set I had… in a way that was heart-
based for me and would make me want to get out of bed in the morning. That’s really 
the personal level of importance for me. 

 The third major motivating force driving informants to enter the HSE sector was a desire 

to enact their identity more authentically and accurately in their work lives. Informants felt a 

strong desire to reengage with the aspirational self-concepts from which they had become 

disconnected and return to being the person they had really always been in their work life as well 

as their personal life. Hannah, who chose to work for her company specifically for the 

opportunity to integrate her personal beliefs with her job, was very clear about her desire for 

identity continuity: “I wanted to make sure I was doing something that was aligned with who I 

was and the change I wanted to create.” 
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In these narratives, informants spoke of experiencing a shift in their self-concepts. 

Specifically, they viewed the move to HSE as a way to reconnect to the aspirational identities 

that had been suppressed in their work lives. This often meant (A) a renewed focus on 

social/environmental change in their work or (B) becoming more effective in their social mission 

by taking a hybrid business model approach. 

 Theme 3: Forging Extended Identity – In this theme, informants reflect on how they 

have been affected by the shift to working in HSE. This phase of identity correspondence 

encompasses the timespan from immediately after the individual had made the career transition 

to join or found a HSE and up to the present. In these narratives, informants often felt strongly 

that the shift to HSE would be permanent for them. They also spoke of being a part of a larger 

shift toward meaningful work and social/environmental responsibility in business more broadly 

although they were unsure when that shift might take place or exactly what form it might take. 

Amy, who lead her company’s B Corp certification initiative, saw no way to view her move to 

HSE as anything but permanent: 

For me, the alternative to doing this work is unthinkable. What am I going to do, return 
to corporate America and pretend that these problems aren’t happening? You can never 
go back. I feel like maybe that’s part of what the B Corp movement signifies is a sort of 
an awakening. 

Ryan, co-founder of one of the earliest certified B Corps, often engages in public speaking as an 

evangelist for HSE. He, like most informants, was confident that aligning himself with HSE was 

the right decision. Ryan summed up a sentiment shared by many who have made this alignment: 

“It’s the natural evolution of business. All business should be social business. That’s what I 

believe.” In this phase, the individual goes about the ongoing work of defining and making 

permanent the identity he/she extended (or perhaps, reclaimed) into his/her work life in the 

previous phase.  
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Firm Participation in B Corp and the HSE Movement 

I observed several narratives regarding the process of informant’s firms becoming certified 

B Corps and/or more actively involved in the B Corp/HSE movement. Three common themes 

about this process emerged: (1) A foundational commitment by the organization to 

social/environmental action, (2) Mobilization to amplify the organizational identity as a HSE 

through B Corp certification and movement participation, (3) Sustained attention to further 

amplification of this identity by growing the firm’s social/environmental impact. 

 Theme 4: Building a HSE Foundation – This theme describes the organization’s long-

term commitment (often from the time of its founding) to a hybrid business model focused on 

simultaneously pursuing economic profit and producing social/environmental benefit. This 

theme represents the initial phases of the identity correspondence process extending from the 

firm’s founding and early years to the point in time when the decision was made to pursue B 

Corp certification. 

In virtually every case, informants’ firms had a clear social/environmental mission in place 

long before the decision was made to pursue B Corp certification and usually long before anyone 

at the firm was even aware that the B Corp movement existed. Informants explained that this 

made the compatibility between the firm’s objectives and that of the movement obvious. Ryan, 

whose firm did not pursue B Corp certification until it was suggested to him by B Lab articulated 

this well: “We’ve had the B Corp philosophy in place long before B Corp came along.” 

Similarly, Joe explained that his craft brewing company had really been on the path to becoming 

a B Corp all along: "I think the reason we ultimately decided to [certify] wasn’t to initiate some 

new social or environmental initiative, we were already doing pretty much everything we are 

today back then." 
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The firms were also aligned with the B Corp movement in terms of the values informants 

saw as “baked in” to their corporate culture. Leslie, whose financial service firm’s socially-

conscious culture stood in stark contrast to their industry explained that this started with the 

founders’ values: "It’s a natural fit for us because of our founder’s values and what he wanted to 

bring of himself into the company. We’re also a 1% for the Planet company so that’s a good fit 

too." Jason, an executive at a renewable energy firm, pointed out that integrating these values 

from the beginning made the decision to become involved in the movement seem very natural: 

"Being purpose-driven really has to be baked into your culture and values. For us, it’s always 

been there, from the start, so it’s more natural." Finally, Joe pointed out that having these values 

infused into the company’s fabric made buy-in from employees natural as well: 

When it’s embedded in our culture, then every task that every person does is connected 
to that mission. It gives everyone a stake in making it work, some skin in the game. A 
byproduct of this is that it also forces us to communicate the big picture clearly and 
holistically to everyone. I think a lot of companies leave a lot of value on the table by 
not bringing in employees like that but for us, it’s built in by design because of our 
ownership structure. 

In addition to alignment with mission and culture and internal buy-in from management and 

employees, informants pointed to support from external stakeholders as a key foundational piece 

that set up their firms to become aligned with the B Corp movement. Again, the management 

team at Joe’s firm found this support came naturally: 

It turned out we had passed the threshold to certify [as a B Corp] so at that point it was 
just a matter of selling it to our owners as something that could add potential value, 
that obviously investors were be interested in, that we felt our staff would be excited 
about, that would be a good marketing platform. So, we decided at that point to go for 
it. 

In these narratives, informants almost universally described their firms as having a hybrid 

social business model “baked in” to the organization long before the decision to become a B 

Corp. This foundational commitment to HSE, in the informants’ view, made the decision to at 
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least consider pursuing B Corp certification an easy one and the firm’s deeper involvement in the 

HSE movement seem almost inevitable. 

 Theme 5: Mobilizing HSE Amplification – This theme describes the organization’s 

decision to direct attention and mobilize organizational resources toward activities (e.g. B Corp 

certification) that would amplify the organization’s existing identity as a HSE. This phase of the 

identity correspondence process began at the time when the firm made the initial decision to 

explore B Corp certification and spans through the point at which the firm had finalized the 

certification. In most cases, the certification process was not a dramatically transformative step. 

Typically an individual person at the firm became excited about the idea of B Corp certification 

and became an internal champion for aligning the firm with the B Corp movement. Kevin was 

quick to identify the co-founder of his software firm as the person who drove the company’s B 

Corp initiative:  

When we decided to do the B Corps certification the first time around, Joe kind of ran 
with the whole thing. He and I were equal partners in the firm so it wasn’t so much like 
I had sort of assigned it to him, but he just ran with it... When we went to do the 
recertification he kind of came back out of the woods and ran with that again. 

 Once the internal champion captured the attention of other decision makers at the firm, 

informants felt that mobilization of time and resources quickly became focused on the potential 

for B Corp certification to amplify and clarify the firm’s identity as a HSE. Specifically, they 

wanted to demonstrate and validate the firm’s social mission so it would be easier to 

communicate to stakeholders, more transparent, and more quantifiable. Seth, whose firm also 

helped other HSEs assess their social performance, summed up like this: 

What the B Corp certification does is give us an opportunity to bring that internal 
motivation and to check it against an external, objective set of metrics... It’s an 
opportunity to 'walk the talk'. It’s an opportunity to walk the talk in a public way that 
has branding advantages but more than that, it’s an opportunity to check our instincts 
about what walking the talk really means. 
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 Gerry, the head of sustainability at a large software firm, described it as a way to align all 

of these objectives with the firm’s public face: “B Corp certification is a nice way for us to draw 

a line of alignment between the social initiatives we’re doing and recognition of that.” 

Beyond the desire to validate their mission as an individual HSE, firms specifically 

considered the impact they might make by becoming part of the larger B Corp/HSE movement. 

Informants described very intentional soul searching as a firm wherein they expressly questioned 

what the larger purpose of their firm was and should be. At Joe’s firm, which is 100% employee 

owned, this involved every person in the company and was not the first time they had asked 

themselves these kinds of big-picture questions: 

The biggest example for us was back when we took an employee vote on wind power. It 
was significantly more expensive for us to use wind power than to just buy coal-
generated power from the city. It had a significant effect on our bottom line, people’s 
take-home pay, their ESOP values, and other things. So, there was a vote put to 
employees saying “What do we want to be? Do we want to be environmentally 
sustainable and thinking about the long-term and how our decisions today may impact 
the world in 20yrs, or do we want to maximize our profit today?” This was a turning 
point our business life cycle when we faced a big decision like this. 

In many cases, thinking about making impact beyond the borders of the organization led to 

discussions about the way in which participating in the movement would amplify the 

organization’s identity as a HSE. Brook’s firm became very involved in promoting B Corps in 

their local business community. Her comments are illustrative of this idea: 

I think the tipping point that made us decide to go ahead and get the certification was 
the possibility that there might be a benefit corporation law passed and saying “Hey, 
this is really a movement and we want to be part of that club.” Seeing companies that I 
respect like Patagonia and wanting to be in that cohort of people. 

In these narratives, the informants described their organizations taking a purposeful step 

toward a stronger and more authentic commitment to addressing social and environmental 

problems as a HSE. Having already clearly established their identities as HSE, these 



 

 

44 
organizations sought to test the metal of their social missions, demonstrating to both internal and 

external observers the validity of their actions.  

 Theme 6: Ongoing HSE Embodiment and Growth – In this theme, informants reflected 

on how their organizations have been affected by the decision to ramp up their commitment to 

social/environmental change and their involvement in the B Corp/HSE movement. This phase of 

identity correspondence encompasses the timespan from immediately after the firm became B 

Corp certified and/or became actively involved in the movement and up to the present. 

Experiences the informants reported varied between firms. For some firms, little identity 

amplification occurred after the B Corp certification process; they essentially continued on the 

path they had been following but with a greater sense of authenticity and validation of their 

social mission. However, many informants felt that the mobilization process, described in theme 

5 above, was the starting point for ongoing mission growth and greater embodiment of the 

organization’s identity as a part of the B Corp/HSE movement. For example, R.J. felt that his 

firm’s social mission had diversified significantly since B Corp certification: 

So with B Corp it pushed us that way with a lot of the social and environmental aspects 
but I didn’t even think about stuff like employee incentive programs, maternity leave, 
which I hadn’t even though of as I hadn’t had to deal with it yet 

Without exception, all of the informants described the B Corp certification process as eye-

opening, revealing opportunity to expand and improve their social mission in many different 

areas. Seth, whose firm had only recently completed its certification, described the enlightening 

nature of the process: 

When you do the B Corp assessment it opens your eyes to stuff that you would not have 
thought of without doing something like that, some kind of comprehensive, 360 degree 
view of social and environmental impact of your firm. 

In many cases informants admitted they were surprised that an improvement in sales 

revenues was not an immediate result of their certification. However, they did believe that the 
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continued amplification of their organizational identity as a HSE would eventually lead to better 

financial outcomes. Brook explained this belief in the long-term financial viability of HSE: 

I thought, this is great, we can look into this, how does this work? Immediately, again, 
coming from the place of doing the right thing. You know, it's cost, time, and energy to 
do that process. I didn't realize how much time and energy it costs to do that. I don't 
think the benefit there is that we're getting more customers. We're NOT getting more 
customers because we're a B Corp. We're not getting more retailers because we're a B 
Corp. We're just doing the right thing and eventually that's gonna catch up. I just know 
that's the right thing to do and that's the right way to do business. 

There were some specific areas, unrelated to financial profits, in which informants felt their 

firms had set themselves up for significant ongoing improvement as a result of aligning with the 

B Corp movement. For example, Kevin felt that becoming a B Corp had improved his firm’s 

ability to balance stakeholder interests over the long run: 

It also really causes us to be mindful about how we conduct ourselves...I know B Corp 
is not like an ethical mandate or something like that... but it gives us some guidelines 
and grounding on how we conduct our business. So were really here not to just make 
money for ourselves but to actually do ethical good business that doesn’t harm the 
environment, doesn’t harm other people and is done in a very very cooperative nature. 

Another way in which informants felt becoming a B Corp had set their companies up for 

ongoing success in their social mission was that, by making their identity as a HSE more 

prominent, they fared better in attracting talented, likeminded employees. R.J’s small consulting 

firm was able to lure a very talented employee away from a company offering twice the salary. 

He attributed this to his firm being a HSE: 

This is a competitive market for employers to get top-notch employees. If you can be 
different by saying that you’ll give extra time to volunteer, that you have a better 
maternity leave package, and that you care about their free time as much their work 
time, you'll attract the best employees. 

Ryan, whose firm employs several hundred people, felt the positive effects of attracting 

these high-quality employees who shared the firm’s social values also helped strengthen those 

values, creating a “virtuous cycle”: 
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I think there’s a correlation between high performers and people thinking and caring 
about social impact. There’s a higher-order set of skills and if you can manage those, it 
turns out you’re actually a really good employee no matter what you do. So, I think 
we’ve gotten more of those people. Has it been really well quantified? No, but now it’s 
engendered in the culture of the business and we’ve hired enough people who came 
because of that reason and they want to keep giving back. So, now there’s already a 
wheel spinning, right? You can’t cut it out of the business now. In terms of attracting 
and keeping employees this has absolutely had a significant impact. 

Overall, informants thought that their firms had set themselves up to make a real difference, 

both as an individual organization and as part of the broader movement. Joe’s company was 

widely cited by other informants as highly admired in the B Corp community. He saw the ability 

for firms like his to influence other firms as being an important way for the B Corp movement to 

“move the needle”: 

I think what business role modeling is all about for us is making an influence on the 
industry more broadly. I think we really have an outsized influence for our size and 
share of the market. We’ve shown that business can be a force for good. I think it’s 
those things that really have that ripple effect. We may never get to a billion dollars in 
profits in a year but we can have influence beyond that if we’re going to market the 
right way. 

In these narratives, informants often observed meaningful increases in the attention and 

resources directed toward a greater social mission. They also expressed their belief that this 

increased commitment would lead to continuous improvement in socially/environmentally 

conscious practices and a contribution to meaningful change as part of a larger movement. 

