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1 Introduction 

In today’s globalised world, societies face significant social and environmental challenges. Governments 
find it difficult to address these issues effectively and are seeking help from other sectors of society, 
including business and the ‘third’ sector. Social entrepreneurship has been identified as an important 
tool for developing innovative and sustainable solutions to societal problems. Consequently, 
governments are eager to stimulate and support the development of effective social ventures (EESC, 
2014). Many institutes of further education are therefore extending programmes of entrepreneurship 
education to including courses that introduce students to social entrepreneurship (Kickul et al., 2012). 
Practicing social entrepreneurs are also supported by a larger number of incubators and training 
programmes that cater for their particular needs (Casasnovas and Bruno, 2013). In some regions social 
entrepreneurs participate in a type of intensive training programme that has gained traction as an 
enterprise development tool for traditional, for-profit ventures. These programmes, known as 
accelerators, recruit cohorts of entrepreneurs and provide them with an intense experience of 
networking, education and practical work for periods of eight to sixteen weeks (Miller and Bound, 2011). 
Examples of accelerators for social ventures include Echoing Green and the Unreasonable Institute, 
both in the United States. Despite initiatives such as these, little is known about the learning of social 
entrepreneurs in these programmes. This lack of knowledge is linked to several gaps in the scholarly 
literature. Firstly, little research has been conducted on accelerators (AoM, 2013; Hallen et al., 2013). 
Secondly, scholars tend to discuss entrepreneurs’ learning in informal learning environments (i.e.: their 
workplaces and similar environments), as opposed to in non-formal and formal contexts – despite the 
fact that many entrepreneurs participate in venture-oriented training. A limited number of scholars 
discuss entrepreneurs’ learning in incubators and accelerators (for example: Cohen, 2013; Hjorth, 2013; 
Hallen et al., 2013), but do not go into detail with regards to the learning process. Hjorth (ibid.) for 
example, writing in the context of incubators, argues that scholars need to emphasise psychological 
“space” – as opposed to physical place – with regards to learning, but focuses more on key ingredients 
than on process. Furthermore, regardless of context, entrepreneurial learning tends to be discussed in 
a manner that emphasises the role of human actors, while downplaying – or ignoring – the impact of 
non-human, “material” factors (Erdélyi, 2010).  A final reason relates to the low number of studies that 
discuss the learning of social entrepreneurs, that is: social entrepreneurial learning.  

The purpose of this article is to explore the learning of social entrepreneurs in accelerators, with an 
emphasis on the learning process and the factors that enhance or detract from learning. In particular 
this study seeks to enhance our understanding of what Hjorth (2013) and Smith (2011) term learning 
“space”. In order to achieve this purpose, three cohorts of social entrepreneurs are studied as they 
participate in an accelerator run by a Scandinavian organisation. Their learning is discussed with 
reference to a contemporary theory of adult learning and to the entrepreneurial learning literature. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 

In this study I adopt Mumford’s (1999) definition of learning as “an emergent, sense-making process in 
which people develop the ability to act differently, comprising knowing, doing and understanding why”. 
This characterisation reflects the emphasis of other definitions employed by scholars of entrepreneurial 
learning1, on the impact of learning on the individual’s capacity for new patterns of action or thought – 
regardless of whether this ability is translated into behaviour. However, to discuss the learning of social 
entrepreneurs from a theoretical perspective, we must move beyond the definition of learning, to the 
theoretical constructs that undergird this field of study, namely adult learning. I suggest that one of the 
developments of Kolb’s theory of experiential learning is particularly useful, namely Peter Jarvis’ (2010) 
“existential” theory of learning. Jarvis’ ideas are useful because he is first of all an acknowledged expert 
on adult learning – with Merriam and Caffarella (1991: 259) noting that his theory is “refreshingly 
comprehensive”. Furthermore, his ideas take into account contemporary theories of adult learning that 
discuss the “social” and “situated” nature of learning.  

Although Jarvis developed his theory of adult learning by discussing the contributions of other learning 
theorists in a manner similar to Illeris (2003), he also enlisted the help of practitioners of adult education. 
He conducted nine workshops in the United Kingdom and the United States, asking participants to 
analyse learning incidents in their own lives and to discuss their subsequent conclusions about learning. 
He then introduced Kolb’s model of experiential learning and asked participants to either comment on 
its relevance – or, if they felt it was necessary – to reconstruct the model to better reflect their own 
experience. Based on their ideas2, Jarvis created a model that he believes reflects more of the 
complexity of learning. Although he comments that he has still not captured learning in sufficient 
complexity – and that he has underestimated the role of emotions in learning (2006a: 12) – his model is 
a significant improvement on the work of Kolb and Fry (1975). Among other factors, Jarvis takes into 
account the bodily sensations of experience and the influence of the social situation. I suggest that these 
developments make his model of adult learning an appropriate one on which to base a discussion of 
social entrepreneurial learning. 

2.1 Learning as a whole person 

Central to Jarvis’ understanding of learning is his understanding of the ‘person’. Jarvis uses this term in 
a particular manner to refer not simply to the individual learner, but rather to emphasize the constitution 
of the individual as a “whole person: body, mind, self – life history” (Jarvis, 2006). He adopts a 
constructivist perspective on learning that emphasizes how individuals’ understandings of themselves 
and their environments are shaped by their interpretations of experience. Meaning is thus a key idea in 
Jarvis’ thinking. Consequently, he suggests that what individuals perceive is not the world, but rather 
their construction of it, their “life-world” (ibid.: 14). This is an important idea for entrepreneurship studies, 
as some scholars (most notably Johannisson, 1992) argue that “the creation and communication of 
meaning” are vital aspects of entrepreneurial capability. In other words: it is entrepreneurs’ ability to 
envisage a different meaning with regards to existing resources that is the bastion of their success.  

Despite Jarvis’ (2006) emphasis on the meaning-making of the individual, he rejects dualism (the sharp 
distinction between the body and the mind) and underlines the idea that it is the “whole” person that 
learns: “learners are whole persons rather than a body or a mind; they are both material and mental” 
(ibid.: 13). He suggests that individuals construct their selves on the basis of the meaning they attach to 
experience and that these meanings are stored in memory to form “life history”. Importantly however, 
he suggests that many aspects of experience are not reflected upon before being stored in the 
individual’s memory, with this being a key difference between the learning of the child and the adult. 
Children rely to a greater extent than adults on what Jarvis terms the “preconscious”: in that the mind 
transforms sensations into memory without the individual being aware of this process. Preconscious 
processes of memorisation result in “incidental”, or “self-learning”: learning that constantly takes place 
throughout the life of the individual, but which they are generally unaware of. Jarvis associates this type 
of learning with tacit knowledge and suggests that attributes such as self-confidence, self-esteem, 
identity and maturity are learned in this way. Entrepreneurial learning is a form of adult learning and 
Politis (2005) suggests that three specific aspects of an entrepreneur’s life-history influence the ways in 

                                                      

1 For example: Cope and Watts’ (2000), citation of Huber’s (1991) definition. 

2 This phase of his study involved 200 practitioners. 
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which they transform new experiences into knowledge. She suggests that startup, management and 
industry-specific experience are especially important – as they often provide individuals with an 
understanding of problem-solving and a basis upon which to recognise opportunity.  

In addition to Jarvis’ discussion of the influence of life-history on learning, he suggests that individuals 
can engage in more conscious, “purposeful” learning. This type of learning has to do with new 
knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs, values and even emotions – and involves an “appreciation of the 
senses” (Jarvis, 2006: 25). He underlines nonetheless, that purposeful, or “intentional” learning is always 
accompanied by incidental learning.  