A PROCESS MODEL OF IDENTITY CORRESPONDENCE IN HYBRID SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISE 

My findings indicate that identity correspondence is a complex process that spans and 

varies across the individual and organization levels. The data structure illustrated in Figure 2.1 

displays the key concepts that emerged from the study. However, grounded theory requires not 

only identification of concepts but also explanation of their dynamic interrelationships. In this 
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section, I offer a process model of identity correspondence as shown in Figure 2.2. 

 

Figure 2.2 situates the six second order themes I identified in a multi-level process model 

that shows: (A) how the identities of individuals and organizations change to become aligned 

with the hybrid field of HSE, and (B) relationships between elements of the individual and 

organizational level processes. The core of the model is the two sequential process enclosed in 

large, hollow arrows with the top sequence representing the individual level process of identity 

extension and the bottom sequence the organization level process of identity amplification. The 

timelines above and below these sequences joined by dashed lines with solid-headed arrows 

identify a rough chronology of the life events occurring at different phases of the process models. 

The hollow-headed arrows show where a phase(s) of the process model on one level affect a 



 

 

48 
phase(s) on the other. When the lines of these arrows are solid, this indicates an organizational 

process phase affecting a phase at the individual level. Dashed lines indicate an individual level 

process phase affecting an organizational level phase. Below, I explain in more detail first the 

individual and organizational processes in turn and then the relationships between them.  

Individual Level Process 

The individual identity extension process as a whole represents the individual working to 

significantly extend the social/environmental identities he/she holds as part of the self concept 

into an their work life. In the first phase of the process these identities develop at important times 

relatively early in the individual’s life and career and are manifested as aspirations to effect 

meaningful social/environmental change. In the second phase the individual, for various reasons, 

progresses down a career path in which they focus either on social/environmental good or on 

financial/organizational success and career advancement to the exclusion of the other.  

This myopic focus brings feelings of identity incongruence or disconnection in the context 

of the individual’s professional life and a clear and unsatisfying delineation between important 

parts of their life. As the solid, curved gray arrow shows, some event occurs (often discovering 

an opportunity to start or join a HSE) causing aspirations of a unified self-concept in line with 

the individual’s important identities to resurface. In the third stage, the individual takes action, in 

response to this aspirational resurgence, to resolve the disconnect between his/her salient 

social/environmental identity and professional identity. Extending his/her authentic self across 

these important parts of his/her life is accomplished when the individual chooses to start or join a 

HSE where the multiple facets of his/her identity can comfortably co-exist. The final, ongoing 

phase involves the individual locking these identity changes in place by making an irreversible 

commitment to them. 
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Organizational Level Process 

The organizational identity amplification process as a whole shows the organization 

working to amplify its identity as a HSE and position itself for ongoing enactment of this identity 

going forward. In the first phase of the process these identities are present at firm founding and 

build steadily in the early stages of organizational development. As a result, by the time the firm 

reaches the second phase, the B Corp/HSE community is a natural fit with the most salient parts 

of the organization’s identity. In the second phase, the congruence between the organizations 

identity and the movement’s collective identity is sufficiently compelling to drive the 

organization to mobilize resources and attention to amplifying its identity as a HSE. It does so by 

focusing on improving and its social/environmental performance and by becoming more deeply 

involved in the movement. In contrast to the forging phase of the individual correspondence 

process, the final embodiment phase of the organization level process involves constant growth 

and further amplification of the firm’s identity as a HSE. This process is iterative with people on 

all levels of the organization continually assessing social/environmental performance and 

identifying opportunities for improvement. Also, organizations that undergo this 

embodiment/growth phase tend to become increasingly involved in advancing the movement and 

often inspire individuals and other organizations to move toward identity congruence with the 

HSE movement. 

Cross Level Relationships 

As the hollow-headed arrows in Figure 2.2 illustrate, organizations’ congruence with the B 

Corp/HSE movement is influenced at key points by influential individuals and vice-versa. The 

dashed arrow on the far left of the model illustrates how an individual’s extension process often 

leads to HSE firm founding. Individuals who found hybrid firms often do so as a radical method 
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of resolving identity disconnect. Furthermore, as a firm founder, he/she plays an important role 

in shaping the building phase of the organizational identity congruence process, which may also 

serve to facilitate the forging process at the individual level.  

The dashed arrow in the center of the model illustrates a similar path for individuals who 

join rather than found a HSE. Like the founder, these individuals join the firm as their primary 

means of resolving identity disconnect. In many cases, the individual who is the internal 

champion driving mobilization to pursue B Corp certification and greater movement 

participation is a non-founder who may be motivated to do so as a means of forging his/her 

identity extension.  

Finally, the solid line with hollow-headed arrow on the right side of the model shows the 

way in which organizations engaged in identity amplification may affect an important phase of 

the individual identity extension process. When organizations engage in the final, ongoing 

embodiment an growth phase, their visibility as a committed and authentic HSE increases. This 

increased visibility along with a growing social mission attracts likeminded potential employees, 

including those who may be seeking an opportunity to work in a HSE as a means of resolving 

identity disconnect.  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The grounded theory that emerged from the process model I develop in this paper is the 

primary contribution of this inductive study. The model illustrates the identity correspondence 

processes by which individuals and organizations become aligned with and active participants in 

collective action to legitimize and accelerate the diffusion of a new organizational form 

encompassing multiple logics; hybrid social enterprise (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Pache & Santos, 



 

 

51 
2013). The model also shows the important linkages and cross-level processes that connect the 

individual and organizational identity correspondence processes.  

This grounded model offers key observations that may have important implications for the 

literatures on identity, collective action, and hybrid social enterprise. My findings demonstrate 

that, for both individuals and organizations, becoming aligned with a hybrid logics-driven 

movement is largely – and perhaps primarily – a process of identity work. In both cases, this 

process involves deep reflection on self-image and culture. Prior research on hybridity in social 

and environmental enterprises has focused primarily on the importance of the hybrid 

organizational form itself (Moss et al., 2010), and the role of logics (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Pache & Santos, 2010; 2013). Far less attention has been paid to the role of identity in HSE (but 

see Moss et al., 2010) and no prior work has been done to understand the relationships between 

identity processes across levels of analysis.  

My findings reveal important linkages between the individual and organization level 

identity correspondence processes. Specifically, the data show that individuals and organizations 

encounter one another during highly transformational process phases and at critical points of 

transition between those phases. In a sense, the individual and organization intervene at critical 

points in each other’s journey and their identity processes become complimentary. For identity 

scholars, this suggests that viewing identity from a larger, multi-level, process perspective may 

have great potential for building and testing new theory about the role of identity in complex 

organizational systems. Social movement scholars may also benefit from taking an integrated 

systems-level view of identity that focuses on the relationships between individual, organization, 

and collective identities (Kiecolt, 2000; Snow & McAdam, 2000).  
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Finally, my findings shed light on the essential role of identity in the context of hybrid 

firms/forms/fields. At the individual level, the identity extension process occurs as the result of 

an attempt to reconcile conflict within the self-concept by embracing a professional identity tied 

to HSE and aspirational extension of the “true” self into the individual’s work life. At the 

organizational level, the identity amplification process rises from a decision to validate essential 

characteristics of the organization and what it stands for. This decision instigates an ongoing 

amplification process wherein the organization grows and develops its hybrid identity in order to 

embody it more authentically, comprehensively, and publicly. These observations, being specific 

to the hybrid enterprise context, can help in developing and testing theories that extend and 

elaborate on existing organizational theories by questioning assumptions about the 

multidimensional nature of organizational and individual identity (Battilana & Lee, 2013; Zhao 

& Wry, 2011). 

This study offers several interesting opportunities for both quantitative and further 

quantitative research in the future. Further study could focus more intensively on specific phases 

of the identity correspondence process and/or the cross-level relationships between components 

of the process with the goal of better understanding the mechanisms at work. Another possibility 

for further research would be to inductively examine and/or empirically test the processes 

identified in this model longitudinally and to look for systematic differences across different 

kinds of individuals/organizations and their different patterns of development. It would also be 

useful to expand this process model to account for parallel processes at the movement and 

societal levels. It is very likely that the processes involved at various stages the development of a 

social movement like the B Corp/HSE movement would affect identity processes at other levels 

in important ways. Finally, it would be very useful to study this model in another context 
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characterized by hybrid organizations such as family business or academia to understand the 

potential for broader application. 

This study has several strengths that help support its validity and its potential to contribute 

to the field. First, my pool of informants offer expert insight into the B Corp context and B Corps 

themselves represent an ideal type of hybrid organization (Kumar et al, 1993). Focusing on this 

specific, well-defined context allows me to see the important multi-level relationships in my 

process model. Also, my study makes use of multiple types of data sources to help demonstrate 

convergent validity in my findings. Finally, the sources in my study – particularly the lengthy 

and in-depth semi-structured interviews – provide rich data for analysis and allow for a deep 

understanding of the context and processes involved (Gioia et al., 2013; Kumar et al, 1993). 

As with all studies, this one has limitations. First although my informants were able to 

provide retrospective accounts of their and their firms’ experiences throughout the identity 

correspondence process, the relatively narrow observation window of my study did not allow me 

to directly observe the process as it occurred. Identity work processes typically span months or 

years. Moreover, relying primarily on retrospective accounts makes the possibility of bias in 

informants’ accounts a real concern. Expanding the study to observe the process over an 

extended time period would strengthen it considerably. Also, most of my informants could be 

considered insiders in the B Corp community. 

First, the experiences of these informants tend to be similar. While this commonality is 

essential to identifying underlying themes, it limits my ability to see important variations in the 

process. Including a larger number of informants with more diverse experience would help 

address this limitation. Secondly, the self-assessments of active movement insiders could be 

shaped by retrospective bias and a drive to find continuity between their past actions/decisions 
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and their current identities/behaviors. A longer-term study directly observing the identity process 

as it unfolds would, again, address this limitation. However, it should also be noted that identity 

processes in particular involve significant self-reflection (Burke, 1980) and the drive to 

understand and verify identities in an authentic and honest way is incredibly strong (Cast & 

Burke, 2002). For these reasons, self-reported identity assessments are generally considered to be 

relatively reliable (Burke, 1980, Stets & Biga, 2003). 

My findings have several practical implications for hybrid social organizations and the 

individuals that found/join them. The foundational identities and aspirational identities needed to 

align with HSE and the movement more broadly tend to be “baked in” to both individuals and 

organizations through formative experiences that happen early on. Individuals seeking identity 

extension should not expect to find opportunities to achieve it in a company that does not already 

hold a hybrid social identity. My findings suggest that the alignment process is one of extension 

and amplification, not conversion. It is more likely that individuals will succeed in the identity 

expansion process by seeking out people and organizations that embody a hybrid social identity 

and look for opportunities to join them. 

My findings may also have implications for several types of organizations. For hybrid 

social enterprises seeking identity amplification through movement participation, it is important 

to recognize the role of the internal champion to initiating and sustaining the identity work 

process. Also, for these kinds of organizations, the bulk of the most meaningful and ongoing 

identity work typically begins with an important, symbolic action (e.g. B Corp certification) that 

redefines the organization’s identity. It may be important to intentionally establish this kind of 

symbolic identity milestone. For businesses more generally, my findings suggest that a strong 

social/environmental mission may be a highly effective tool for attracting and retaining high 
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quality employees. However, there is a real possibility that espousing such a mission may 

backfire if employees join the organization to extend their identities and find that the mission is 

not authentic. Finally, for non-profit organizations, my findings suggest that a growing number 

of people with a strong interest in addressing social/environmental problems in their professional 

exist. However, there is a risk of losing this potential pool of talent to HSE if these people view 

the organization as ineffective or devoid of opportunities for career advancement. 
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CHAPTER 3: “THE EVOLUTION OF CAPITALISM”: THE ESTABLISHMENT OF 
THE BENEFIT CORPORATION AS A HYBRID ORGANIZATIONAL FORM 
 

Until recently, corporate law has not recognized the legitimacy of any corporate purpose 
other than maximizing profits. That old conception of the role of business in society is at 
best limiting, and at worst destructive. - Open Letter to Business Leaders, B Corp 
Movement 

INTRODUCTION 

In a 2012 address at Oxford University, President Bill Clinton called attention to a new 

development in corporate law in a growing number of U.S. States, saying: 

Quarterly shareholder value should not be the only benchmark by which we judge 
corporations. I think the fact that companies, on balance, that follow sustainable 
development paths are more profitable than those which don’t means that it’s worth 
investing in something with a slightly longer time horizon. In the United States, for 
example, because of the assumption that short-term shareholder value is all that matters to 
big investors, we now have a lot of states that are passing laws authorizing the creation of 
a different kind of corporation, the so called B Corporation which stands for benefit. You 
write into the incorporation papers that this company is a long-term value company that 
also takes into account the interests of its employees, its customers, and the communities of 
which it is a part. (Bill Clinton – via B Corporation, 2012) 

President Clinton was describing the efforts of a growing social movement made up of 

individuals, organizations, investors, and legislators attempting to establish a new organizational 

form for hybrid social enterprises in the United States. 

New forms are of particular interest to organizational scholars because they are often 

essential raw materials in the emergence of new practices, professions, markets, products, and 

industries (David et al., 2013) and broader cultural change (Rao, 1998). The literature on new 

forms often focuses on the important role of the individual institutional entrepreneur in form 

innovation and creation (DiMaggio, 1988). However, scholars have recently called for more 

attention to the more lengthy and complicated process of new form institutionalization and the 

central role of social movements in this process (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2006). New forms 
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may be born of institutional entrepreneurship but they are established through collective action. 

From the perspective of the collective action model, it is a network of actors working together, 

but often still with their own best interest in mind, that cement institutional change and determine 

its long-term viability (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2006). This is a political process and is strongly 

influenced by the characteristics of the particular institutional and political context in which the 

social movement is embedded or is seeking to embed itself (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). Just as 

important is the dialectical nature of the institutional innovation process; other actors and groups 

of actors who are embedded in the same political and institutional context will act to advance and 

protect their interests (Hargrave & Van de Ven, 2006; Pacheco et al., 2011; Seo & Creed, 2002) 

The presence and characteristics of these other actors and the relationships between them will 

also affect the social movement’s ability to establish the new form. 

Institutional scholars have recognized the essential role of social movement organizations 

in creating and altering institutions, fields, practices, markets, and industries (Hiatt et al., 2009; 

King & Pearce, 2010; Pacheco et al., 2011; Rao et al., 2000; Schneiberg & Lounsbury, 2008; 

Sine & Lee, 2009; Weber et al., 2008). However, these studies focus on movements that 

challenge existing fields, forms, or institutions directly, seeking to disrupt power relationships 

and remove or rebuild existing institutional arrangements. Relatively little attention has been 

paid to the role of collective action in establishing hybrid forms that bridge multiple fields. 

The emergence of the hybrid form may be tightly linked with collective action efforts to 

promote the new form. However, in the case of establishment of the benefit corporation hybrid 

form, these collective actors do not directly protest or boycott existing institutional powers as we 

typically see in social movements. Instead, the benefit corporation movement attempts to bridge 

the interstitial space between the proximate fields of business and charity, carving out a new 
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hybrid form that embraces the potential benefits of both (Rao et al., 2000). It may be that the 

relationships between these proximate fields affect the establishment of the new hybrid form as 

much as the efforts of the collective actors that champion it. 

In this paper, I draw from institutional and social movement theory to explore how 

collective action to professionalize a hybrid organizational form is moderated by the size and 

strength of the existing proximate fields it bridges. In particular, I examine how the efforts of the 

B Corp movement to promote the creation of the benefit corporation as a legally defined 

organizational form by U.S. State legislatures are influenced by the relative power and influence 

of business and charitable fields.  

The B Corp movement is an elite-driven social movement seeking to promote and 

legitimize social enterprise in the form of “benefit corporations” - hybrid firms with core 

objectives of creating both economic profit and social/environmental good. The B Corp 

movement is organized around B-Labs, a non-profit organization that manages a voluntary B 

Corp certification program and coordinates efforts to introduce benefit corporation legislation. I 

focus my analysis on the legislative efforts of the B Corp movement at the state level in the 

United States and pose the following questions: In what ways do existing fields proximate to a 

new hybrid organizational form shape the opportunity for its successful establishment? To what 

extent do the size and strength of proximal fields with respect to each other, enhance or inhibit 

the efforts of collective actors to institutionalize a hybrid form that bridges those proximal 

fields? 

The theoretical model for my study is illustrated in Figure 3.1. I begin with a brief review 

of the institutional literature on fields and organizational forms. Next, I discuss hybrid 

organizations and offer hybridity as an essential component in defining social enterprise. I then 
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explain how the B Corp movement is working to institutionalize the benefit corporation form at 

the interstices of the business and charity fields and theorize about the way in which the relative 

power relationships between these proximate fields affect the establishment of the new hybrid 

form. I follow this with a description of the context, data, methods, and results of my empirical 

study and conclude by discussing the implications of my findings and opportunities for future 

research. 

THEORY & HYPOTHESES 

Conceptualizing Strategic Organizational Fields 

The concept of an organizational field is central to institutional theory (Scott, 1995). At a 

very broad level, a field is a subsection of the social order and hence the basic building block of 

modern society (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012). Most contemporary institutional thinking on fields 

fits within a broad definition of a field as all of the interactions between organizations and actors 

in a particular social order (Bourdieu, 1984). These interactions are the mechanism by which a 

field norms and practices are made, negotiated, and remade (Bourdieu, 1984). DiMaggio and 

Powell defined an organizational field more specifically as “…those organizations that, in the 
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aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and product 

consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that produce similar services or 

products” (1983:148).  

Organizational fields are the center of institutional structure and change and serve as the 

conceptual bridge between organizations and society (DiMaggio, 1986) A field is the sector in 

which an organization operates, including all possible actors that may affect it (Scott & Meyer, 

1983). Field membership may include any organizations that, for some period of time, maintain 

meaningful interaction with other members of the field (Hoffman, 1999).  

Fields serve as important determinants of the social order as cultural frames - socially 

constructed systems of meaning (Benford & Snow, 2000; Goffman, 1974), and logics - 

organizing principles for action (Friedland & Alford, 1991; Thornton, 2004) operate within and 

across fields. As a new field emerges, actors connected to it participate in framing processes 

(Benford & Snow, 2000) through which the meaning structures and boundaries of the field are 

hammered out. One common outcome of these framing processes, and of field development in 

general, is the establishment of the organizational forms that typify the field (Dacin et al, 1999; 

DiMaggio, 1994; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The process of defining forms is important to both 

the near-term success of the field in becoming an established in the institutional context and in 

shaping the field in the long-term (Greenwood & Hinnings, 1996). 

Collective Action and the Establishment of New Organizational Forms 

Organizational forms are the basic prototypes around which the meaning structures and 

standards for behavior and interaction in a field are organized (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). In 

stable, established fields, forms reflect clearly defined norms and power relationships that help 

provide isomorphic pressure on actors in the field to maintain the institutional status quo 
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(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The stability of forms and the fields they 

inhabit is a hallmark of new institutional theory (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012; Scott, 1995). 

However, forms can change and new forms do emerge, often dramatically altering the structure 

of and positioning of actors of an existing field or establishing them as part of the emergence of a 

new field (e.g. David et al., 2013). Hargrave and Van de Ven (2004; 2006) conceptually organize 

the literature on institutional change into four perspectives: institutional design, collective action, 

institutional adaptation, and institutional diffusion. Adaptation and diffusion deal with ways in 

which organizations adopt and become isomorphic with new institutional arrangements. 

Institutional design and collective action deal with the processes by and conditions under which 

an institutional change is created, introduced, and institutionalized in the field. My focus in this 

paper is on the collective action perspective. Specifically, the conditions and interactions 

between actors and fields surrounding the process of establishing the new hybrid benefit 

corporation form within the emerging field of social enterprise. 

 The Creation and Establishment of New Forms - New forms emerge when actors, 

embedded in entering a field, react to problems not solved by the current institutional 

arrangement in the field (Suchman, 1995) or when influential actors in the field see opportunities 

to expand or improve the domain of the field in new ways (Meyer, 1994). These actors are 

institutional entrepreneurs (Battilana et al., 2009; DiMaggio, 1991) who create and introduce 

changes, including new forms, to the field. In doing so, they are often the catalyst for 

(de)institutionalization of forms and practices in a field (Oliver, 1991; 1992). The novelty of a 

new form depends on how much and in what ways it diverges from existing forms (Puranam et 

al., 2013). There are many examples in the literature illustrating the introduction of new forms 



 

 

62 
that depart from the status quo in goals, authority relations, technology, and served markets (Rao 

et al., 2000).  

New forms often emerge as the resolution of conflict between institutional actors (Rao & 

Kenney, 2008). New forms may be authored by incumbents inside a field (Strang, 1995) or by 

external challengers such as grassroots movements (McEvily & Ingram, 2004). They are often 

reinventions of the authority or bureaucracy arrangements of the forms they are proposed to 

replace (Haveman et al., 1997; 2007; Puranam et al., 2013). Also, the collective identity of the 

field is often the impetus of form emergence with challengers contesting existing identity 

meanings (Carroll & Swaminathan, 2000; Rao et al., 2003; 2005) and incumbents resisting or 

struggling to adopt the new identity (Hsu & Hannan, 2005).  

It is telling that collective action and the involvement of social movements play a central 

role along side institutional entrepreneurs in most of these examples. Whether a new form 

survives depends on political success in legitimizing it (Stinchcombe, 1965; Rao et al., 2000). 

This almost always requires the collective efforts of a network of supporting actors, including 

organizations that embody the new form and other allies (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994; Hannan & 

Carroll, 1992; Rao et al, 2000). Many of the examples above examine both the introduction and 

legitimation of new forms and consider the ways in which both individual actors and social 

movements participate in the process.  

Individual institutional entrepreneurs are typically associated with conceiving of and 

introducing new forms whereas the legitimation or establishment of these forms (i.e. the work of 

negotiating with other institutional actors and integrating the new form into the institutional 

context) involves many actors converging around a social movement. This process is political in 

nature and involves multiple actors involved with or affected by the proposed institutional 
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change. This perspective draws directly from theory on social movements which holds that the 

mobilization of actors and resources, framing processes, and political opportunity structures in 

which the prospective new form is introduced are essential determinants of its success or failure 

(McCarthy & Zald, 1973; 1986). This study focuses on the political opportunity structure in each 

U.S. State and the mobilization of participants by the B Corp movement as it pushes to legitimize 

the benefit corporation hybrid form through legislation. 

 The B-Corp Movement and the Establishment of the Benefit Corporation 

Organizational Form - I argue that the collective action of certified B Corp firms and other 

supporting organizations, coordinated by B-Labs, constitutes a de-facto social movement 

organization. I now offer further theoretical explanation to support this claim and argue that the 

presence of this movement at the state level drives the establishment of the social hybrid 

organizational form through the introduction and adoption of benefit corporation legislation. In 

their review of the social movement literature, Snow and Soule (2010) summarize five key 

elements that comprise social movements.  

First, the movement must present a challenge to some existing structure or system of 

authority. The B Corp movement calls into question the morality and sustainability of 

maximizing shareholder wealth to the exclusion of other stakeholders. Although this may not be 

a direct challenge to the existing corporate form, it is certainly a grievance that social enterprises 

should be free of the ethical and legal requirement to put shareholders interests above all else.  

The second key element of a social movement is that it is a collective effort of multiple 

actors rather than an individual. Participation in a movement need not take the form of highly 

visible, public protest (Snow & Soule, 2010). Nor, in fact do participants in a movement need to 

have close connections to movement leaders or other participants; participation and alignment of 
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interests are all that is required. The B Corp movement meets this second requirement given the 

number of certified B Corps and other affiliated actors in the US and worldwide.  

The third element of a social movement is that it operates, to some degree, outside of 

existing institutional arrangements. Although the movement is, by introducing legislation, 

interacting with an established institution (i.e. the state) it operates outside the political system in 

its mobilizing and framing activities. Organization and continuity are the fourth and fifth 

elements of a social movement. These are clearly present in the B Corp movement, which is well 

organized, has a global reach, and has formally been in continuous operation since 2006. 

An important factor in the success or failure of a movement is its ability to attract and 

mobilize movement participants (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). In the case of the B Corp movement, 

the most prominent participants are the firms that opt in to becoming B Corp certified 

organizations. Furthermore, the subset of individuals who take the lead in introducing benefit 

corporation legislation in each state tend to be executives and/or attorneys affiliated with 

certified B Corps. In this respect, the B Corp movement has been notably more active in some 

states than in others. California, the state with the largest number B Corps, is home to nearly 200 

certified firms while roughly half of the remaining states have fewer than four each. I argue that 

the B Corp movement is the driving force behind the push to establish the benefit corporation 

legal organizational form as a means of legitimizing social enterprise through state endorsement. 

This being the case, states, like California, with a larger number of movement participants should 

be more likely to see benefit corporation legislation adopted and at an earlier point in time than 

states with fewer certified B Corps. I argue that, like any social movement, the B Corp 

movement will be more successful in establishing the new benefit corporation form through 
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legislation introduction and adoption in states where it has a stronger base of participation 

reflected by a greater number of certified B Corps. 

Hypothesis 1: The greater the number of certified B Corps in a state, the greater the 
likelihood of benefit corporation legislation adoption in that state. 

The effort to institutionalize this new organizational form by the B Corp movement is 

important but certainly not a new idea for institutional scholars. However, we know much less 

about the establishment of a hybrid form that bridges and incorporates logics from the existing 

proximate fields of business and charity. 

 Hybrid Social Enterprise As An Emerging Form - In this paper, I examine an effort to 

define and legitimize social enterprise as a field through the institutionalization of a new 

organizational form. I define social enterprise as an emerging organizational field at the nexus of 

the existing fields of commercial business enterprise (i.e. For-profit commercial firms) and 

charitable/philanthropic social benefit organizations (i.e. Government and non-profit 

organizations that exist to address social and environmental problems). Social enterprise bridges 

these two fields and their underlying logics (business and charity, respectively) and includes, at 

its core, important elements of both. The nature and implications of this bridging are at the root 

of extensive definitional debates within the literature on social enterprise (Dacin et al., 2011). 

While the debate is ongoing, a growing number of scholars embrace the hybrid nature of social 

enterprise as the key both to understanding these organizations and to their utility as a context in 

which to extend and elaborate on existing organizational theories (Battilana & Lee, 2013; Zhao 

& Wry, 2011). I join these scholars in arguing that hybridity is the essential, defining 

characteristic of social enterprise.  

The establishment of the benefit corporation as a new form, defining social enterprise as a 

field, is the primary focus of this study. The initial work of innovating the meaning structures 
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through framing processes and recruiting participants to join in collective action, has been under 

way for several years. While this work is ongoing, the efforts of the B Corp movement are now 

largely focused on establishing the legal form through state-by-state adoption of benefit 

corporation legislation. As I will demonstrate, the establishment of this new hybrid form is 

dependent on the existing relationships between the fields it bridges; that is, the relationships 

between business and philanthropic interests in each of the states. Given the importance of state 

sponsorship in lending legitimacy to a new form and field (Scott, 1995; Suchman, 1995), the 

future of the B Corp movement and the field of social enterprise may be determined, in part, by 

the success or failure of the B Corp movement to achieve its goal of benefit corporation 

legislation in all 50 states.  

Hybrid Forms and Relationships Between Proximate Fields 

Recall that hybrid forms bridge two or more existing organizational forms, fields, or logics 

and, if established, reside permanently at the nexus of those existing institutional structures 

(Battilana & Lee, 2014). I argue that the benefit corporation form is the prototype form for a 

hybrid social enterprise, bridging the forms of commercial business and non-profit charity. As 

such, proponents of the benefit corporation do not directly challenge these existing forms per se, 

but seek to create an interstitial form between them. Ryan, the founder of one of the B Corps 

explained how he saw the need for a way between the two. 