Jarvis’ concept of the person is important for an understanding of his discussion of the learning process. 
This is because he believes that learning is associated with the transformation of experience. Jarvis’ 
perspective of the person centres on the idea that “you are your experiences”, with the term “biography” 
representing the individuals collected experience of meaning. His vision of learning is therefore one of 
an ongoing process of “becoming”, in which an iterative learning process begins with “the whole person 
in the world” and ends with “the changed whole person in the world”. This characteristic focus on the 
whole person is a trait that leads him to describe his approach as an “existential” theory of learning. His 
use of the term resonates with that of Neergard et al. (2012), who discuss the need for entrepreneurship 
education to address issues of identity, emotions and “deep beliefs”. It also reflects Rae’s (2005) 
observation that a key aspect of entrepreneurial learning involves the development of identity – and that 
this development is not only a cognitive process, but also infused with emotion.  

When Jarvis’ distinction between preconscious and purposeful learning is related to the theme of 
entrepreneurial capabilities, its relevance becomes clear. Many of the factors associated with 
entrepreneurial ability, such as Gibb’s (2002) “self-confidence and self-belief”; appear to be learned at 
a preconscious level – while other abilities may be learned using more intentional strategies. Both types 
of ability are nevertheless learned through experience, which suggests that scholars are correct in 
emphasising the role of experience in entrepreneurship education.  

2.2 Disjuncture as a foundation for learning 

For Jarvis the concept of experience needs to be contrasted with its opposite, namely the situation in 
which individuals experience harmony with themselves and their environment, and therefore take their 
“life-world” for granted. Here he draws on the ideas of Schutz and Luckmann (1973). He suggests that 
the person constructs a relationship with four main elements in their world (other persons, phenomena, 
future phenomena and the self) – and that these relationships tend to taken for granted and not reflected 
upon, nor transformed in any manner. As long as the person is in harmony with their taken-for-granted 
life-world, little learning occurs. Jarvis suggests therefore, that learning is linked to episodic experience. 
He uses this term to distinguish episodes of awareness from the individual’s collected “biography” of 
experience (Jarvis, 2006: 73). When individuals are confronted with a novel experience their sense of 
harmony is interrupted and they feel the need to address with this imbalance. Jarvis calls this experience 
of disharmony “disjuncture” and suggests that it occurs “when our biographical repertoire is no longer 
sufficient to cope automatically with our situation” (ibid.: 16).  

When an individual encounters an experience of disjuncture, learning occurs through their 
transformation of the experience. That is: by the attachment of meaning to sensation, so that the 
disjuncture is resolved. In order for this meaning to become part of our biography, Jarvis suggests that 
it needs to be practiced (or used) in some way. The more often the individual is able to use the newly 
acquired meaning, the better they commit it to memory. This mechanism provides a theoretical 
explanation for several of the recommendations of experiential learning – for example: scholars’ 
emphasis of learning by doing and their suggestion that knowledge must be seen to be relevant to the 
needs of the learner (Rogers, 1969). It is also coherent with scholars’ discussions of the role of critical 
incidents in entrepreneurs’ learning (Cope and Watts, 2000) – and the potential of failure to enhance 
entrepreneurial capabilities (Deakins and Freel, 1998; Politis, 2005).  

Jarvis models the transformational process described in the preceding paragraphs in the manner 

shown below (see figure 2.1) and makes several comments about the process. First of all he suggests 

that the disjuncture in box 2 is often associated with an individual’s awareness of the fact that they are 

unable to carry out a task. If they are able to learn to carry it out (for example: by creating knowledge 

and skills), they commit this ability to memory, so that box 6 is associated with competence and tacit 

knowledge. Both of these processes are however “emotion-full”. The initial disjuncture may awaken 
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feelings of inadequacy and frustration, while a successful resolution may be associated with a feeling 

of self-confidence. What is important in Jarvis’ theory however, is that as the individual progresses 

through life it is the meaning attached to sensations that is memorised (and later recalled from 

memory), and not the sensation itself. In other words: when a disjuncture occurs it is transformed by 

the person into meaning. This meaning may take the form of, for example: knowledge, skill, emotions, 

values, and attitudes. When disjuncture occurs again in life, it is often in these meanings that we 

experience disjuncture, as the self is now more aware of the meaning than of the original sensation. 

This infers that the episodic experience is socially constructed by the individual, so that several 

different individuals may experience the same situation, yet interpret it in different ways. 

 

 

From the perspective of entrepreneurial learning, the person’s tendency to attach meaning to sensations 
is at times problematic. Deakins and Freel (1998:147) for example, suggest that entrepreneurs’ learning 
is “cumulative and path-dependent” – so that entrepreneurs at times stubbornly stick to approaches that 
were once effective, but no longer relevant. As one of the entrepreneurs interviewed by David Rae 
(2005) commented: “we’ve worked out our own answers and we’re going to stick to them.” The tendency 
of individuals to stick with what they know (rather than explore new knowledge) is one of the factors that 
causes Hjorth (2011:54) to emphasize the role of “deterritorialisation” and “decoding” in learning. By this 
he refers firstly to the “uprooting” of people from deeply engrained “habits and conventions” – and 
secondly, to the “freeing of people from investments in images and representations”. 

Importantly, Jarvis suggests that experiences of disjuncture are transformed into new meaning by either 
emotion, practice or reflection – or by combinations of two or three of these. In other words, in figure 1 
learning may occur on the basis of primarily emotion (taking the route 2 > 4 > 6) or action (taking the 

Figure 2-1: Learning as the transformation of experience (from Jarvis 1987, 2006) 
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route 2 > 5 > 6) – without the process of cognitive reflection (box 3) emphasised by learning theorists 
such as Schön (1983). This emphasis of adult learning as an “holistic” process (involving the whole 
person: body, mind and emotions) is also reflected in the ideas of Rae (2005) who notes that 
entrepreneurs often learn as a result of experiencing emotional disjuncture. 

2.3 Intention – and degrees of formality in the learning environment  

Two ingredients of Jarvis’ theory of learning that are important to discuss before concluding this section, 
are his discussion of the role of learner “intent” and his distinction between formal, non-formal and 
informal learning environments.  

Jarvis suggests that intentionality is an important, future-oriented factor in the transformation of 
experience. He refers to the ideas of Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985:24) who suggest that reflection 
can be directed at many different goals and that intentions “influence both the manner of reflection and 
its outcome”. Jarvis suggests that future-oriented reflection tends to focus on one of two things: either 
what we anticipate/plan to happen or what we would like/desire to happen (Jarvis, 2006: 100). These 
insights are important for scholars of entrepreneurial learning, given that entrepreneurs often taken 
action with a future goal or state-of-affairs in mind.  

When the general concept of intentionality is related to the specific context of entrepreneurial learning, 
Politis (2005) suggests that the ideas of Brousseau et al. (1996) on career orientation are useful. These 
scholars suggest that several different types of career orientation exist: with individuals pursuing not 
only traditional “hierarchical” progression (upwards in an organisation, seeking more power) – but also 
progression based on expertise and diversity. Politis suggests that individuals oriented towards power 
and expertise often adopt an “exploitative” strategy towards learning (more analytical), while those who 
develop “spiral” or “transitory” career patterns tend to adopt more “exploratory” strategies. A difficulty 
with the concepts of Brousseau et al (ibid.) is however, that all four of their orientations are oriented 
“inward” towards the individual. In the context of social entrepreneurship, where success is often defined 
in terms of the well-being of others, it remains to be seen whether these concepts are adequate – or 
whether it is necessary to discuss a fifth type of career orientation.  

Jarvis suggests that learning always takes place in specific contexts and that many contexts involve 
relationships with other people. Drawing on Coombs, Ahmed and Israel (1974) he argues that one 
important aspect of learning environments is the degree of formality that characterises them. As a result 
he advises scholars to distinguish between contexts of “formal”, “non-formal” and “informal” learning 
(Jarvis, 2006: 54). He defines informal environments as contexts in which the individual interacts with 
friends, acquaintances, etc. in a manner that is not formally structured. Non-formal environments are 
defined as organised educational activity that is provided outside of the formal system, for example: 
agricultural extension – and formal environments are associated with the highly structured, instructor-
based settings of schools and universities. Jarvis suggests that the distinction between contexts of 
formal and non-formal learning lies primarily in the lesser degree of bureaucracy found in non-formal 
environments, even if non-formal settings are clearly still organised. In contrast, the difference between 
non-formal and informal environments lies in the general lack of pre-specified procedures or interaction 
in informal contexts.  