We’ve had a pretty simple model until now, you’re either non-profit or for profit. In the 
world of for-profit it was pretty simple, you’ll be evaluated basically on just one thing: the 
bottom line. Yes, there’s other things you can provide but mostly all you provide is jobs. A 
pretty simple definition of the world of commerce. In the world of non-profits, your job is 
to increase your benefit and perhaps so much so that you stifle your potential to scale. You 
can’t invest in figuring out how to scale because that takes away from immediate good you 
could be doing. Both models work but are fundamentally flawed so they have to come 
together. The world’s not that black and white. The significance of B Corp is that it’s a 
step toward bringing those two models together and filling that hole. 
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Moreover, the goal of the benefit corporation (and of social enterprise in general) is to 

address social and environmental problems that are (or at least have been previously) 

unattractive as market opportunities and too large, complicated, or expensive to be solved 

through philanthropy. In other words, social enterprise draws on essential elements of these two 

existing fields in order to create public goods that they can or will not (Austin et al., 2006; Dean 

& McMullen, 2007). Rao, Morril, and Zald (2000) argue that new organizational forms emerge 

when incentives to create public goods or reduce negative externalities are inadequate. They also 

posit that new forms intended to fill gaps between existing fields are quite common and are 

established through the efforts of social movements to define the problems or deficiencies of the 

existing institutional arrangement and legitimize the new form through political action. 

 The Benefit Corporation as an Interstitial Form - Hybrid forms are unique 

recombinations of parts of multiple existing forms (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Padgett & Powell, 

2012). They are the result of institutional innovators overcoming the inertial, segregating 

processes that define and maintain form boundaries (Hannan & Freeman, 1986; Haveman & 

Rao, 2006). The benefit corporation organizational form originates from an interstitial gap 

between two existing fields: commercial business and non-profit charity. The B Corp movement 

has engaged in collective action to frame the nature of the problem and the proposed solution: 

hybrid social enterprise. Benefit corporations are offered as a form that bridges the two existing 

fields and fills the gap between them addressing the problem of how commercial business can be 

directed toward solving social and environmental problems. Having accomplished the framing 

task, the movement is working to establish the benefit corporation as a permanent fixture in the 

institutional framework. It is the hybrid nature of this definition of social enterprise, 

incorporating social mission with financial sustainability, that makes it a viable option to fill the 
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gap at the interstices between the commercial and charity fields. The interstitial position of the 

benefit corporation also explains why the establishment of the benefit corporation is not 

necessarily a direct threat to actors in the existing fields, but is contentious because it disrupts the 

status quo. 

 Proximate Field Relationships and Opportunity - The examples above of new forms 

being instituted in the interstices between existing fields make clear the importance of taking a 

holistic view of the broader context surrounding institutional change. Indeed, just as individual 

actors simultaneously affect and are affected by the institutional environment in which they are 

embedded (Giddens, 1984), so too are fields embedded in an environment consisting of other 

proximate fields and actors (Fligstein, 2001). Moreover, it is essential to see field boundaries as 

fluid, changing depending on the situation and issues at stake and place-specific, varying with 

the differences in field structure by region (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012).  

A new form’s introduction and the process of its institutionalization may be seen as an 

“episode of contention” where the definition and legitimacy of the new form are evaluated in 

comparison with existing forms (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, Rao & Kenney, 2008). Whether 

and when an episode of contention may occur depends on both the ability of the social 

movement introducing the new form to mobilize supporters and allies and on events in or among 

proximate fields that the movement can interpret as a political opportunity (Fligstein, 1996; 

2001; McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996). This is particularly relevant to opportunities that 

arise at the nexus of existing fields because the meaning structures, relevant resources, and 

objectives of the existing forms and the new interstitial form will overlap. I suggest that this is 

the case with the emerging field of social enterprise.  



 

 

69 
The benefit corporation form has been introduced as a hybrid of business and charity logics 

and bridges the corresponding existing organizational forms (i.e. the commercial firm and the 

non-profit charitable organization). For this reason, these two existing fields/forms in particular, 

will help shape the institutionalization of the benefit corporation form. More importantly, 

though, it is not simply the relationship between the benefit corporation form and each of these 

forms individually that matters, but the relationship the existing forms have with each other that 

shapes the political opportunity structure for the benefit corporation form to be institutionalized.  

In stable fields, powerful incumbents can insulate themselves from challenges, changes, or 

shocks by using the abundant resources they have at their disposal (Fligstein, 2001; Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2012). Field norms and structures, including organizational forms, are naturally 

inertial and members of the field tend to become isomorphic over time (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983). Fligstein and McAdam’s theory of fields echoes this idea:  

One of the main factors shaping the eventual structure of a strategic action field is the 
initial distribution of resources in the field. Where resources are highly unequally 
distributed across groups, one would expect that one group or a set of dominant groups 
would be able to impose their will on the field. The resulting strategic action field is likely 
to have a hierarchical structure. (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012:90) 

Challenges to the status quo may arise in a hierarchical field, but incumbents are able to 

effectively ride them out given their enormous resource advantages. However, it is possible for 

the opposite to be true. When no actor or interest in the field is dominant, there is opportunity for 

challengers, both those already embedded in the field as well as new entrants, to introduce and 

successfully institutionalize, innovations such as new organizational forms (Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2012). 

I draw on both of these theories to explain why the benefit corporation organizational form 

is being successfully established in some U.S. States sooner and more easily than others. In the 



 

 

70 
emergence of hybrid, interstitial fields, inter-field dynamics operate similarly to intra-field 

dynamics. Incumbent proximate fields’ interaction with one other may significantly affect the 

opportunity structure the emerging field faces. Just as strong hierarchy among the power of 

interests within a field limits the opportunities for internal or external challengers to initiate and 

establish new practices and forms, so do uncontested power advantages residing with one field 

versus others limit the opportunity for a new hybrid form to be established at the nexus of those 

incumbent fields. Likewise, just as within a field, when power and resource distribution is 

relatively equal, there will be greater opportunity for a new hybrid form to be established. 

The parity in the influence of the commercial business and non-profit charity fields relative 

to one another varies across states. For example, the population of non-profit charities in a state 

may be much lower than average while the same is true of the population of commercial firms 

indicating the presence of both fields is weak but balanced. In this case, I argue that neither 

existing field has a strong influence in the state, creating a void wherein there will be little 

resistance to the introduction and adoption of a new hybrid form. In an alternative example, the 

amount of money spent on lobbying and campaign contributions by both commercial and 

charitable organizations may both be similarly large in a given state suggesting these fields have 

relatively equal and strong influence. The relationship between the existing fields is contentious, 

creating an atypically volatile environment wherein field boundaries and power dynamics may 

be contested, leaving the door open for the introduction of a new hybrid form that bridges the 

two existing fields. In either scenario, I argue that parity in the influence of the commercial 

business and non-profit charity fields in a state will be positively related to institutional 

instability and, hence, political opportunity for a hybrid form. In these states, it is likely that 

benefit corporation legislation may be introduced and adopted more easily. 



 

 

71 
Hypothesis 2: The greater the parity in the influence of the commercial and charitable 
fields in a state, the more likely benefit corporation legislation will be adopted in that 
state. 

Conversely, in some states there is a greater difference in the influence of the business or 

charity fields relative to one another than in other states. For example, money spent by 

commercial interests in an attempt to influence a state’s policy makers may be many times 

greater than in the average state while spending by philanthropic interests is relatively low. This 

is an indication that the influence of the commercial field is dominant in the state. In some states, 

the opposite may be true; there may be a disproportionately large number of charities in a state 

and fewer commercial firms than average indicating that the charity field has a dominant 

influence in that state. In both cases, the dominant field is likely to remain dominant because its 

power advantage grants it access to and control of more resources as well as the support of allies 

in other proximate fields (e.g. the state). Therefore, the inter-field dynamics within such states 

will be much more stable than in states with greater parity, making the powerful incumbent field 

highly effectively at quashing challengers’ attempts to introduce institutional change. In this 

way, power (i.e. influence and command of resources) imbalance favoring one proximate field 

over others will be negatively related to institutional instability and, hence, to political 

opportunity for a hybrid form. In these states, it is less likely that benefit corporation legislation 

may be introduced and adopted. 

In this paper, I suggest that the B Corp movement is the primary source of framing 

arguments and collective identity for the emerging field of social enterprise at the state and 

national levels in the United States and may play a significant role on the global stage as well. I 

argued that the B Corp movement is the underlying driver behind the introduction and advocacy 

of benefit corporation legislation at the state level and would increase the likelihood of the 
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legislation being introduced and adopted by the state legislature. In the hypotheses above, I argue 

that the relative parity or imbalance in the influence of fields proximate to the social enterprise 

field will also affect the likelihood of the benefit corporation form being established. However, it 

is the interaction of these two effects that I argue is unique to the establishment of this new, 

hybrid organizational form. I and other scholars view social enterprise as a new and truly hybrid 

field, bridging the commercial and charitable (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Moss et al., 2010; Pache & 

Santos, 2010; 2013). I also contend that the legitimation of the benefit corporation as a new 

form, via state endorsement through legislation, is an institutional milestone marking the 

permanent establishment of social enterprise as a field. For these reasons, the best opportunity 

for the establishment of a hybrid form should arise when collective action to promote the form is 

mobilized in an environment where there is parity in the influence of proximate fields. 

Conversely, there should be less opportunity when collective action is insignificant and where 

the influence of one proximate field overshadows the other. Thus, in the context of this study: 

Hypothesis 3: Greater parity in the influence of the commercial and charitable fields in a 
state will positively moderate the effect of the number of certified benefit corporations in a 
state on the adoption of benefit corporation legislation. 

DATA AND METHODS 

To test my hypotheses, I built a longitudinal dataset of benefit corporation legislation 

adoption in all 50 U.S. States. My window of observation begins in 2006 (the year in which B 

Lab and the B Corp movement were founded) and runs through 2013 (the last full year for which 

all data were available). During this time period, legislation was introduced in 31 states and 

adopted in 20. These data were acquired from the Sunlight Foundation’s Open States database7 

                                                
7 The Sunlight Foundation is a non-partisan non-profit organization with the mission of making data on government and elected 
officials at the local, state, federal and international levels publicly available. The Open States initiative collects data from the 
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in October of 2013. The resulting dataset consists of 400 state-year observations across 50 states 

and 7 years. Because some independent variables are lagged and I lose one year of observations, 

the final sample consists of 350 state-year observations. Because my analyses examine the 

likelihood of legislation adoption over time using Cox proportional hazard models, the 

dependent variable that represents hazard condition is a dummy coded dichotomous variable for 

each state-year indicating whether benefit corporation legislation was adopted. 

Independent Variables 

I determined movement participation at the state-year level using running counts of the 

number of certified B Corps in each state-year. I used these raw counts to calculate relative state-

year participation as the number of certified B Corps in a state. These data were collected from B 

Lab’s online directory of all certified B Corps, which is publicly available at bcorporation.net. 

The directory is constantly updated over time. The data I collected represent a snapshot of all 

certification records on or before October, 2013. 

I calculated the relative parity between the influence of the business and charity fields in 

each state by as the ratio of the number of businesses to charities to in a state-year. In every case, 

the number of businesses exceeded the number of charities. Consequently, values for this 

measure are all greater than 1. For ease of interpretation, I multiplied this measure by -1 so that 

higher values mean greater parity between business and charity in a given state-year. Business 

count data were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Business Dynamics Statistics (BDS) 

dataset that tracks the number of business establishments in each state. Charity count data were 

obtained from the U.S. Internal Revenue Service’s Business Master File (BMF) that contains the 

tax registration data for all business and non-profit organizations in each state including 

                                                                                                                                                       
official records of state legislatures in all 50 states and the District of Columbia and tracks all legislation, legislators, votes, and 
committee activity. (Openstates.org) 



 

 

74 
categorization by industry and tax designation. Organizations involved in social and 

environmental services (human rights, health and welfare, animal rights) and general 

philanthropies and foundations were included. I also repeated all model tests using a 5yr running 

average of business and charity counts for each state-year rather than a single state-year. The 

results were not substantively different. 

Controls 

I used a variety of state level controls to account for structural differences due to size and 

political control in the state legislature. I control for: 

Organization Per Capita - This measure is intended to control for differences in size 

between states. Passing legislation related to the corporate code in states with a larger population 

of organizations per capita may differ from states with a smaller population of organizations. I 

calculated this item by dividing the total number of organizations (businesses and charities) by 

the state population for each state/year. These data were obtained from the U.S. Census Bureau. 

Population Median Age - This measure is intended to control for possible age-related 

differences in attitude toward the legitimacy of HSE. Age-related differences could affect 

legislation because of differences in political participation by age. I used the median age of the 

population of each state/year for this measure. These data were obtained from the U.S. Census 

Bureau.  

Percent Change in State GDP - This measure is intended to control for changes in the 

overall economic climate in a state. Changes in the economic conditions in a state may affect for 

profit businesses, charities, or both. This may have an indirect effect on the passage of legislation 

authorizing benefit corporations that bridge both of these fields. This measure is the change in 
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gross domestic product of each state/year from the previous year represented a percentage. These 

data were obtained from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 

Bills Adopted - This measure is intended to control for the overall volume of adopted 

legislation in each state/year. States differ in the overall number of bills their legislatures 

successfully adopt in a given session. States with a higher or lower volume of adopted legislation 

may differ in terms of the likelihood of benefit corporation bills being adopted. This measure is 

the total number of bills adopted in each state’s legislature (irrespective of the house in which it 

was initially introduced) for each state/year legislative session. These data were obtained from 

the Book of the States, an annual publication produced by the Council of State Governments 

containing comprehensive information about each state by year. (csg.org) 

Bill Adoption/Introduction Ratio – This measure is intended to control for the relative 

difficulty of passing legislation once it has been introduced. Benefit corporation legislation may 

be more likely to pass if introduced in a state where more introduced bills pass successfully than 

in a state where the passage rate of introduced legislation is lower. This measure is the total 

number of bills adopted by each state’s legislature (irrespective of the house in which it was 

introduced) divided by the total number of bills introduced in the same state/year legislative 

session. These data were obtained from the Book of the States. 

Senate Party Ratio - This measure (along with the house party ratio) is intended to control 

for the relative power of a particular political party in a given state/year. The likelihood of 

benefit corporation legislation successfully passing may be affected by party control. This 

measure is calculated as the ratio of the number of Democratic to Republican senators in each 

state’s upper house. These data were obtained from the Book of the States. 
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House Party Ratio - This measure (along with the senate party ratio) is intended to control 

for the relative power of a particular political party in a given state/year. The likelihood of 

benefit corporation legislation successfully passing may be affected by party control. This 

measure is calculated as the ratio of the number of Democratic to Republican representatives in 

each state’s lower house. These data were obtained from the Book of the States. 

Ballot Initiatives Average - This measure is intended to control for the potential effects of 

direct democracy in a given state. Fourteen states’ constitutions allow for direct democracy via 

ballot initiatives. The frequency with which direct democracy is exercised in a state may affect 

the passage of legislation by the state legislature in general and in a particular session. This 

measure was calculated as the average number of direct ballot initiatives per session from the 

time that direct democracy was instituted in the state until the focal state/year session. For states 

without direct democracy amendments in place this measure will be zero. These data were 

obtained from the Book of States. 

Model and Analyses 

Estimation of all survival time models was performed using Cox proportional hazards 

procedure (Cox & Snell, 1989) with robust standard errors. The proportional hazard approach to 

survival analysis relies on an assumption of proportionality. That is, the proportion of the hazard 

function made up by each independent variable relative to the overall variance explained by the 

model remains constant over the observation time window. Per Cox & Snell (1989) I tested the 

assumption of proportionality for each model and also conducted a graphical test of estimated 

Cox-Snell residuals for all model using the same set of controls. The results showed no 

significant evidence to nullify the assumption of proportionality in any of the models. 
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My data was right censored for states that did not pass benefit corporation legislation by the 

year 2013. I include censored data in my models to improve estimation efficiency (Amezcua et 

al., 2013; Cleves et al., 2008). Table 3.1 shows the correlation matrix, means, and standard 

deviations for all independent and control variables in the model. No variables were correlated 

with the independent variables of interest with a coefficient of more than 0.38 suggesting the 

danger of multicollinearity was relatively low. I also mean centered the IVs of interest for 

inclusion in interaction terms to attenuate the possible effects of multicollinearity (Amezcua et 

al., 2013; Aiken & West, 1991). Additionally, I conducted diagnostic tests for multicollinearity 

by examining variance inflation factors (VIFs) for all models. In each case, though the mean VIF 

exceeded the critical value of 2, all IVs of interest were below the VIF<2 threshold.  

RESULTS 

Table 3.1 contains the summary statistics and correlations of all variables in the study. 

Table 3.2 presents the results of my proportional hazard models. All coefficients in these models 

are reported as hazard ratios where values higher than one indicate in increase in the likelihood 

of benefit corporation legislation and values smaller than one indicate a decrease.  

Model 1 includes only control variables. In this model, the overall volume of bills adopted 

and the degree to which Democrats controlled the state senate were both significant increased the 

likelihood of benefit corporation legislation passing. Although not hypothesized, these two 

controls were significant in all models. No other controls were significant in this or any other 

model except where specifically noted below.  

Model 2 tests and shows support for Hypothesis 1 where I predicted the positive effect of 

greater numbers of certified B Corps in a state on the likelihood of benefit corporation legislation 

passage. The hazard ratio coefficient for this variable is greater than one and significant 
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(HR=1.053, p<0.001) supporting Hypothesis 1. The effect of direct democracy through ballot 

initiatives negative but only marginally significant (HR=0.465, p<0.08).  
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Model 3 tests and supports Hypothesis 2 where I predicted that the effect of greater relative 

parity between commercial and charity fields in a state would increase the likelihood of benefit 

corporation legislation passage. The hazard ratio coefficient for this variable is greater than one 

and significant (HR=1.025, p=0.006) supporting Hypothesis 2.  

Model 4 tests the effects of certified B Corps and relative parity together in the same model. 

The results of this model show very similar hazard rate coefficients for these two variables as in 

Models 2 and 3 and both are significant (Certifications: HR=1.049; p<0.003; Parity: HR=1.019; 

p<0.008) suggesting stability in the effect sizes of these variables and additional support for 

Hypotheses 1 and 2.  

Model 5 tests Hypothesis 3, which predicts the positive effects of interaction between B 

Corp certifications and Commercial/Charity Parity on increased likelihood of benefit corporation 

legislation passage. The effects of the interaction were marginally significant (p=0.077). The 

hazard ratio coefficient was less than one (HR=0.997), indicating a negative effect on the 

likelihood of benefit corporation legislation passage, which was opposite of the hypothesized 

effect. However given the marginal significance and the fact that the confidence interval for this 

hazard rate coefficient spans one (CI=0.9947-1.0003) this result can only be viewed as 

inconclusive. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 is not supported. Also, the hazard ratio coefficient for B 

Corp certifications was greater than 1 and significant in this model (HR=1.107; p<0.001) and the 

effect of direct democracy through ballot initiatives was negative but only marginally significant 

(HR=0.460, p<0.06). 

Robustness Tests 

Models 3-5 use a ratio of the number of business and charity organizations to measure 

parity between commercial and charity fields. This measure was significant and supported 
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Hypothesis 2 in Models 3 and 4. However it was not significant, on its own or as part of the 

interaction term in Model 5. In order to diagnose the reasons for this result, and as a robustness 

test for Models 3 and 4, I broke the parity ratio into its component parts, the counts of business 

firms and charities in each state/year for further testing. Following Shanock et al. (2010), I 

conducted a polynomial response surface analysis. This technique is useful for examining how 

two predictor variables (in this case, the counts of business and charity organizations in a 

state/year) relate to an outcome (in this case, the likelihood of benefit corporation legislation). 

The technique involves running a 

polynomial regression on the 

dependent variable using the 

predictors of interest as 

regressors along with an 

interaction of the two predictors 

and a quadratic term for each. 

The resulting coefficients are 

plotted on a three-dimensional 

graph. The resulting 3 

dimensional surface can be used 

to interpret the relationship 

between the outcome and: (A) 

the agreement between the two 

predictors, (B) the degree of 

discrepancy between the two 
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predictors, and (C) the direction of discrepancy between the two predictors.  

In my analysis, I created the requisite polynomial parameters and applied them to a Cox 

proportional hazards model with all control variables included. Table 3.3 shows the results of 

this model. The plot for the model in Table 3.3 is illustrated in Figure 3.2. In the case of this 

model, the X=Y axis (moving from the front corner of the base of the graph to the back corner of 

the base) has a positive slope suggesting that agreement (i.e. parity) between business and charity 

is related to the likelihood of legislation passage so that an increase in both together increases the 

likelihood of passage. However, the steep, positive slope of the Y axis and slightly negative 

slope of the X axis suggest that, while the two variables moving in parity does affect the hazard 

ratio, the effects of parity are far more sensitive to changes in the charity count than in the 

business count. This suggests that, Models 3 and 4, relative parity does affect the likelihood of 

legislation passing but 

in the data used in 

these analyses, there 

is little actual parity 

between business and 

charity in any state. 

This is a limitation of 

the data and is 

addressed further in 

the discussion section 

below.  
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Given the finding in the polynomial surface analysis above that the parity measure is driven 

primarily by the number of charities in the state, I performed an additional sensitivity analysis 

directly testing the effects of charity. I tested each of my models substituting the number of 

charities in the state in place of the parity ratio measure. All results were identical to my tested 

models in terms of hazard ratio direction and significance. 

In addition to the polynomial surface analysis described above, I also tested the robustness 

of my models by substituting alternate measures in each model. Specifically, I tried using the 

number of business establishments (rather than the number of firms) in all corresponding 

measures, and I tried substituting 3yr, 5yr, and 10yr moving averages of all variables where data 

was available (parity and all controls). These substitutions did not substantively change the 

results of my models. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this study, I set out to theorize and test a model of how collective actions by an “insider” 

social movement drive the establishment of a new, hybrid organizational form; the hybrid social 

enterprise (prototypically exemplified by the benefit corporation in the United States). I also 

sought to explain how the relationships between proximate fields surrounding the hybrid form 

affect its establishment. My findings suggest that the actions of the B Corp/HSE movement at the 

state level affected passage of benefit corporation legislation. State legislatures seem to be more 

likely to adopt legislation providing regulative legitimacy to hybrid forms when there is a 

stronger presence of hybrid organizations embodying that form actively pursuing its 

establishment in the state. Furthermore, benefit corporation legislation was more likely to be 

adopted in states where businesses and charities were more equally represented. It appears that 
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hybrid forms are more likely to be established in a context where there is parity between related 

proximate fields as opposed to one in which one field and its logics are dominant.  

My results also suggest that more frequent exercise of direct democracy in a state has a 

negative effect on the passage of benefit corporation legislation. This unexpected finding may be 

of particular interest to future research, especially combined the positive effect of higher volume 

of bill adoption overall. Democratic party control of the state house and senate was also 

important. This is, on its face, perhaps somewhat obvious but it is interesting considering the fact 

sponsorship of B Corp legislation seems to be party agnostic. My data show that the number of 

legislators involved introducing and sponsoring benefit corporation legislation was split roughly 

evenly between Democrats and Republicans. 

In any empirical study it is important to consider alternative explanations for the study’s 

findings. For example, the potential for endogeneity is always a concern in a study like this one. 

It could be that the causal direction of my findings is reversed. It seems unlikely that benefit 

corporation law is driving parity between business and charity at the state level, especially 

considering no benefit corporation legislation was introduced in any state prior to 2007. 

However, it is quite plausible that the emergence of benefit corporation law may affect 

participation in the B Corp movement. I have attempted to address this with a longitudinal 

survival study of all 50 U.S. states and the entire population of certified B Corps and lagging all 

independent and control variables to clarify causal direction. 

It is also possible that another factor is influencing either the passage of legislation, B Corp 

participation and parity, or all of these. For example, it could be that passage of any legislation 

related to corporate code depends, to varying degrees on the size, influence, and level of activity 

of the state’s corporate bar. There could also be an unobserved event affecting both the 
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dependent and independent variables such as a significant shift in the perceived legitimacy of 

business and/or charity logics due to larger economic and political events that coincide with the 

window of observation for this study. The economic crash of 2008 and the rise of anti-business 

groups such as Occupy Wall Street are examples. I attempt to account for these alternative 

explanations by carefully selecting control variables commonly used in the political science 

literature on activism and policy change (Boehmke, 2009; Haider-Markel, 2001; Squire, 1997). 

Also, when researching state level phenomena like policy change and by-state differences in 

social movement activity, there undoubtedly are other factors at work. When examining a 

complex system on such a large scale, one can only hope to offer a partial explanation. In this 

study, I focus on developing and testing theory to explain specifically how hybrid forms and 

fields become established in the interstitial space between already established fields. My theory 

is primarily concerned with the the influence of the proximate fields that the hybrid form bridges. 

Through the findings of this study, I make several important contributions to the literature 

on hybrid social enterprise, social movements, and the establishment of new organizational 

forms. First, I contribute much needed theory development and empirical testing within the 

context of HSE (Dacin et al., 2011; 2012; Short et al., 2009). My findings show that hybrid firms 

are engaging in organized collective action to establish hybrid social enterprise – exemplified by 

the benefit corporation – as a legitimate new organizational form to simultaneously address 

social/environmental problems and pursue financial profit. This finding lends support to two 

emerging perspectives in the HSE literature: (A) that social/environmental enterprise research is 

best served by focusing on the hybrid nature of these organizations (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Pache & Santos, 2010; 2013), and (B) that the diffusion and institutionalization of hybrid 

social/environmental enterprise is being driven primarily by collective actors working to effect 



 

 

85 
institutional change in the face of resistance from incumbent actors (Pacheco et al., 2011; Sine & 

Lee, 2009; Weber, 2009). 

My findings also explain how the establishment of an interstitial hybrid form is affected by 

the relationships that the proximate fields it bridges have with one another. While prior research 

has shown that proximate fields, and incumbent entities of all kinds, affect both the 

characteristics and the fate of new forms (David et al., 2013; Puranam et al., 2013; Rao et al., 

2000; 2003) little attention has been paid to the implications of how these fields relate to one 

another. The importance of business/charity parity in this study suggests that, just as competition 

between incumbent actors within a field can create opportunity for new forms to emerge 

(Fligstein & McAdam, 2012), inter-field competition may create similar opportunity for hybrid 

interstitial forms. 

This study has several features that strengthen the validity of its findings. First, the research 

context provides clarity a straightforward setting in which to test my theory. The B Corp and 

benefit corporation designations are unambiguous and unarguably represent an ideal type of HSE 

organization/form. Furthermore, my sample captures all benefit corporation legislation 

introductions and adoptions and the entire population of B Corps from the form’s inception 

eliminating any potential bias introduced by left censoring. Also, my sample spans a seven-year 

window of observation with lagged independent variables making it possible to infer causal 

direction. Finally, I control for state level differences in accordance with common practice in 

political science studies on collective action and policy change (Boehmke, 2009; Haider-Markel, 

2001; Squire, 1997). 

As with any empirical research, it is important to consider the limitations of this study. 

First, a longer window of observation would, of course, dramatically increase the number of 
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observations in my data set and provide more statistical power. Also, my data is limited in that 

the diffusion of benefit corporation law is still in progress at the time of these analyses. For this 

reason, as with many hazard models, my analyses are right censored. Revisiting these analyses 

after benefit corporation legislation has been attempted in all 50 states would provide a much 

more interesting and robust result. Also, as mentioned in the robustness checks section above, 

there are limitations related to the measures used in this study. While my analysis showed that 

relative parity between business and charity was positively related to benefit corporation 

legislation passing, from a practical point of view, the number of businesses in any given state 

dwarfs the number of charities by an enormous margin. It still stands to reason that parity should 

have this positive effect (my results provide support for H2 and robustness tests do not 

disconfirm the basic concept) but further research is needed to come to a more certain 

conclusion. Specifically, measures allowing finer grained comparison of the relationship between 

businesses and charities that may be especially likely to affect/be affected by HSE would help 

strengthen the study. Alternatively, a measure of influence parity not determined by organization 

density, such as political contributions may help bring clarity to these results. 