Jarvis (ibid.) suggests that individuals tend to engage in both proactive and reactive behaviour as they 
learn. He also suggests that individuals’ motivation to learn is affected by the extent to which they 
participated in the creation of the learning situation – a process that characterises informal and non-
formal learning environments to a greater extent than formal contexts. Consequently, the distinction 
between these three types of learning environment is important for scholars of entrepreneurship 
education and entrepreneurial learning. Much of the entrepreneurship education literature for example, 
can be seen to focus on formal learning environments in which tradition may create an expectation that 
learning will be reactive in character. Scholars of entrepreneurial learning however, often study learning 
in an informal environment. Much of the learning that takes place in accelerators however, takes place 
in a non-formal environment. Naturally, in all three learning environments it is possible to identify aspects 
of the other two (La Belle, 1982). A non-formal environment can contain formal structures – and in both 
formal and non-formal environments, periods of informality occur.  

When the theoretical perspectives outlined in the above paragraphs are applied to the context of an 
accelerator programme for social entrepreneurs, the learning process can be conceptualised in the 
manner below (see figure 2.2). The learning of the social entrepreneur is portrayed as centring on the 
twin processes of experiencing and resolving disjuncture – and if the individual learns effectively, 
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learning can result in positive outcomes for the enterprise. It is however, important to recognise that 
both instructors and entrepreneurs come to the accelerator with their own intentions as regards 
outcomes and even process. As noted earlier, scholars argue that intentions affect learning – and for 
this reason “intent” is positioned in the diagram as a factor that influences the learning process. In the 
next section a study is introduced that explores the learning of social entrepreneurs in accelerators and 
that subsequently, attempts to correct, refine and expand this preliminary framework. 

 

3 Method 

A series of Scandinavian accelerators3 run by the same organisation was studied using a case study 
approach and drawing on phenomenological methodology. Each accelerator was eight weeks long and 
a different cohort of social entrepreneurs participated in each one, over a period of three years. The 
social entrepreneurs were interviewed during and after the programme. Secondary data such as CVs 
and applications to the programme were analysed and the social entrepreneurs were asked to fill in an 
online questionnaire one year after graduation. During each accelerator regular visits were made to the 
accelerator in order to engage in direct observation of the social entrepreneurs as they participated in 
the programme. Data was managed using Nvivo software and coded manually. 

3.1 Case study from a phenomenological perspective 

My theoretical framework underlines the centrality of social entrepreneurs’ experiences to their learning 
in accelerators. Many scholars have argued convincingly for the centrality of experience to not only 

                                                      
3 The accelerator is referred to with the pseudonym “Booster” in the study and the organisation that ran the 

accelerators, as the “Network for Social Entrepreneurship” – or “NSE”. 
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Figure 2-2: A preliminary model of entrepreneurs' learning in accelerators 
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learning in general (Dewey, 1938), but also adult learning (Kolb, 1984; Knowles, 1970). Furthermore, in 
the field of entrepreneurial learning several scholars have underlined the centrality of experience to the 
learning achieved by entrepreneurs (Cope and Watts, 2000; Minniti and Bygrave, 2001). Even 
organisational scholars who adopt a more cognitive approach to the analysis of organisations note that 
managerial sensemaking is predominantly based on past experience (Weick, 1979). Given the apparent 
importance of individual experience to the learning process, it is appropriate that my study employ a 
research method that is explicitly concerned with [lived] experience. For this reason, as I collected and 
analysed data about individual social entrepreneurs I have drawn on the ideas of phenomenology and 
in particular, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The implications of this association are 
discussed below.  

One implication of my borrowing of ideas from IPA is seen in my approach to sampling. In other words: 
the way in which I selected a limited number of social entrepreneurs for deeper analysis. Some 
phenomenological researchers suggest that it is theoretically possible to conduct insightful research 
using only a single individual’s experience (Eatough and Smith, 2008). However, Smith, Flowers and 
Larkin (2009) suggest that a typical study includes between four to eight individuals. Although they 
advocate selecting cases on the basis of homogeneity, they allow for the selection of cases on the basis 
of difference (to illustrate for example, distinct categories of experience) – provided that this selection is 
done with care. In this study I adapted the IPA method in order to provide insight into the learning of the 
different categories of social entrepreneurial learner identified in section 4.2. Consequently, although I 
interviewed all 24 social entrepreneurs – and conducted a thematic analysis of these interviews – I only 
wrote in-depth descriptions of the learning experiences of four individuals. 

3.2 Collecting information about learning and accelerators 

Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009:56) suggest that researchers using the IPA approach need to collect 
“a rich, detailed, first-person account of [participants’] experiences”. They therefore recommend in-depth 
interviews and diaries as two useful methods for data collection, in addition to focus groups and 
observational methods. In my study I made extensive use of interviews, conducting two to three 
interviews with most of the entrepreneurs and at least two interviews with managers in each accelerator. 
I also made extensive use of direct observation and focus groups.  

Despite their emphasis on interview material; Smith, Flowers and Larkin (ibid.) acknowledge the 
importance of contextualising individuals’ accounts of their experiences. Lucy Yardley’s (2000) goes 
further and suggests that a discussion of context is essential to a comprehensive phenomenological 
analysis. Patricia Benner (1994:104) also emphasises the importance of creating an understanding of 
“how the person is situated, both historically and currently”. In this study the use of interviews and focus 
groups was therefore complemented with direct observation and secondary data (including 
entrepreneurs’ curricula vitae and applications to the accelerator) – as well as additional interviews with 
stakeholders of the accelerator (such as Sida personnel, NSE board members and accelerator 
managers). 

The interview format used in my study was primarily the “in-depth, semi-structured” approach advocated 
by Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009). In practice this meant that prior to the interview I prepared a list of 
themes or issues that I wished to learn more about from the interviewee. During the interview this short 
list of “sensitising concepts” served as a reminder of the general issues that I wished to address (Bowen, 
2008). For example: in the first accelerator the concepts I used to orient the interview were “identity”, 
“social learning”, “community of practice” and “social / sustainable entrepreneurship”.  

3.3 Analysing social entrepreneurs’ accounts of their learning in accelerators 

Interviews and other information about the social entrepreneurs and the accelerators were managed 
and analysed (that is: coded manually) using Nvivo software. Recognising the narrative character of 
many of the interviews, the texts were coded drawing on techniques from not only phenomenological 
methods, but also scholars of narrative. My approach to data analysis therefore draws not only on the 
work of more general scholars of qualitative methodology (for example: Guest et al., 2011; Ritchie and 
Lewis, 2003), but also on the ideas of Catherine Riessman (2008). Analysis began in a relatively 
unstructured manner with a reading and re-reading of the texts produced during data collection. This 
thematic analysis then moved gradually from a “face-value” understanding of entrepreneurs’ 
experiences, towards a more conceptual understanding expressed in more theoretical language – and 
finally, to the comparison of the experience of the individual with the experience of others.    
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In order to dig “deeper” into entrepreneurs’ experiences I found it useful to adopt not only another 
perspective on narrative analysis (the dramaturgical perspective4), but also several of the perspectives 
discussed by Patricia Benner (1994). Dramaturgical analysis builds on Erving Goffman’s (1959) 
suggestion that individuals “perform” and “enact” their narratives. This implies that researchers need to 
ask for whom the person is telling their story – and to what purpose. Benner (ibid.) also suggests several 
points of analytical departure that I found helpful in thinking about how to approach entrepreneurs’ 
narratives in a “different” manner.  Drawing on her work with Judith Wrubel (1989), Benner suggests 
that five aspects of human experience may be usefully explored in qualitative analyses. These include 
first of all, situation: the recognition of the situatedness of the person both in the present and also 
historically, as well as the questioning of the character of their situation (as either harmonious or 
“breakdown”). Secondly, embodiment is identified as insight into the embedded nature of cognition and 
experience in relation to the individual’s physical body. Temporality focuses on the lived experience that 
the individual has of time and concerns has to do with the meaning-filled orientation of the individual in 
a situation. Finally, investigation of common meaning looks at shared, taken-for-granted linguistic and 
cultural meanings that guide, and at times limit how events and behaviour develop. Due to the 
characteristics of the phenomenon that I am studying (entrepreneurial learning), I believe that Benner’s 
tools pose more relevant questions to entrepreneurs’ texts than the more traditional ‘pentad’ questions 
(act, agent, agency, scene and purpose) of Burke (1969). 

4 Findings and Discussion 

In this section the findings of this study are described and discussed. Rather than separating description 
from discussion, I adopt a thematic approach: describing a particular aspect of learning in accelerators 
and then discussing it in more theoretical terms. By adopting this approach it is hoped that the link 
between empirical data and theoretical discussion will become clearer. Readers will also be in a better 
position to ascertain the credibility of the ideas developed.  

4.1 Non-formal learning environments that create space for learning 

Interviews with NSE managers and stakeholders reveal that the Booster accelerators were structured 
in a manner that reflected the structures of existing short-term training programmes for social 
entrepreneurs, such as the Unreasonable Institute. This implied a pattern of education that many 
accelerators have in common, namely the exposure of social entrepreneurs to three categories of 
entrepreneurial “experts” during the eight-week programme. These categories included “managers” 
(NSE leaders responsible for the design and every-day operation of the accelerator), “mentors” 
(individuals assigned to each individual entrepreneur to provide them with general venture-oriented 
advice, for at least the duration of the accelerator) – and “coaches” (individuals who visited the 
programme for a short period of time to share their narrow field of expertise with participants). The 
content and timing of the themes addressed by coaches are found in the appendices. During the 
accelerator, social entrepreneurs were expected to make progress on their ventures: creating a business 
plan and presentations for investors, and developing key aspects of their startups – such as financial 
strategy and marketing.  

Managers in the Booster programme interacted with participants on a regular – often daily basis, but 
tended not to provide them with advice (beyond suggesting relevant contacts). Most mentors had 
physical meetings with “their” social entrepreneur every two or so weeks during the accelerator, but 
usually had daily contact via email or Skype. Coaches tended to visit the accelerator once to give a talk 
to the entire cohort, followed by individual counselling sessions in their field of expertise – and a second 
time several weeks later, to follow up on participants’ work.  

La Belle (1982) argues that both formal and non-formal contexts of learning typically include some of 
the characteristics of all three emphases (formal, non-formal and informal). Evidence for the accuracy 
of her suggestion is found in the Booster programme, where there it is possible to identify several core 
‘formal’ activities (primarily the regular lectures and the obligatory assignments), interspersed with non-
formal and informal activities. Lectures are held at specific times for the whole group (mirroring the 
educational model of formal settings), but from then on the educational process becomes increasingly 
that of non-formal contexts of learning. In the individual coaching session with the “expert”, the 
entrepreneur and the session speaker have an equal say in what is brought up for discussion. After this 

                                                      
4 Reissman (2003) refers to this perspective as “dialogic/performance analysis”. 
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session the onus is entirely on the social entrepreneur with regards to what to focus on from the session 
– and when to focus on this content (if at all). This progression from an expert-driven process to one 
that is learner-driven is depicted in figure 4.1. 

The lower part of the figure – depicting the gradual move from expert-driven to learner-driven learning 
at the ‘micro’ level in the accelerator – can also be used to model the accelerator process from a more 
macro perspective. Although this progression was never entirely achieved in the Booster accelerators 
in terms of formal design, in practice managers tended to “relax” their expectations of entrepreneurs as 
the accelerator progressed – with regards to lecture attendance and even assignments. 

 

Formal 
lecture

Individual 
coaching

Individual practice

Formal

Non-formal

 

Figure 4-1: The move from a formal to a non-formal learning orientation 

Entrepreneurs were expected to attend all activities in the first four to five weeks of the accelerator. 
However, as managers became more aware of the status of entrepreneurs’ ventures and of their 
particular development needs, this expectation was toned down. In some cases an effort was also made 
to arrange extra sessions to cover emergent learning needs that had not been foreseen at the start of 
the programme. Marie (A25) suggests that this progression from general to specific is important:  

“Towards the end you didn’t want to have those general lectures, but rather to dig into the details. Then 

it might have been better to have been able to choose what you wanted help with. After a while perhaps 

you could tailor it a little more. The basics to start with, work with the basics for the first three weeks 

and then specialise in whatever you feel you need the most.” 

A similar process of refinement also appears to be necessary as the accelerator progresses, in terms of 
the intensity of the more ‘formal’ programme ingredients (such as lectures and individual coaching 
sessions). In accelerator one in particular, managers were forced to revise the programme schedule 
towards the end of the accelerator – in the face of entrepreneurs’ protests that they were no longer able 
to fit the accelerator “puzzle” together. It was apparent that a series of accelerator activities 
(assignments, networking and venture development activities) peaked during the last two to three weeks 
of the programme – and that few entrepreneurs could cope with this pressure.  

4.2 Not all Social Entrepreneurs are the same 

The above paragraphs emphasise the importance of understanding accelerators as non-formal learning 
environments. Although managers design the standardised, “formal” educational activities that take 
place in the early stages of the programme, the content and process of social entrepreneurs’ learning is 
increasingly shaped by the participants themselves as the accelerator progresses. This adaptation 
enables entrepreneurs to develop their learning in areas that are relevant to them and is an important 
factor in the development of learning “space”. Nonetheless, social entrepreneurs are not all alike and 
interviews suggest that differences in social entrepreneurial “type” influence learning.  

After studying the first two accelerators my impression was that participants’ learning varied to a certain 
extent, depending on their backgrounds. In particular individuals’ learning seemed to vary with reference 
to their degree of embeddedness in the societies targeted by their products or services (a factor I 
describe in terms of their being either “expatriate” or “indigenous”). Learning also seemed to vary with 
reference to venture stage and professional background. Based on these impressions, I began to reflect 
on the possibility of categorising participants in a manner that took into account their professional 
backgrounds and depth of experience. As I did so, I drew on Cope and Watt’s (2000) discussion of how 
entrepreneurs’ professional experiences influence their learning – and on Brännvall and Johansson’s 

                                                      
5 The three accelerators are differentiated from one another by using the abbreviations “A1”, “A2” and “A3”. 
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(2012) discussion of behavioural differences among entrepreneurs in underserved markets. Cope and 
Watts (2000) develop the work of Gibb and Ritchie (1982) in discussing entrepreneurial learning in 
relation to the experience of the entrepreneur. They construct a four-field diagram along the axis of 
business/managerial experience (high-low) and sector experience (high-low). This diagram allows for 
four categories of entrepreneur to be distinguished6. These are: the ‘innocent’ (low managerial / low 
sector experience), the ‘knowledgeable improviser’ (low managerial / high sector experience), the 
‘confident entrant’ (high managerial / low sector experience) – and the ‘veteran’ (high managerial / high 
sector experience). 

While not employing the exact terms that I use, Brännvall and Johansson (2012) note that 
“entrepreneurs from underserved markets” (who I term ‘indigenous’) follow a distinct pattern of 
innovation when compared to expatriate firms. They report that expatriate firms spend less time studying 
the needs and behaviours of target populations, and use a “closed” model of innovation that relies on a 
smaller number of external advisors. Brännvall and Johansson also note the existence of a distinct group 
of experienced entrepreneurs among innovating firms – many of whom are individuals with a 
background in senior positions and global companies, often from India and Nepal. These individuals 
would probably be termed “veteran” using Cope and Watts’ (2000) terminology. 

By adding the “indigenous- expatriate” factor to Cope and Watt’s framework, a three-dimensional model 
is developed (see figure 4.2), which allows for the distinguishing of eight different types of “social 
entrepreneurial learner” in accelerators. For the sake of simplicity I distinguish between entrepreneurs 
with experience of the contexts in which they were launching their ventures, by simply adding the terms 
“indigenous” or “expatriate” to the terms coined by Cope and Watts. For example: I term an individual 
with extensive managerial and sector-oriented experience, who is also an experienced actor in the 
context in which they operate; “veteran-indigenous”. For the sake of brevity, in later sections I abbreviate 
each type and add ‘-E’ or ‘-I’ to distinguish between the indigenous and expatriate variations of the same 
type.  