My findings may also have important implications for practice. Leaders of business 

movements hoping to effect policy change can benefit from mobilizing supporters through a 

legitimizing mechanism such as a certification (Sine et al., 2007). Also, collective actors should 

recognize that the relationships incumbents in proximate fields have with each other can 

indirectly affect their ability to introduce policy change. Counter intuitively, it may be more 

effective to focus on states with greater parity between proximate fields rather than targeting 

symbolically enticing bellwether states that represent the dominance of an incumbent field the 

movement seeks to displace. 
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CHAPTER 4: HOW COMMITMENT TO ORGANIZATIONAL HYBRIDITY 

MODERATES THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FIRMS’ SOCIAL AND FINANCIAL 
PERFORMANCE 

INTRODUCTION 

Hybrid social enterprise (HSE), organizations that simultaneously pursue 

social/environmental value creation and financial profitability as core components of their 

business model, are touted as a potential solution to many of society’s most pressing and chronic 

problems (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Miller et al., 2012; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Shaw & Carter, 

2007). The assumption that creating social value can be profitable is frequently implicit in 

research on HSE because, unlike their charitable counterparts, hybrid social firms do seek profit 

and long-term financial sustainability. Even so, leaders of hybrid firms themselves may not be 

sure whether or in what ways their social mission will ultimately help or hinder their pursuit of 

financial sustainability.  

Institutional theorists suggest that firms that do not fit into established categories struggle to 

gain legitimacy, resources, and customers (Hsu, 2006; Kraatz & Block, 2008; Zuckerman et al., 

2003). Since hybrid social firms bridge institutional logics of business and charity, the ways in 

which institutional actors around them characterize them will vary (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Pache 

& Santos, 2012). Also, given the newness of hybrid social enterprise as an organizational field, 

there is uncertainty about how these hybrid firms should behave and how firm their 

commitments to any stakeholder will be over time (Kraatz & Block, 2008). 

 Indeed, we know little about whether or how hybrid social firms benefit financially from 

their pursuit of a triple bottom line. This research gap is understandable given the theoretical 

infancy of the HSE literature and the empirical challenges HSE researchers have faced (Gras & 

Lumpkin, 2012; Kickul & Bacq, 2012; Short et al., 2009). Measuring social performance has 
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been problematic due to limited samples of hybrid social firms, suspect measures of social 

performance, and the fact that financial data on hybrid social firms is often unavailable. 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) scholars have exhaustively researched the relationship 

between responsible behavior and profitability (Madsen & Rodgers, 2014) but this literature 

examines CSR as an ancillary activity or code of ethics used by firms otherwise exclusively 

focused on shareholder wealth. Rarely, if ever, does the CSR literature seriously consider hybrid 

firms and the performance implications of an enduring core commitment to both social and 

financial objectives. This raises an interesting question: In what ways does their hybrid nature 

help or hurt the financial performance of for profit social firms? 

I seek to answer this question in this empirical study of HSE. I argue that the financial 

advantage stemming from social performance depends on how focused the firm's social efforts 

are, the level of accountability to which they hold themselves, how transparent these efforts are 

to stakeholders, and their history as a hybrid social firm. I propose that firms that demonstrate 

their hybrid goals are focused, authentic, and will remain unchanged over time, will perform 

better financially than firms whose goals encompass many different areas and stakeholder groups 

or who fail to demonstrate accountability and transparency. The theoretical model for my study 

is illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

I find support for these arguments in a five-year longitudinal panel study of 34 hybrid social 

firms. Each of these firms are certified Benefit Corporations (B Corps) in the United States. B 

Corps provide a unique context in which to study hybrid social enterprise because B Corp 

certification is only granted to firms that are both for profit and committed to social and/or 

environmental benefit as part of their core mission. My analysis will use a longitudinal dataset 

that includes detailed and reliable measures of social performance obtained from B Corp 
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certification reports as well as financial performance obtained from the NETS longitudinal 

database of Dunn & Bradstreet firm data. 
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THEORY & HYPOTHESES 

Mitigating the Negative Effects of Hybridity and Pluralism on Performance 

The social enterprise literature is concerned with organizations that address societal 

problems using business or entrepreneurial means (Dacin et al., 2010; Mair & Marti, 2006). 

Social enterprises seek to solve intractable and persistent social and environmental problems in a 

way that is also financially profitable (Zahra et al., 2009). These firms operate on an assumption 

that doing good can be financially sustainable and may even lead to superior performance in the 

long run. For this reason, they span institutional boundaries in such a way that defining exactly 

what positions they will hold over the long term is extremely difficult (Battilana & Lee, 2014; 

Pache & Santos, 2013). The uncertainty about how to define hybrid social firms’ commitments is 

compounded by the fact that traditional commercial firms increasingly dabble in 

social/environmental initiatives as well (Madsen & Rodgers, 2014). Sometimes these initiatives 

truly are driven by compassion and do create meaningful social good while other times they are 

purely attempts at greenwashing. It is not always easy to know the difference (Hanson & Weiss, 

1991).  

Moreover, commercial firms arguably provide significant social benefit by contributing to 

economic growth, creating jobs, and paying taxes (Friedman, 1970). In sum, efforts of 

stakeholders to clearly understand the strategic and moral positions of hybrid social firms are 

complicated by the firms themselves and the activities of organizations in the institutional spaces 

they bridge. These are all due to hybridity and the complementary concepts in institutional 

theory of institutional pluralism and complexity (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Greenwood et al., 2011; 

Thornton et al., 2012). 
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Institutional pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008) or complexity (Greenwood et al., 2011) 

refers to an institutional context in which organizations find themselves beholden to multiple and 

often conflicting interests or institutional authorities. Hybrid firms, those that operate in 

environments of institutional pluralism, face several challenges. Organizations, like individuals, 

seek to verify the identities they portray to the world (Burke, 1991; 1996; Cast & Burke, 2002; 

Czarniawska, 1997; Whetten, 2006). Validating multiple and potentially conflicting identities is 

not a straightforward task (Deaux, 1996). Also, from an institutional perspective, hybridity tends 

to hurt legitimacy because it causes confusion about which authorities are over the firm and 

inconsistency in the way the firm is portrayed (Scott & Meyer, 1983). 

There are several alternatives open to hybrid firms to combat the potential negative effects 

of pluralism. The firm may try to eliminate problematic classifications by jettisoning those of 

lesser importance (Pratt & Foreman, 2000; Oliver, 1991; Donaldson & Preston, 1995). 

Alternatively, the firm may try to balance the disparate demand of stakeholders from different 

fields, effectively trying to serve two (or more) masters without a permanent resolution to the 

conflict between them (Pratt & Foreman, 2000; Oliver, 1991; Donaldson & Preston, 1995). Both 

of these options are typically unavailable to the hybrid social firm because its commitments to 

social and financial stakeholders are both defining and transparent (Austin et al., 2006; Battilana 

& Lee, 2014).  

My study extends the work of scholars examining the ways in which HSE firms can 

respond to the challenges of institutional complexity. One approach involves expert navigation 

of a pluralistic context and attempting to connect with various stakeholder groups on their own 

terms. Pache & Santos (2013) found that some social hybrid firms engage in selective coupling 

with competing institutional logics, emphasizing different aspects of their mission tailored to the 
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focal stakeholder audience. My model offers an alternative strategy for hybrid firms addressing 

complexity. That is, a hybrid organization may successfully forge for itself a new and truly 

hybrid identity that becomes equally valid to multiple stakeholder groups because of its 

consistency (Kraatz & Block, 2008). This is achieved by the hybrid firm making what Selznick 

called “irreversible commitments” to reliable and enduring positioning and action in each of the 

fields or logics that it bridges. (Selznick, 1957:21) This is similar to Pache & Santos’ selective 

coupling strategy in that the firm may recognize the need to tailor messages about the value they 

provide to each stakeholder group, essentially becoming more of a social organization to some 

and more of commercial firm to others. However, it differs in one important respect. Rather than 

selectively downplaying messages that may be irrelevant or distasteful to various stakeholders, in 

adopting an irreversible commitment strategy, the firm makes its hybrid mission as transparent as 

possible to all stakeholders. The objective of this strategy is twofold: 1) to establish a truly 

hybrid identity as a triple bottom line firm, and 2) to communicate the meaning of that hybrid 

identity and demonstrate the firm’s enduring commitment to it to all stakeholders. If successful, 

all stakeholder groups will recognize the firm’s hybrid identity as both authentic and predictable 

nullifying the potential negative effects of hybridity. My argument draws directly from Kraatz 

and Block’s view on the importance of consistency to hybrid organizations: 

We see no obvious reason to predict that an organization cannot fulfill multiple purposes, 
embody multiple values (or logics), and successfully verify multiple institutionally derived 
identities. Indeed, we think that organizations that embody multiple values and are 
successful at more than one thing (e.g. research and teaching, satisfying shareholders and 
environmental groups, upholding professional standards and serving clients) may be 
especially legitimate for that very reason. (Kraatz & Block, 2008:37) 

I hypothesize there are four components that may contribute, positively or negatively, to 

establishing a hybrid firm’s commitment to their logic spanning position: social mission focus, 

accountability, transparency, and history. I hold that these factors will be particularly important 
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for hybrid firms in a nascent field, as is the case with the hybrid social enterprise (Battilana & 

Lee, 2014; Dacin et al., 2011; Hervieux et al., 2010; Nicholls, 2010; Short et al., 2009; Sud et al., 

2008). I argue that the primary goal for these firms must be an irreversible commitment to their 

hybrid position (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Selznick, 1957). In pursuing this goal, they may be able 

to forge a durable hybrid identity and gain more legitimacy than they would by balancing or 

selective coupling. In the sections below, I discuss each of the four components and hypothesize 

about the ways in which they shape the relationship between social/environmental performance 

and financial performance for hybrid social firms. 

Social Mission Focus 

A triple bottom line firm’s social mission can take many forms (Miller et al., 2012; Short et 

al., 2009). The firm may provide products or services that directly benefit society or the natural 

environment (York & Venkataraman, 2010). Examples include green/sustainably-produced 

products, services that directly reduce environmental degradation, and services that benefit the 

local community. Social mission may also focus on the kinds of customers the firm serves such 

as the disadvantaged or very poor or customers in areas that have experienced market failure or 

institutional voids (Kistruck et al., 2011; 2012; Mair & Marti, 2009). The firm may focus their 

efforts on the people they employ (Austin et al., 2006). For example, they may provide superior 

compensation or benefits or an improved work environment, engage in volunteering programs, 

or champion diversity or employee ownership. The firm may also focus on their suppliers and 

distributors, insisting on responsible practices or favoring mission-centric suppliers such as 

locally owned or fair trade businesses (Ni et al., 2014; Nicholls, 2010). Social mission may be 

oriented directly to the local community through local job creation, civic engagement, or 

philanthropy (Ni et al., 2014; Peredo & Chrisman, 2006). Finally, many social firms pay close 
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attention to their own environmental footprint, reducing carbon emissions, waste, and 

energy/water use in their office or manufacturing facilities (Hoffman, Badiane, & Haigh, 2012) 

Firms vary in their selection and prioritization of different types of social value creation. 

Some firms take a broad, balanced approach wherein addressing an array of social initiatives is 

in line with their identity and values. This may reflect a more comprehensive approach to social 

mission and may even result in greater social impact overall. Perhaps these firms are efficiently 

allocating their resources, spreading them out and making the most of what they have in every 

way they can. However, it is also possible that they may be misallocating resources, spreading 

themselves too thin, and missing opportunities to make the greatest possible impact in a 

particular area. From the perspective of demonstrating commitment that helps stakeholders can 

see, understand, and evaluate what the firm is actually doing, a broad and balanced approach 

may be counter-productive. Marty, founder of a technology firm explained how his firm 

purposely avoided pursuing many opportunities to create social value for these very reasons. 

Let’s go look at where the big bars are on the chart and try to cut those in half as opposed 
to making the little ones go to zero. That means looking for where the opportunity really is 
and looking for the smart ways to act where it matters most… We’re really looking at it 
from a value-focused perspective. If something doesn’t have a big value content, we just 
won’t do it. 

While being an all-around “good” company may, objectively speaking, make the greatest 

overall impact, it may make the firm’s hybrid position cloudier. By encompassing many social 

objectives, the nature of the firm’s social mission becomes more difficult to define, and the long-

term stability of the firm’s priorities becomes less certain. I argue that this approach will 

exacerbate the problems of hybridity. It leaves the firm more open to internal and external 

conflict (Pache & Santos, 2010) and requires more meaning negotiation with multiple 



 

 

95 
stakeholder groups, complicating a selective coupling strategy (Pache & Santos, 2013). This will, 

ultimately, become a drag on the firm’s financial performance. 

Conversely, a firm may demonstrate focused commitment to a specific social initiative or 

more clearly defined and complimentary set of initiatives. In this case, greater focus may indicate 

superior strategic coherence. If the firm has a very focused set of social objectives they will 

pursue they may be able to more effectively align their social and financial missions to reinforce 

one another. More importantly, from a stakeholder perspective, a more focused approach may 

make it clearer to stakeholders exactly what the hybrid form of this particular firm looks like. 

Also, it may be clearer how and why the firm has chosen to bridge charity and business logics. 