Despite my use of Cope and Watts’ (2000) terminology, it is important to note that I emphasize slightly 
different factors when I use their terms. This is particularly so with regards to my understanding of the 
term ‘sector’. Cope and Watts seem to discuss the term ‘sector’ with a focus primarily on the type of 
industry in which the entrepreneur is active (for example: renewable energy or mobile communications). 
My interviews with the Booster entrepreneurs however, suggest that their participation in the accelerator 
was very much influenced by their professional identity and experience. Consequently, while I hesitate 
to replace Cope and Watts’ term altogether, it is important to note that the term ‘sector’ is not without its 
weaknesses – in that it is not extremely specific and can contain additional aspects of expertise and 
identity. This reasoned, yet subjective distinction is one reason why I term my grouping a typology, rather 
than a taxonomy – in keeping with the ideas of Smith (2002), and Ayres and Knafl (2008). 

My development of the typology of social entrepreneurial “learners” introduced above, took place 
towards the end of the third accelerator. Consequently it influenced my study, not so much in terms of 

                                                      
6 In figure 4.2 the different categories are numbered: 1- ‘innocents’, 2- ‘knowledgeable improvisers’, 3- 

‘confident entrants’ and 4- ‘veterans’.   

Figure 4-2: Categories of social entrepreneur, developed from Cope & Watts (2000) 



11 
 

scope (I still conducted  and analysed interviews with all 24 accelerator participants), but rather in terms 
of analysis – in that I only developed in-depth case-studies of four individuals7. This practice is in keeping 
with Benner’s (1994) concept of the phenomenological “exemplar” and her recommendation that these 
be used to illustrate similarity and contrast.  

Although social entrepreneurs’ embeddedness and backgrounds appeared to explain some of the 
patterns of learning I observed in accelerators, my impression was that learning was also affected by 
the stage at which their startups were at. I therefore made an additional note of the approximate stage 
social entrepreneurs’ ventures were at, when they participated in the accelerator. I used the typology 
developed by the Start-up Commons (2014) for this purpose. Their typology consists of three over-
reaching stages (pre-startup, start-up and growth). It is also divided into smaller sub-stages and 
numbered, with some stages ‘bridging’ the gaps between the three main stages (see figure 4.3). “Pre-
startup” is for example, subdivided into “ideation” (-2) and “concepting” (-1), with “commitment” (0) 
providing the bridge to “startup”. “Start-up” is associated with “validation” (+1), with “scaling” (+2) 
bridging over into the “growth” phase – in which the final stage of “establishing” (+3) is found. This 
practitioner-oriented model of entrepreneurial stage is used because it focuses primarily on the stages 
associated with nascent entrepreneurship, in contrast to several more scholarly articles (for example: 
Lewis and Churchill, 1983, Scott and Bruce, 1987). These articles are heavily cited, but adopt a ‘life-
cycle’ perspective that glosses over the sub-stages associated with nascent entrepreneurship8. 

In the next section I discuss how the learning of social entrepreneurs in the Booster accelerators 
appeared to be influenced by differences in background and stage.     

4.3 Different mixes of social entrepreneur create different accelerators  

One of the more important findings of this study is its observation that learning in accelerators is 
influenced by not only the social entrepreneurs themselves, but also the physical places in which they 
live and work. This is an important consideration, as it is otherwise tempting to assume that accelerator 
“design” is the most significant factor affecting social entrepreneurs’ learning. The three Booster 
accelerators recruited three distinct mixes of social entrepreneurs, with participants not only having 
different backgrounds (in terms of the typology outlined in section 4.2), but also being at different stages 
of venture development. The categories to which they belonged and their ventures’ stage of 
development are summarised in the appendices section, in table 8.2. 

The three Booster accelerators (A1, A2 and A3) developed in distinct ways, with the first and the third 
programmes most similar to one another in terms of group dynamic – and the second programme the 
most distinctive. This occurred despite A1 and A3 being very different in terms of the composition of the 
cohort. The cohort in A1 was fairly homogenous in terms of ethnicity, with most of the social 
entrepreneurs either coming from Scandinavia or living there. The A3 cohort was more heterogeneous, 
with participants coming from different regions of Africa, Europe and Asia. In A1 and A3 social 
entrepreneurs described the group dynamic in positive terms, with Henrik (A1) commenting:  

“We all trust each other. We were really open for one another on Booster and that was fantastic.”  

Patience (A3) made a similar comment: 

“It has become like, you know, a family where you joke about anything, so it’s not only mental but also, 

you know, the emotional attachment and the companionship that you feel when you are around the 

people that really know you or understand you”. 

In the second accelerator, in contrast, the group dynamic was characterised by tension and conflict. The 
majority of the participants were male and came from several different regions of Africa – and only two 
of the social entrepreneurs were female, with “Western” backgrounds. Tensions rapidly developed 

                                                      
7 That is: one representative from each of Cope and Watt’s (2000) four categories. 

8 For example: Scott and Bruce (1987) suggest that “survival” immediately follows “inception”. 

Figure 4-3: Startup stages, from Startup Commons (2014) 
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among the social entrepreneurs and appeared to be associated with unfulfilled expectations, differences 
in social class and irritation over other participants’ behaviour. Despite clear information to the contrary, 
several of the African participants came to Scandinavia hoping to receive funding for their enterprises 
and were disappointed that the accelerator could not guarantee this. Their companions were aware of 
this intention and felt that these individuals were less engaged in learning and in supporting the 
development of the others in the group. As a result, many participants expressed their irritation over the 
behaviour of others. Heidi (A2) for example, described her experience in the following way:  

“I was getting quite frustrated at the beginning […] and I mean it doesn’t really have anything to do with 

me, so it shouldn’t really bother me – but when everyone’s just talking about funding and… connecting 

with people and I was like ‘Did you read any of the emails?  Have you looked at the website? [laugh]  

This isn’t what it’s about, you know!’[…] It’s not about grants, it’s about doing something sustainable”. 

Peter (A2) also described his experience of the accelerator in more negative terms, relating it to 
differences in social class and the attitudes of some of the African social entrepreneurs to one another: 

“Something else… people are bossy, others want to show that they know a little bit. I don’t like that crap 

[…] We have people who want to be high… and then others, you know, want to be like… [makes ‘stuck 

up’ noises].” 

In A1 and A3 social entrepreneurs described the accelerator in primarily positive terms, when it came to 
learning. They described contributing to the development of one another’s ventures, and of encouraging 
and supporting one another. The A2 participants also described learning during the programme, but 
emphasised the idea that the process was “sub-optimal”, with Marie describing it in the following manner: 

“To begin with I tried, and I have helped some people who I’ve had better contact with. But we had nine 

individuals with different knowledge and competences, and we have definitely not taken advantage of 

that.” 

It is important to note that in terms of “accelerator input” all three of the accelerators were similar in 
terms of design and management. The content and number of sessions did not vary significantly and 
although A1 and A2 were run by different managers, at least one of the accelerator managers was 
present in all three of the programmes – and the same manager was responsible for both A2 and A3. 
Similarly, although the cohorts were different in terms of ethnic composition, in all three accelerators 
there was at least one individual with considerably more experience than the other social entrepreneurs 
(i.e.: a “veteran”). These individuals often commented that they learned less than their companions from 
the accelerator. In contrast, their companions described learning from these more experienced social 
entrepreneurs – in A1 and A3. This type of learning was however, not described by the social 
entrepreneurs in A2 to the same extent. 

4.4 The impact of physical “place” 

The above paragraphs hint at an important finding of this study, that is: the idea that learning in non-
formal environments (such as accelerators) is not primarily the product of effective design, but rather of 
“co-creation”. Social entrepreneurs come to accelerators with specific intentions with regards to what 
they wish to get out of the programme and these intentions influence the way they interact with others. 
The entrepreneurial “cohort” is a key characteristic of accelerators and the comments of the Booster 
social entrepreneurs make it clear that the behaviour of their companions influenced their learning. As 
social entrepreneurs interact they create a culture or climate in the accelerator that either enhances or 
inhibits learning. In the context of incubators Daniel Hjorth9 (2013) suggests that managers need to 
“create space for innovation rather than managing a place for incubation”. Nonetheless, although the 
Booster participants do describe several different types of learning “space”, their comments suggest that 
in reality it is not always easy to separate “space” from “place”.  

In most accelerators entrepreneurs live and work in several different physical places. The Booster social 
entrepreneurs for example, worked in an office area characterised by “hot-desking”. That is: office space 
in which they had no desk of their own, but instead occupied a new work station each day. In term this 
more formal physical location “primary” place. Many other, established social entrepreneurs also worked 

                                                      
9 Note that this quote is from the executive summary of the article in the reference list. 
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in this office space and accelerator participants such as Alice (A1) often commented on the positive 
impact this had on their interaction with others:  

“The whole atmosphere is very inviting – just the fact that you’re like, standing up and not sitting, like… 

so most people will feel they can approach you and start talking.” 

Despite this interaction, social entrepreneurs also noted that the hot-desking environment was not 
always conducive to some kinds of work – as Catrin (A1) commented: 

“So quite often, if I go to SocNet10 it’s because I know I don’t have really focused, serious work to do.” 

Catrin’s comment is important to note, given Jarvis’ suggestion that learning occurs not only through 
reflection, but also through action. Catrin’s comment infers that some types of physical places inhibit, 
rather than enhance learning – even if it is perhaps the way they are used by human actors that 
influences learning. Nonetheless, a similar comment was made by the entrepreneurs studied by Hjorth 
(2013: 33) in a Swedish incubator for “creative” startups, where an entrepreneur commented: 

“The office space... I don’t spend much time here because the place itself is dead boring. And that’s 

important.” 

 As a result, manager Debora commented that “due to the logistics of the space, we have to broker the 
relationships” – and that a key managerial task was to bring some “life into the building” (ibid.: 28). 

The characteristics of “primary” place clearly affect entrepreneurs’ learning. Nonetheless, Booster 
participants also described how their interaction outside the formal office environment affected their 
learning. Before and after work the social entrepreneurs occupied specific physical places – and it was 
their accommodation in particular that appeared to have the greatest impact on the group dynamic. The 
impact of these places (which I term “secondary” place) is illustrated by the group dynamic in the third 
accelerator. In A3 social entrepreneurs shared accommodation close to the SocNet office, with female 
participants in one apartment and males in another. The social entrepreneurs also chose their 
roommates themselves. Interviews with participants show that the group dynamic among the Booster 
entrepreneurs developed along the lines of gender and ethnicity. Individuals tended to choose 
roommates similar to themselves, with for example, Patience and Rebecca (both from East Africa) not 
only choosing to share a room, but also seeking one another’s company in the more formal “primary” 
space of SocNet. There was also a clear gender division in the group, with the male group interacting 
intensively after “work” in their apartment and the female group not doing so – and the males not inviting 
the female group to interact with them either. Thomas (A3) commented on the gender division in the 
cohort in an interview (“a gender division has really worked11”), but also noted the way in which ethnicity 
had influenced his own interaction: 

Interviewer: “Who do you talk to… who do you find: ‘I speak to this person, we give each other 

feedback?’ ” 

“I’m… because of my Middle Eastern background… I’m a good support for Zayd, [name of country12]. 

The implication of comments such as these suggests that although the characteristics of physical places 
do not have the power to determine group dynamics alone, they do have an initial influence on 
interaction and may subsequently reinforce other influences on interaction – such as gender and 
ethnicity. In the Booster accelerator it was also clear that patterns of interaction in “secondary” places 
(such as accommodation) were carried over into the “primary” places where the more formal accelerator 
activities took place. 

                                                      
10 This is a pseudonym. 

11 The context of the phrase “has really worked” makes it clear that Thomas means “has been in operation”. 

12 Due to the fact that the African social entrepreneurs had difficulty with Zayd’s middle-eastern name, they 

initially referred to him by his country of origin – and eventually the nickname stuck. 
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4.5 Human and material factors interact to create “learning splace”  

The gist of my discussion so far is that learning in accelerators is usefully conceptualised as a process 
of co-creation in which human actors (including the social entrepreneurial cohort) interact. This 
interaction expands or shrinks the psychological “space” in which social entrepreneurs experience 
opportunities for learning. Nonetheless, the physical attributes of “place” significantly influence 
interaction as well, making it difficult – if not impossible – to separate physical place from psychological 
space (Peitsch, 2012; Relph, 1976). For this reason I suggest that the term “splace” be used to refer to 
the areas of learning opportunity that accelerators develop. 

In the Booster accelerators, social entrepreneurs discussed the programme’s enhancement of their 
learning in terms of four distinct emphases. Several of these emphases are similar to those identified by 
Susan Smith (2011) in her study of networked learning among SME managers, even if I have adapted 
and developed her work. As the social entrepreneurs described the general area of learning opportunity 
that I term “learning splace”, they tended to depict four different processes through which the accelerator 
provided opportunities for learning. I label these areas of opportunity “reflective”, “dialogical”, “action” 
and “community” splace (see table 4.1).  

 

Table 4-1: Aspects of ‘Splace’ described by the four Exemplars. 

Factor / entrepreneur Barry (V-E) Marie (KI-E) Steven (CE-I) Henrik (I-E) 

Stage Validation (1) Concepting (-1) Concepting (-1) Commitment (0) 

Reflective splace 
 

= opportunity to… 

Be creative 

Re-think 

Critically assess 

Think things 
through 

Critically assess 

Think 

Plan 

Dialogical splace 
 

= opportunity to… 

Learn from 
others: 

Find new ideas 

Develop / 
maintain affect 

Learn from 
others: 

Be challenged 
by others 

Create better 
ideas 

Develop / 
maintain affect 

Learn from 
others: 

Be challenged 
by others 

Create better 
ideas 

Learn from 
others: 

Be challenged 
by others 

Understand my 
venture 

Solve problems 

Develop / 
maintain affect 

Action splace 
 

= opportunity to… 

Meet key 
stakeholders 

Develop 
business plan 

Develop 
enterprise 

Act despite fear 

Develop 
business plan 

Meet key 
stakeholders 

Act despite fear 

Focus on sales 

Experiment  

Community splace 
 

= opportunity to… 

Develop identity 

Develop / 
maintain affect 

(trust) 

Mirror others’ 
entrepreneurial 
behaviour 

(trust) 

Break isolation Develop identity 

Develop / 
maintain affect 

Mirror others’ 
entrepreneurial 
behaviour 

Break isolation 

(trust) 

 

The term “reflective splace” is used to refer to the opportunity the accelerator provided for social 
entrepreneurs to think about their ventures. Steven (A2) provides an example of how a social 
entrepreneur developed their venture by being given time to think: 

“I realised that I had to establish the concept in a formal structure. And now... to build this structure is 

what has actually created a lot of work, because now I have to figure out a clear, um... value proposition 

for the programme. I had to look at it as an independent entity with a sustainable model, as a business.” 

The thinking associated with reflective splace appears to be associated with several sub-emphases. 
Steven’s quote illustrates the idea of “thinking things through”. Other social entrepreneurs describe 
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reflection more in terms of critically assessing their venture ideas and “re-thinking”. For Barry (A1) 
however, the accelerator provided him with an unexpected opportunity to “think creatively”: 

 “I notice now, that simply by being quiet and just having a paper and pen in front of me and somebody 

talking about something... parts of my brain that are otherwise far too inactive relax and kind of free 

themselves.” 

“It’s a bit like... sitting in a lecture – it’s not just that if it’s boring I think of something else – it’s almost 

the opposite. It has to be inspiring, because if it’s boring I begin to think of my to-do list and so on. But 

if it’s inspiring then I start getting creative thoughts about entirely different things. It’s as if my brain 

relaxes and... ‘Yes, that was the way I planned to do that – that was stupid. Do it this way!’ – and in that 

way I put things together. And that isn’t conscious, it wasn’t the reason I’m on this programme.” 