The story they tell stakeholders is simpler and the potential for conflicting objectives or 

conflicting stakeholder interests is limited. I argue that a more focused approach to social 

mission simplifies the firm’s strategic decisions, reducing the potential for both internal and 

external conflict (Austin et al., 2006; Pache & Santos, 2010). Focus on a more narrowly defined 

social mission also requires less meaning negotiation with stakeholders and allows the firm to 

stake out a firm and clear hybrid identity (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Selznick, 1957). These firms 

are likely to enjoy greater legitimacy and are more likely to communicate a clear value 

proposition to multiple stakeholders. For these reasons, firms that focus on a specific area of 

social benefit creation will reduce the potential negative effects of hybridity and enjoy improved 

financial performance. 

Hypothesis 1: Hybrid social firms’ financial performance will be positively related to 
greater focus in the firm’s social objectives. 

Accountability & Transparency 

Research on corporate social responsibility universally champions the role of accountability 

and transparency in enabling CSP and connecting CSP to financial performance. Accountability 
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and transparency encourage socially responsible behavior (Waddock, 2008), and reduce 

monitoring costs due to risk of agency problems (Eisenhardt, 1989; Jensen & Meckling, 1976). I 

argue that, more importantly for hybrid social firms, accountability and transparency serve an 

important function in communicating the nature of the firm’s hybrid mission to stakeholders. 

Here, again, the firm’s objective is to establish and support its identity as a hybrid, multiple 

bottom line company. Firms that communicate this identity more clearly to stakeholders are 

more likely to be seen as legitimate. Although staking a claim to a hybrid identity does not signal 

isomorphic compliance, uncertainty is, nevertheless, reduced because the exact nature of the 

firm’s hybridity is communicated in a clear, understandable, and credible way. As with mission 

focus, both accountability and transparency provide clarity and signal the firm’s irreversible 

commitment to its hybrid mission. 

Transparency specifically refers to the degree to which the firm facilitates more open 

communication with stakeholders about its mission, operations, and performance. Transparency 

also demonstrates a commitment to mission stability over time because it intentionally provides 

stakeholders the opportunity to see and assess the firm’s activities over time. For these reasons, 

firms that are more transparent about their social mission will reduce the potential negative 

effects of hybridity and enjoy improved financial performance. Moreover, transparency should 

reinforce the positive effects of a focused mission because the nature and boundaries of the 

focused mission will be more easily visible to stakeholders. 

Hypothesis 2: Financial performance will be positively related to greater transparency of 
the firm’s social mission to stakeholders. 

Hypothesis 3: Transparency will positively moderate the positive effect of social mission 
focus on financial performance. 
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Similarly, a firm’s accountability to stakeholders and its board helps reduce the negative 

effects of hybridity. Accountability specifically refers to the degree to which a firm monitors and 

enforces its social policies. At the top management level, management is accountable to its board 

for the firm’s social performance. This may include regular internal measurement and auditing 

by the board or tying executive performance evaluations and compensation to both 

social/environmental and financial objectives. Below the executive level, accountability may 

involve committing resources to training employees about the firm’s social mission or tying 

compensation and promotion to contributing to the social mission as well as to the profitability 

of the firm. Accountability signals that the firm’s commitment to its hybrid mission is sincere 

and authentic and that a framework is in place to enforce its implementation. Firms whose 

stakeholders view them as being authentic are less likely to be penalized by those stakeholders 

for spanning institutional boundaries (Carroll & O’Connor, 2011; Carroll & Wheaton, 2010). For 

these reasons, firms that demonstrate greater accountability to stakeholders for their social 

mission will reduce the potential negative effects of hybridity and enjoy improved financial 

performance. Also, as with transparency, I argue that accountability will reinforce the positive 

effects of a focused mission because the authenticity of the focused mission and stronger 

assurances that it will be maintained will be demonstrated to stakeholders. 

Hypothesis 4: Financial performance will be positively related to greater accountability 
for the firm’s social mission. 

Hypothesis 5: Accountability will positively moderate the positive effect of social mission 
focus on financial performance. 

History 

We must also recognize that the life stage of the firm and its track record will have an 

important effect on its ability to successfully pursue a triple bottom line. The longer a hybrid 
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firm has been operating in a consistent manner, the more likely it has established itself as a 

legitimate hybrid firm in the eyes of important stakeholders. Established hybrid firms with a 

longer history automatically have additional legitimacy (Stinchcombe, 1965). Their track record 

provides assurance that their hybrid form is viable and stable.  

For example, King Arthur Flour, a certified B Corp based in Norwich, Vermont, has been 

in operation since 1790 and has publicly stated a commitment to pursuing a triple bottom line 

since the 1990’s. It is unlikely, given King Arthur’s long track record, that its legitimacy as an 

organization or viability as a hybrid firm would be called into question. In addition to legitimacy, 

there is an element of path dependency to the long-lived hybrid social firm’s ability to link the 

social/environmental and financial components of its business model. From the perspective of 

stakeholders, the firm’s past performance and identity as a hybrid are good predictors of what the 

firm will do and look like in the future. This will apply not only to stakeholders’ performance 

expectations but also to the clarity and content of the meanings underlying their hybrid identities. 

That is, older firms will have more established identities as hybrid firms and their hybrid status 

will be more likely to be accepted as a matter of fact. The classification of older hybrid firms, 

then, becomes relatively simple task and the authenticity of their commitment to the triple 

bottom line already has a great deal of empirical support. For these reasons, hybrid social firms 

that have a longer history will reduce the potential negative effects of hybridity and enjoy 

improved financial performance. Furthermore, a long and consistent track record will reinforce 

the positive effects of a focused mission for the same reasons as those for transparency and 

accountability listed above. Firm history will also make mission focus more visible and 

believable to stakeholders. 

Hypothesis 6: Financial performance will be stronger for hybrid social firms with a longer 
history than those with a shorter history. 
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Hypothesis 7: History will positively moderate the positive effect of social mission focus on 
financial performance. 

DATA AND METHODS 

To test my hypotheses, I built a longitudinal, five-year panel dataset of 28 hybrid social 

firms in the United States. This dataset allows me to observe firms’ social and financial 

performance over time as well as the specific characteristics of their social mission and control 

for characteristics of the firms and each state-year in which they operated. The resulting dataset 

consists of 123 firm/year observations. Owing to missing data and lagging all independent 

variables by one year, longitudinal observations for individual firms range from 3 to 5 years with 

a mean timeframe of 4.4 years. 

 The firms in my sample represent 13 different industry classes (based on 2 digit 

NAICS/SIC code). Firms ranged in age from 3 to 39 years with a mean age of just over 9 years. 

Firms ranged in size from 1 to 130 employees with a mean of 15.5. All of the firms in my sample 

are certified B Corps (See Chapter 1). This sample provides several advantages for my analyses. 

First, they are all hybrid social firms sharing B Corp certification as a common classification. 

This mitigates the definitional and firm comparison difficulties that commonly plague social 

enterprise research (Dacin et al., 2010; Mair & Marti, 2006; Short et al., 2009). Secondly these 

firms have all submitted to the same assessment of their social performance, which allows for a 

uniform comparison of this often disputed and/or unavailable measure (Gras & Lumpkin, 2012; 

Kickul & Bacq, 2012; Short et al., 2009). Moreover, the B Corp assessment is widely recognized 

as the gold standard of comprehensive corporate social performance. 

Dependent Variable 

Sales Growth - The financial performance of firms in my sample is the dependent variable 

in each of my models. I measure firm financial performance as the percent change in sales from 
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the previous firm/year. This operationalization normalizes the dependent variable to account for 

differences in firm size. I obtained longitudinal data for all firms in the sample from the NETS 

database. NETS is a longitudinal archive of all data listed for U.S. Firms in the Dunn & 

Bradstreet database. The number of years of data available for each firm varies depending on 

when it was registered with D&B. 

Independent Variables 

Social Mission Focus - This measure represents the degree to which firms’ social mission 

is focused on a select number of social initiatives versus attention to a broad spectrum of 

initiatives. This is a measure of the dispersal of the points earned on the firm’s B Impact 

assessment. Greater concentration of points in fewer categories indicates greater focus. To 

calculate this measure, I took average of the two assessment areas with the greatest number of 

points for each firm/year and divided it by the overall B Impact score for that firm/year to find 

what proportion of the firm’s overall score was concentrated in the top two categories. 

All scores were collected from firms’ B Impact assessment, the B Corp certification social 

performance assessment (See Appendices 4.1 and 4.2 for samples of the B Assessment 

questionnaire and report). Overall scores for the assessment range from 0-200. However, since 

all firms in the sample are certified B Corps, all scores will be greater than or equal to 80, the 

minimum score for successful certification. All B Assessment data were collected from B Lab’s 

online directory of all certified B Corps, which is publicly available at bcorporation.net. The 

directory is constantly updated over time. The data I collected represent a snapshot of all 

certification records on or before October 2013. 

Transparency - To gauge the transparency of firms’ social mission and performance to 

stakeholders, I used both the raw Transparency score from the B Assessment and the raw score 
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as a function of the mean transparency score for all assessed firms. These data were obtained 

from B Lab’s online directory of certified B Corps. 

Accountability - To assess the degree to which firms were accountable to stakeholders for 

their social mission and performance, I used both the raw Accountability score from the B 

Assessment and the raw score as a function of the mean accountability score for all assessed 

firms. These data were obtained from B Lab’s online directory of certified B Corps. 

History - This measure represents firms’ age relative to their original founding date. 

Longevity is measured in years. These data were obtained from the NETS database. 

Controls 

I used the following firm and state level controls: 

Employees - This measure controls for differences in firm size. Size was determined by 

employee headcount for each firm/year. These data were obtained from the NETS database. 

Firm Industry - This measure controls for industry effects. Industry was determined by 2 

digit NAICS/SIC code. These data were obtained from the NETS database. 

Percent Change in State GDP - This measure is intended to control for changes in the 

overall economic climate in a state. This measure is the change in gross domestic product of each 

state/year from the previous year represented a percentage. These data were obtained from the 

U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.  

State B Corp Certifications - This measure is the number of certified B Corps in the state in 

which a firm’s headquarters are located in the focal year. I used these raw counts to calculate 

relative state-year participation as a ratio of the number of certified B Corps in a state divided by 

the total number of certified B Corps nationwide. These data were collected from B Lab’s online 

directory of all certified B Corps, which is publicly available at bcorporation.net. The directory is 
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constantly updated over time. The data I collected represent a snapshot of all certification records 

on or before October, 2013. 

Model and Analyses 

Estimation of all models was performed using a longitudinal firm/year panel and GLS 

regression with random effects and robust standard errors. The panel spanned 5 years, from 

2008-2012 and all independent variables lagged by one year; 2007-2011. The dataset is limited 

to this observation window as 2007 was the first year that B Assessment data is available for any 

firm and 2012 is the most recent data available in the NETS database at the time of this study. In 

order to test the viability of using random versus fixed effects, I conducted Hausman tests on all 

models. The results showed no significant difference in residuals between random and fixed 

effect GLS models. 

Table 4.1 shows the correlation matrix, means, and standard deviations for all dependent, 

independent, and control variables in the models. Only one variable was correlated with an 

independent variable of interest with a coefficient greater than 0.2 suggesting the danger of 

multicollinearity was relatively low. The exception was the correlation between history and 

number of employees (0.59). In this sample newer firms tend to have fewer employees than older 

firms. However, there is no theoretical reason to believe that this relationship should be linear, 

especially since the mean firm age in this sample is over 9 years. Additionally, I conducted 

diagnostic tests for collinearity by examining variance inflation factors (VIFs) for all models. In 

each case, the mean VIF was below the critical value of 2 and the VIF for each individual 

independent variable and control was under 3. I also mean centered the IVs of interest for 

inclusion in interaction terms to attenuate the possible effects of multicollinearity (Amezcua et 

al., 2013; Aiken & West, 1991).  
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RESULTS 

Table 4.1 contains the summary statistics and correlations of all variables in the study. 

Table 4.2 presents the results of my GLS regression models. 

Model 1 tests and shows support for Hypothesis 1 where I predicted the positive effect of 

firm social mission focus on firm financial performance (measured as sales growth). The 

coefficient for this variable is positive and significant (b=1.05; p<0.05) supporting Hypothesis 1. 

In this and all subsequent models, various control variables were significant. These are denoted 

in Table 4.2. For purposes of interpretation it is more useful to consider the overall patterns of 

significance and coefficient sign across all models. This is discussed further in the discussion and 

conclusion section below. 

Model 3 tests and shows support for Hypothesis 3, which predicts the positive effects of 

interaction between social mission focus and greater transparency with respect to the firm’s 

objectives and activities on financial performance. The coefficient for the interaction term in this 

model is positive and significant (b=0.915; p<0.04). In order to interpret this coefficient, I 

plotted the interaction, illustrated in Figure 4.2 below. In this figure, I plot the linear coefficients 

for each of the conditions (high social mission focus, high transparency, low social mission 

focus, low transparency) where high and low conditions refer to variable values 1 standard 
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deviation above and below the mean value respectively. As the figure shows, transparency 

amplifies the positive relationship between social mission focus and financial performance. 

Hence, Hypothesis 3 is supported. This same relationship is evident in Model 8 which includes 

all three interaction terms in the same model, further supporting Hypothesis 3. 

 

Model 4 tests and shows support for Hypothesis 4 in which I argue that greater 

accountability with respect to the firm’s objectives and activities will increase financial 

performance. The coefficient for this variable is positive and significant (b=0.018; p<0.05) 

supporting Hypothesis 4. 

Hypotheses 2 and 5-7 were not supported. Hypothesis 2 predicts a positive relationship 

between transparency and financial performance and was tested in Model 2. Hypothesis 5 

predicts that social mission focus will be positively moderated by accountability and was tested 

in Model 5. Hypothesis 6 predicts a positive relationship between history and financial 

performance and was tested in Model 6. Hypothesis 7 predicts that social mission focus will be 

positively moderated by history and was tested in Model 7. 
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Robustness Tests 

In order to test the robustness of my findings I performed several additional tests. First, I 

replicated the results of all interaction models (Models 3, 5, and 7) in Model 8, which includes 

all interaction terms. The results were substantively identical in this combined model. Next, 

repeated my analysis of all models using both a Herfindal index and entropy measure calculated 

with the hhi module in Stata including all five assessment area scores in the B Assessment as an 

alternative measure of social mission focus. The results were substantively identical. I also 

repeated my analysis of all models using alternative measures of firm financial performance. 