An important opportunity that accelerators provide social entrepreneurs with, is the possibility of talking 
to others about their ideas – an opportunity I refer to as “dialogical splace”. Many of the Booster 
participants describe life a social entrepreneur in (or with a focus on) an emerging economy, as a lonely 
experience. They therefore value the opportunity to learn by interacting with others. Once again this 
opportunity has several nuances. Participants describe learning in dialogue with others in terms of 
finding new ideas and of being challenged by others to take a challenging step, or to create a better 
product or service. This was Steven’s (A2) experience: 

“Like my friend Isaac, he said: ‘This concept could be scalable to the rest of Africa, because they face 

the same problems’ [...] and with somebody who has been exposed like him telling you that, it gives you 

more resilience to sit and figure out how to make it... grow bigger.” 

Importantly, social entrepreneurs describe the dialogical aspect of learning as not only involving a 
cognitive aspect (new ideas), but also an emotional aspect (new or renewed affect). Veteran 
entrepreneur Barry (A1) mentioned this aspect of interaction several times and Marie (A2) also 
commented on it: 

“Some of the speakers have been very inspiring and that has given me hope and strength to move on - 

because it’s really heavy to get this off of the ground” 

The above quotes illustrate the difficulty of isolating different aspects of learning splace from one another 
in the real world, even if it is possible to conceptualise them as distinct aspects. In the above paragraph 
Steven’s describes for example, how his interaction with a more experienced social entrepreneur (in 
dialogical splace) led him into reflective splace (“to sit and figure out how”). His comment also underlines 
the accuracy of Jarvis’ observation that learning involves more than just cognitive reflection. Steven’s 
learning does not only involve thinking about his venture, but also “feeling” about it – as he develops 
resilience. 

In addition to opportunities for learning through reflection and dialogue, accelerators also provide social 
entrepreneurs with opportunities to learn through action. Once again the difficulty of separating different 
aspects of learning splace emerges, as it can initially appear that action is separate from learning. 
Nonetheless, the several aspects of action that participants describe all involve learning to some extent, 
mirroring Jarvis’ discussion of learning in and through action. For example: the expansion of the 
entrepreneur’s network is an aspect of accelerators often mentioned by scholars. In practice this “area 
of opportunity” involves not only expanded knowledge about who the entrepreneur should meet, but 
also the action of meeting stakeholders – and insight into the how of building on the meetings that take 
place.  

Action splace is perhaps the aspect of social entrepreneurs’ learning that scholars of entrepreneurial 
learning will instinctively recognise, given the similarity of the learning process associated with this area 
to the ideas of Kolb. Booster participants valued the opportunity the accelerator provided for them to 
take action that they would otherwise not have taken or would have delayed taking. They often described 
these actions as involving the development of their networks, the creation of a business plan and the 
taking of steps they had previously been afraid to take. In A2 for example, Nelson provided an account 
of his learning process during a lecture13. He described how he listened to the lecture (apparently drifting 
in and out, attention-wise), while working on his website and asking questions of his mentor at the same 

                                                      
13 There is no audio recording of this account, but I made a note of it shortly afterwards. 
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time, via email (during this particular session his mentor was online). During a period of no more than 
two hours, four to six emails that referred to modifications he was making to his website (as he received 
input from the lecture) were sent – and responded to. This is perhaps an extreme example, but it 
illustrates the capacity many Booster entrepreneurs seemed to have, for “thinking on their feet”: 
evaluating new knowledge, applying it to their ventures and then re-evaluating it – in quick succession. 
Consequently, instead of following a clear “act then reflect” cycle (the reflection on action of Argyris and 
Schön, 1978) the Booster entrepreneurs seemed to engage in both activities simultaneously. Their 
practice seems to be more accurately reflected by Schön’s (1983) later discussion of how professionals 
reflect in action.  

The final aspect of “learning splace” described by the Booster entrepreneurs I have termed community 
splace. The learning opportunities valued by participants in this area were associated with the 
development of identity, entrepreneurial behaviour, “belonging” and affect. Many social entrepreneurs – 
including the more experienced “veterans” – described the importance of emotions-oriented learning. It 
appears that social entrepreneurs have a particular need for developing and maintaining “positive 
affect”. They need to care deeply about the challenges their enterprises address and they need to 
maintain this depth of emotional engagement in order to persevere with their ventures. Although this 
aspect of learning was also apparent in dialogical splace, individuals often commented on it in relation 
to aspects of the accelerator that had to do with the “social” side of entrepreneurship. Less-experienced 
social entrepreneurs (with the exception of the “knowledgeable improvisers”) and individuals operating 
in environments with weak social entrepreneurial communities often appeared keen to “belong”. 
Gabriella’s (A1) enthusiasm over finding herself among other social entrepreneurs is one example: 

Interviewer: “Had you heard this term ‘social entrepreneur’?”  

“No, never! I wrote to my friends in Argentina, those who are my customers. My customers are sort of 

my friends [laugh], and they work with NGOs… a lot. I sent a letter to one of them and asked, ‘Do you 

know what a social entrepreneur is? Because now I’m part of it!” 

Another aspect of community splace relates to the development by social entrepreneurs of identity. 
Accelerator participants often described appropriating attitudes or behaviour they observed in their 
cohort colleagues or other social entrepreneurs. For example, after the accelerator Henrik (A1) 
describes appropriating a mindset he discovered during the programme: 

“I’m very sceptical now… You meet a lot of people with ideas […] and I’ve now started to evaluate 

their ideas immediately when I hear them. A mechanism is started in my head that immediately tries to 

find errors or problems in the idea […] But also how you can earn money through the idea. ‘Cos that 

was actually one of the things they emphasized at Booster. How you earn money.” 

Marie (A2) describes a very similar process, of learning to “stick her neck out” simply by living in close 
proximity of other individuals for whom this was the natural thing to do. It appears therefore, that in this 
aspect of “splace for learning” social entrepreneurship is not so much taught, as caught. 

5 Conclusions: Horses for courses! 

This study contributes to the literature on social entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial learning and 
incubators by developing first of all a typology of social entrepreneurial learners. A second contribution 
is this paper’s development of a model of entrepreneurial learning in accelerators.  Finally, I suggest 
that the category of social entrepreneur that participates in an accelerator – and the stage of 
development they are at – influences the type of “learning splace” that they value. 

In this paper accelerators are framed as non-formal interventions into the learning of social 
entrepreneurs. One of the implications of this idea – and one that is supported by the study’s empirical 
data – is that the learning process in accelerators is co-created. Programme design is an important 
factor, but the intentions and backgrounds of participants make it far more important for managers to 
manage the emergent learning process effectively. In order to conduct a theoretically informed study of 
the learning of social entrepreneurs in non-formal environments, this study began by developing a 
tentative model of entrepreneurial learning in accelerators (see figure 2.2). It is now possible to develop 
this framework into a more robust portrayal of the factors that influence social entrepreneurs’ learning 
in non-formal learning environments (see figure 5.1). 
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 In the figure the influential role of the accelerator cohort on learning is depicted by introducing the 
accelerator “cohort” as a factor in the learning process. Furthermore, the “intent” factor discussed by 
scholars of adult learning is re-labelled as “perceived task” to underline the idea that social 
entrepreneurs come to accelerators with clear ideas about what they wish to achieve. These ideas 
influence their attitudes towards not only the educational activities designed by accelerator managers, 
but also the other social entrepreneurs in their cohort. In this study the managerial aspects of 
accelerators are not in focus and so the “design” side of the accelerator is simply drawn to include the 
most obvious actors: managers, mentors and coaches14. Drawing on the ideas of Jarvis (2010), the 
learning process is shown as a process that centres on the creation and resolution of disjuncture, 
acknowledging the idea that experiences of disjuncture may be transformed by emotional and action-
filled means, and not only through reflection.  

In the developed figure an important idea is that opportunities for learning are developed by the 
interaction of social entrepreneurs with both human and material factors – hence the term “splace”. 
Entrepreneurs’ learning is influenced by the characteristics of not only the physical environments of their 
formal places of work (“primary” place), but also by their interaction with material contexts that are not 
clearly work-related (“secondary” place). Regardless of their physical environment, social entrepreneurs 
co-create areas of learning opportunity that are characterised by either reflection, action, community or 
dialogue. The learning that emerges in these “splaces” is suggested to be a necessary, although 
probably not sufficient condition for the capabilities associated with venture survival and growth – even 
if some social entrepreneurs do learn to abandon unpromising venture ideas in accelerators (Levinsohn, 
2015). Time is also depicted as playing an important role in both enhancing and restricting “learning 
splace”, even if this role is not discussed in this paper. 

By identifying several types of social entrepreneurial learner and associating these with venture stage, 
this study provides a useful conceptual tool for discussing the opportunities for learning that different 
individuals can be expected to engage with. Table 4.1 provides initial evidence for the suggestion that 
social entrepreneurs do not engage with all aspects of “learning splace” to the same degree, nor in a 
similar manner. It is however, difficult to know whether differences in the learning valued by social 
entrepreneurs relates to background (the typology developed in this paper) or to venture stage. The 
strong professional identity of many of the knowledgeable improvisers appears to reduce their need to 
develop a clear identity as a social entrepreneur – which implies that the “identity” aspect of community 
splace will be less valued by this type of social entrepreneurial learner. For example: the strong 
professional identity of many of the “knowledgeable improvisers” appears to reduce their need to 
develop a clear identity as a social entrepreneur – which may imply that the “identity” aspect of 
community splace will be less valued by this type of social entrepreneurial learner. This study provides 
initial evidence that such a trend exists. 

Another idea that this study hints at, is the possibility that although accelerators provide all social 
entrepreneurs with splace for reflection, dialogue, action and community; the focus social entrepreneurs 
within each of these splaces may vary with both stage and background. For example: early-stage 
entrepreneurs Marie (A2) and Henrik (A1) use reflective space to think about what they will do in the 
future. Social entrepreneurs who have progressed further or who are moving “sideways” to hybridity15, 
instead use reflective space to ask “Am I doing the right thing?” and “Am I doing things right?” In other 
words: they reflect on issues related to effectiveness and efficiency. In terms of proportions therefore, it 
appears that social entrepreneurs at the ‘validating’ and ‘concepting’ stages of venture creation, may 
spend comparatively more time in reflective space during accelerators, than for example: individuals at 
the commitment stage. However, the case of social entrepreneurs who engage in a “sideways” move 
from non-profit/charity to hybrid enterprise, appears to introduce an additional factor that is not 
accounted for by venture stage or social entrepreneurial type. Social entrepreneurs engaged in this 
process appear to spend a large proportion of their time in accelerators reflecting on the implications of 
such a shift. This study provides a useful conceptual model for framing the learning of social 
entrepreneurs in non-formal environments. More study is however needed, in order to distinguish the 
ways in which different types of social entrepreneur engage with “learning splace” – and the value they 
associate with these learning opportunities.  

                                                      
14 The influence that these actors have on learning is discussed in more detail in Levinsohn (2015). 

15 In the Booster accelerator several individuals came from a charity / non-profit background and began to 

develop their enterprises in the direction of “hybridity” during the programme. 
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7 Appendices 

 

Table 7-1: Thematic content and timing of Accelerator activities. 

Theme Content A1 A2 A3 

Social 
innovation 

- Social entrepreneurship 
- MDGs / CSR governance 
- Sustainable business 
- Business in developing markets 
- Measuring social impact /SVP 

Wk.1 
Wk.2 
Wk.4 
Wk.4 
Wk. 6 

 
 
Wk.3 
Wk.3,8 
Wk.2 

Wk.1 
Wk.1 
 
 
Wk.2,3 

Building a viable 
business 

- Business plan 
- Business models 
- Financial management 
- Scaling 
- Customer focus / sales 
- Leadership 
- Project Management 
- Legal aspects / Int. property 

Wk.2 
Wk.3,5 

Wk.2,8 
Wk.3,7 
Wk.3 
Wk.7 
Wk.7 

Wk.1,7 
Wk. 2,4 
Wk.4 
 
Wk.5 
Wk.1 
Wk.3,78 
Wk.4 

Funding - Social finance / I.a.P  
- Crowd & equity funding 
- Funding strategies 
- Understanding investors 
- Grant writing 

Wk.1 
Wk.3 
Wk.3 
Wk.7 

Wk.5,6 
Wk.5 
Wk.5 
Wk.5 

 
Wk.4,5 
Wk.4,5 
 
Wk.5 

Marketing - Communication strategy 
- Web sites 
- Social media 
- Brand management 

Wk.2 
Wk.3 
Wk.3,7 
Wk.6 

Wk.6,8 
 
Wk.5 
Wk.6 

Wk.1,6 
Wk.7 
 
Wk.6,7 

Other - Presentation and pitching 
- Entrepreneurial networking 
- The entrepreneurial process 
- Building innovation capacity 
- Intercultural communication 
- Excel & PowerPoint 

Wk.1,5 
Wk.2 
Wk.3 
Wk.4 

Wk.6 
Wk.4 

Wk.7,8 
 
 
 
Wk.2 
Wk.2 

Events - Mingle w/ NSE board / kick-off 
- Night of Impact / SE bar 
- CSR Fair / E’ship Day 
- SOCAP conference 
- Lunch w/British Council 
- SE presentation in borough 
- Study visit to social enterprise 
- Study visit to business lab 
- Speed-dating w/mentors 
- Graduation / investor mingle 

Wk. 1 
Wk. 3 
Wk. 1 
Wk. 5 
 
 
 
 
 
Wk. 8 

Wk. 1, 
4 
Wk. 4 
 
 
Wk. 2 
Wk. 6 
 
 
Wk. 3,8 

Wk.1 
Wk.5 
Wk.1, 6 
 
 
 
Wk. 3 
Wk. 3 
Wk.4 
Wk.8 
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Name / Enterprise Acc. Provenance Cat. Status at start**

Barry / CellSun A1 Scandinavia V-E validation (1)

Alice / Goodlink A1 Scandinavia KI-E concepting (-1)

Andrew / C-Cure A1 Scandinavia* KI-E concepting (-1)

Edward / Goodlink A1 Scandinavia KI-E concepting (-1)

Gabriella / Brottle A1 Scandinavia* KI-E ideation (-2)

Catrin / Imbani A1 Western Europe CE-E concepting (-1)

Henrik / Garbage Garments A1 Scandinavia I-E commitment (0)

Isaac / MobiClin A2 East Africa V-I scaling (2)

Lewis / BioVolt A2 East Africa V-I commitment (0)

Miriam / Better Work A2 Scandinavia KI-E concepting (-1)

Heidi / Bottle Art A2 North America CE-E validation (1)

Nelson / Pistols to Ploughs A2 West Africa CE-I validation (1)

Peter / AfriPads A2 East Africa CE-I validation (1)

Steven / Bibl. Communitaires A2 Central Africa CE-I concepting (-1)

Jamal / AgriTech A2 Scandinavia* I-E ideation (-2)

Kenny / Afri-Text A2 West Africa I-I validation (1)

Thomas / TourFair A3 East Africa V-I validation (1)

Olga / Rough Diamonds A3 Western Europe KI-I commitment (0)

Patience / FairCare A3 East Africa KI-I commitment (0)

Rebecca / Spread IT A3 East Africa KI-I commitment (0)

Vinay / Sunpower A3 South Asia KI-I validation (1)

Zayd / Puretech A3 Middle East KI-I validation (1)

Willis / AfriChoc A3 West Africa CE-I validation (1)

Nadia / Femicharge A3 Western Europe I-E concepting (-1)

* Denotes an entrepreneur resident in Scandinavia who immigrated as an adult. 

** Stage categories from Startup Commons (2014).

Table 7-2: The Booster entrepreneurs, showing categories and stage. 