These measures were: total annual sales, employee growth (from previous year), and Dun & 

Bradstreet credit rating. Although none of these measures capture firm financial performance 

over time as well as the selected dependent variable, I expected results from these alternative 

analyses that were directionally similar to my findings for supported hypotheses. This was the 

case with the exception of the models regressing against D&B credit rating, which changed 

coefficient signs in the tests of Hypotheses 1 and 4. This is not a cause for concern given the fact 

that the coefficients in these alternative models were not significant and that credit rating is 

perhaps the poorest proxy for financial performance of all the robustness checks I performed. On 

the whole, these tests support the findings of my study. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

My objective in this study was to explain how their hybrid nature affects the financial 

performance of social firms. My findings show that firms with a more focused social mission 

may perform better than those pursuing a greater variety of social/environmental objectives. It 

also appears that making that mission focus more transparent to stakeholders is beneficial to 

firms’ performance. It may be that hybrid firms benefit from a more focused mission because it 
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makes execution of those objectives more straightforward or because, when made transparent to 

stakeholders, a focused mission more effectively communicates the nature of the firm’s hybrid 

objectives and how it will pursue them. Demonstrating effective implementation of the firm’s 

social mission also appears to improve financial performance. Again, this may be the result of 

stakeholders recognizing the validity of the firm’s commitment to its stated mission. On the 

whole, the findings in this study support irreversible commitment to a hybrid social mission as a 

potentially viable strategy for social firms hoping to pursue financial sustainability. 

Of course, alternative explanations for the findings in this study should be considered. 

Looking at all of the models together, patterns of significant industry-specific differences 

become apparent. It appears that hybrid firms in this study in the apparel and home furnishings 

industries tend to perform better than those in other industries. Meanwhile, firms in the 

communications industry seem to do relatively worse. These trends could indicate several things. 

It is possible, they simply reflect coincidental concentration of higher/lower performing firms in 

particular industries. It could also be the case that these trends simply reflect overall industry 

attractiveness (Porter, 1981). But, perhaps, in accordance with my theory, these trends reflect 

differences in stakeholder expectations by industry. For example, it is possible that stakeholders 

of apparel and home furnishings firms have been influenced by the emergence of fair trade 

practices over the past several decades and firms that make an irreversible commitment to a 

hybrid social mission in these industries benefit from that influence.  

It is also could be that some other, unobserved factor may be driving both the independent 

and dependent variables in this study. For example, it is possible that some of the firms in this 

sample become B Corp certified as a way to satisfy due diligence requests from impact investors. 

It could be by the mere act of compliance and increased focus on measurement, these firms 
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naturally become more focused in their mission and make it more transparent. Simultaneously, 

these firms would receive needed resources from investors and could use those resources to drive 

sales growth. This is certainly possible (the impact investor story is quite common among HSE 

companies). However, this scenario could also be viewed as a simply a permutation of pleasing 

important stakeholders by demonstrating irreversible commitment to a hybrid social mission.  

It is also possible that there could be selection bias in my sample of hybrid firms. This is 

often a concern in similar HSE studies that use award-winning firms as a means of sample 

selection (Moss et al., 2010). It could be that higher performing firms are more likely to opt into 

B Corp certification; an arduous and expensive process. If so, it could be that my findings are a 

reflection of higher performing firms executing well both financially and in the certification 

process. Possibly so, but unlike studies that select samples of hybrid social firms from award 

winners, firms in this study vary in terms of social performance, financial performance, size, and 

age. Moreover, B Corps are not chosen based on notoriety. Any form that chooses that pursue 

certification may do so. 

My findings suggest several interesting potential implications for the study of HSE. It is 

possible for firms to forge and maintain a hybrid identity without having to wait for (or force) 

broader institutional change to legitimize their hybrid form (Oliver, 1991). Firms that are 

successful at doing this could be establishing a particular kind of sociocultural (Scott, 1995) 

and/or pragmatic (Suchman, 1995) legitimacy. If they are able to establish their hybrid identity 

and demonstrate its efficacy, they may become legitimate not as a “taken for granted” entity but 

more as a “known quantity.” If so, this may help us understand organizational legitimacy with 

greater nuance and see the ways in which different kinds of legitimacy are related. 
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If, as my findings suggest, irreversible commitment is a viable strategy for hybrid social 

firms, this may also mean that the challenges of hybridity may not always come down to 

managing trade-offs between competing interests. Instead, it could be that the strength of a firm’s 

hybrid business model determines its success. Firms that can form cohesive strategies to pursue 

multiple objectives, and who build a strong organizational culture around a clear and meaningful 

hybrid organizational identity may not need to worry as much about the negative effects of 

pluralism (Kraatz & Block, 2008). If a firm can do so effectively, committing to an irreversible 

hybrid position for the long run may make the most sense. If this is true, it could be that 

successful hybrid firms are really not those that are most adept at negotiating with multiple 

stakeholders but instead, those that find a robust and focused hybrid business model and stick 

with it, ignoring conflicting stakeholder demands in the near term. Perhaps irreversible 

commitment to a successful hybrid business model is an example of the stakeholder not always 

being right. 

Perhaps the most interesting opportunity for future research would involve inductive 

research seeking to integrate my theoretical model with Pache & Santos’ (2013) work on 

selective coupling by firms facing hybrid logics. It is likely that there could be advantages and 

disadvantages to both approaches for hybrid firms. Selective coupling may be more difficult for 

firms to do successfully but may also allow them to focus on serving the stakeholders that matter 

most in the ways that matter most. A strategy of irreversible commitment, by contrast, may be 

more straightforward to implement and perhaps allow better alignment of social and financial 

mission. However, irreversible commitment also requires authenticity, as taking a decisive and 

public hybrid stance will quickly reveal any deviation from that commitment. Inductive study 

would also help identify important moderators and mediators not identified by either theory. 
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Also, it may reveal important multi-level constructs and relationships that shed light on 

differences related to industry or stakeholder specific characteristics. 

 In this paper, I contribute a rare empirical study to the HSE literature. My study includes 

longitudinal data and solid, robust, unambiguous social performance measures. I also include 

longitudinal financial performance data, which is conspicuously absent in prior work. Despite 

these strengths, however, this study has several significant limitations. First, the sample size of 

my dataset is relatively small compared to similar panel-based studies. This is a limitation of the 

NETS database as many privately held firms do not reliably report to Dun & Bradstreet. Also, 

since my independent variables rely on B Assessment data, it is not possible to make use of 

NETS data prior to 2007; the first year for which B Assessment scores are available. Adverse 

effects of endogeneity are also a danger for this study, however longitudinal panel data with 

lagged independent and control variables should help to address this potential problem. 

 My findings also have implications for practicing hybrid social firms. These firms must 

deal with the adverse effects of hybridity. They may do so by selective coupling or by making an 

irreversible commitment to a hybrid business model. In either case, it seems that symbolic 

demonstration of important features of the hybrid mission is important to firm performance. 

However, these demonstrations cannot be purely symbolic, particularly in the case of irreversible 

commitment. Pursuing a hybrid social mission requires authenticity regardless of the firm’s 

approach to addressing stakeholder interests. Finally, developing an effective hybrid business 

model and establishing the firm as a “known quantity” may be as important as learning to 

effectively balance competing stakeholder interests. At least for some firms, playing the long 

game by irreversibly committing to a hybrid position that can be held and strengthened over time 

may be a winning strategy.  
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CHAPTER 5: FUTURE RESEARCH AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 An increasing number of organizations that blur the distinction between social and 

business sectors are emerging (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Dacin et al., 2010; 2011; Miller et al., 

2012; Pache & Santos, 2013). However, the long-term implications of hybrid social enterprise 

are not yet known. In this dissertation, I have sought to understand how and why social 

enterprise is emerging, how people and organizations become involved in social enterprise, and 

the implications that follow individuals, organizations, and society. In this concluding chapter, I 

seek to review and contextualize this work and demonstrate how it connects to a long-term 

research agenda. I begin by reviewing the findings of each study and the primary contributions 

this dissertation makes organizational research. I conclude by discussing future directions for this 

research. 

REVIEW OF FINDINGS 

 In the first study, I explored the process by which individuals and organizations become 

involved in hybrid social enterprise by bringing their identities into alignment with the broader 

social enterprise movement. This inductive study focused primarily on the personal stories of 

entrepreneurs and movement leaders in the growing B Corp movement, which I collected and 

analyzed in the form of in-depth interviews. From this study, I developed a process model of the 

identity correspondence process. In this model, individuals start or join social firms as a means 

of extending important social/environmental identities into their professional lives. Organizations 

also aligned themselves with the hybrid social enterprise movement through a process of identity 

work in which they adopted an ongoing practice of identity amplification, making their hybrid 

social/business identity more prominent and consequential. 
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 In the second study I empirically examined the role of the B Corp movement in 

establishing a new hybrid social enterprise organizational form in the United States; the benefit 

corporation. I found that hybrid social enterprise as an emerging field does function as a social 

movement mobilizing collective action to establish and legitimize a new model of socially 

focused for profit organization. I also found that this process of establishing a hybrid 

organizational form is affected by the relationships the established fields it bridges have with one 

another. This study implies that the emergence and establishment of new hybrid forms on a 

macro level involves interrelated collective action and inter-field processes. 

 In the third study, I examine the ways in which their hybrid nature affects the financial 

performance of social firms. In this empirical study, I find that firms that have a more focused 

social mission, ensure transparency of their hybrid position, and demonstrate genuine 

accountability for their social performance can achieve improved financial performance in the 

face of institutional complexity and pluralism. I suggest that, rather than actively negotiating 

competing stakeholder interests, firms may overcome the negative consequences of hybridity by 

making an irreversible commitment to a hybrid social business model and organizational 

identity.  

CONTRIBUTIONS 

 There is relatively little research that explores larger systems of identity that span 

multiple levels of analysis. This dissertation champions identity (and its underlying roots in 

symbolic interactionism) as the central theoretical framework for understanding how individuals, 

organizations, and collectives construct interrelate in hybrid organizations and fields. Likewise, 

identity work stands out as the primary activity in and through which these individuals and 

organizations engage in the hybrid context. For identity scholars, this suggests that viewing 
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identity from a larger, multi-level, process perspective may have great potential for building and 

testing new theory about the role of identity in complex organizational systems. 

 For the literature on collective action and new organizational forms and fields, this 

dissertation demonstrates how hybrid organizational forms are established through collective 

action. It also identifies social movement theory along with identity as a guiding theoretical 

perspective for understanding hybrid social enterprise. Furthermore, this work suggests that 

considering the interaction between individuals, organizations, collective actors, and actors in 

proximate fields is essential to form a comprehensive understanding of hybrid forms and fields. 

 For the literature on social enterprise and social entrepreneurship, this dissertation echoes 

the call of a growing group of scholars to adopt hybridity as the overarching theoretical 

perspective for research on social firms. The challenges hybridity presents for organizations that 

pursue multiple objectives and attend to the interests of multiple actors are of particular 

theoretical importance in understanding organizations that seek to address social/environmental 

problems using market-based solutions. Also, this dissertation shows there is more to 

organizations dealing with hybridity than effectively managing multiple stakeholder interests. 

Equally important is establishing a cohesive hybrid identity, organizational culture, and strategy 

that demonstrate the authenticity and long-term viability of the firm’s hybrid mission. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

 As this dissertation illustrates, hybrid social enterprise provides a rich context in which to 

explore how organizational hybridity and entrepreneurial focus on addressing chronic problems 

facing society can be used to challenge and expand organizational theory and practices. In 

particular, this context lends itself to addressing questions about identity, collective action, 

institutional/political change, social entrepreneurship, hybrid fields/forms/organizations, and the 
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evolving role of business in society. Particular research questions and the projects I envision to 

explore them in the hybrid social enterprise context include: 

 In what ways are hybrid firms’ resources and strategic decisions related to identity 

work? I intend to supplement the work in this dissertation with further analysis of the identity 

work processes of at the organization and individual levels in hybrid firms. I suspect that the way 

resources flow and strategic decisions are made in hybrid firms is shaped by the identity work 

processes described in Chapter 2. I am in the initial stages of planning two large-scale data 

collection projects including survey data and multiple in-depth interviews following the 

formation and development of new hybrid social ventures. 

 How and why do entrepreneurial, hybrid social ventures emerge from within 

established charitable organizations/institutions? Expanding on the role of identity work in 

individual alignment with hybrid social enterprise and the founding of hybrid social ventures, I 

am working on a series of studies focusing on the emergence of hybrid social ventures and 

networks from larger, established charitable/philanthropic organizations such as the church, 

public schools, and aid organizations. I am interested in understanding how and why new hybrid 

social ventures spin off from these organizations. 

 What are the consequences of the emergence of hybrid social enterprise as a new 

organizational form? In Chapter 3 of this dissertation, I examine the establishment of hybrid 

social enterprise as a new organizational form and demonstrate the importance of actors in 

proximate fields in influencing this process. I am interested in extending this work by looking at 

the ways in which these proximate fields are affected by the emergence of hybrid social 

enterprise. 
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CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This research begins to address a new awakening in the world of business in which a 

growing number of business leaders and entrepreneurs direct their passion, skills, and resources 

to solving chronic social and environmental problems through the firms they create. Many are 

questioning fundamental assumptions about the role of business in society that have dramatically 

shaped the global economy over the last half century and, in many ways, since the birth of 

capitalism. Whether the emergence of hybrid social enterprise signals a tectonic shift in the way 

we think about business organizations remains to be seen. Regardless, it is clear that 

organizations of the future will face increasing complexity and blurred boundaries between 

public and private, for profit and non-profit, and the interests of the individual and the commons. 

It is my hope that this dissertation advances both the study and practice of social enterprise and 

fosters a better understanding of the role business organizations and entrepreneurial ventures can 

play in addressing humanity’s most important and persistent problems. 
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