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Abstract
Understanding the antecedents of social entrepreneurship is critical for unleashing 
the potential of social entrepreneurship and thus for tackling social problems. While 
research has provided valuable insights into imprinting of the conventional entre-
preneur, research on differences between social and conventional entrepreneurship 
suggests that social entrepreneurs evolve differently. Using survey data of 148 social 
entrepreneurs, we draw on the concepts of imprinting and critical incident recogni-
tion as a framework for understanding how social entrepreneur’s childhood experi-
ences and parental exposure to social entrepreneurship affect social entrepreneurial 
activity in adulthood. First, our results suggest that social entrepreneurs are imprinted 
by their childhood experiences but not by parental exposure to social entrepreneur-
ship. Second, imprints tend to persist over time when they are linked to critical inci-
dents regarding social entrepreneurship. These insights contribute to a deeper under-
standing of imprinting mechanisms in social entrepreneurship contexts and highlight 
the importance of making examples of social entrepreneurship tangible to children.

Keywords  Social entrepreneurship · Imprinting · Childhood · Critical incidents

JEL Classifications  L26 · L31

1  Introduction

Social entrepreneurship is increasingly valued as an effective means to tackle chal-
lenges such as climate change, digitization of operations and its social impacts, mod-
ern slavery, or the development towards a circular economy (Lumpkin et al. 2018; 
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Rahdari et al. 2016; Saebi et al. 2019). Defined as “a process by which citizens build 
or transform institutions to advance solutions to social problems, such as poverty, 
illness, illiteracy, environmental destruction, human rights abuses and corruption, 
in order to make life better for many” (Bornstein and Davis 2010, p. 1), social entre-
preneurship opens a unique and intriguing empirical context for the study of entre-
preneurship phenomena (Parkinson and Howorth 2008). Consequently, social entre-
preneurship has been receiving more attention in research (e.g. Kuhn and Weibler 
2011; Schreck 2011; Salzmann 2013; Kraus et al. 2014; Phillips et al. 2014) and has 
been found to serve as a scalable role model for sustainable operations (Narang et al. 
2014). Additionally, more and more corporations, such as the German producer 
of utility vehicles, MAN, aim at improving their reputation and CSR performance 
through stimulating social entrepreneurship. Still, a surprising lack of understanding 
of the drivers of social entrepreneurial activity exists (Hoogendoorn 2016). Particu-
larly, how social entrepreneurs emerge remains unclear (Chandra and Shang 2017). 
Parkinson and Howorth (2008, p. 286) stress that knowledge on the antecedents of 
social entrepreneurship is of utmost importance because “without an understanding 
of why people engage in social entrepreneurship […], policies aimed at supporting 
the sector may be flawed”.

To overcome our limited understanding of social entrepreneurs’ emergence, 
Dacin et  al. (2011) propose exploring existing theories in the context of social 
entrepreneurship. Indeed, some theoretical approaches have been adopted in social 
entrepreneurship research, for example personality-trait theory (e.g. Nga and Sha-
muganathan 2010; Miller et al. 2012) or the theory of planned behavior (e.g. Forster 
and Grichnik 2013; Politis et  al. 2016). However, Hockerts (2017) highlights that 
theoretical approaches such as personality-trait theory, do not allow for identifying 
factors that can be manipulated (e.g. by education or political interventions), as per-
sonality traits are rather stable. In contrast, a burgeoning body of research in entre-
preneurship has explored the enduring impact of past critical events on individual 
outcomes in the present and in the future, thereby accentuating imprinting theory 
(Marquis and Tilcsik 2013; Mathias et al. 2015). Imprinting theory offers a promis-
ing perspective, as it facilitates identifying antecedents of social entrepreneurship 
that can be manipulated, thereby allowing active support for the emergence of social 
entrepreneurship.

Mathias et al. (2015, p. 12) define “imprinting as a time-sensitive (…) learning 
process (…) that initiates a development trajectory”. Imprinting theory suggests that 
during sensitive periods, an individual’s cognitive models, norms, and values are 
highly susceptible to environmental forces (Mathias et al. 2015). Hence, during peri-
ods of cognitive unfreezing, formative experiences can shape entrepreneurial behav-
ior durably. These formative experiences can stem from different sources, which 
Mathias et al. (2015) term sources of imprint. While most extant research deals with 
sources of imprint that occur in adulthood (e.g. Higgins 2005; McEvily et al. 2012), 
Marquis and Tilcsik (2013) highlight that further sensitive periods and further 
sources of imprints need to be considered. Existing studies in entrepreneurship have 
identified a range of sources of imprints and temporal phases of life (e.g. childhood, 
young adulthood) in which individuals are indelibly shaped by their environment 
(e.g. Mathias et al. 2015). However, it has not been researched whether some phases 



129

1 3

The early bird catches the worm: an empirical analysis of…

in life, such as childhood, are indeed more crucial time periods for certain imprints 
that are particularly relevant for social entrepreneurship.

Beyond imprinting processes, critical incidents, in terms of discontinuous and 
highly emotional experiences, have been identified as an important factor in influ-
encing entrepreneurial activity (e.g. Cope and Watts 2000; Yiu et al. 2014; Mathias 
et al. 2015). In the context of entrepreneurial learning and training, critical incidents 
help participants to learn how to deal with risk and uncertainty in an entrepreneur-
ial way (Minniti and Bygrave 2001). It has been argued that individuals not only 
learn from critical event recognition, but also develop their ability to think and act 
like entrepreneurs based on that experience (Cope and Watts 2000). However, the 
influence of critical incident recognition on social entrepreneurial activity, as well 
as their relevance for the imprinting process, has not yet been explored sufficiently.

Focusing on imprinting and critical incident recognition during childhood, this 
paper analyzes the emergence of social entrepreneurial activity on an individual 
level. Hence, this study addresses the following research questions: (1) How do 
sources of imprints during childhood influence social entrepreneurial activity in 
adulthood? (2) Does the recognition of critical incidents in childhood moderate the 
relationship between sources of imprints during childhood and social entrepreneur-
ial activity in adulthood?

By addressing these research questions, we extend the discussion on imprinting 
in the context of social entrepreneurship to additional sensitive periods (i.e. child-
hood) and additional sources of imprints (i.e. own experiences, parental exposure 
to social entrepreneurship) upon individuals. Further, by introducing critical inci-
dents to the debate, we investigate when sources of imprints during childhood exert 
a long-lasting effect. We build on quantitative data from an online survey of 148 
social entrepreneurs to test our hypothesis. The results of a moderated regression 
analysis with bootstrapping indicate a positive influence from social entrepreneur’s 
childhood experiences on social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood. This effect is 
leveraged by critical incident recognition regarding social entrepreneurship. When 
social entrepreneur’s childhood experiences coincide with the recognition of a 
critical incident, they open up a window of opportunity for imprinting, leading to a 
higher level of social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood.

Our research contributes to social entrepreneurship literature in three distinct 
ways. First, this study extends research on the emergence of social entrepreneurs by 
investigating how an individual’s background and childhood experiences influenced 
their social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood. Several studies have confirmed that 
individuals make their career choices at a relatively early stage (Furlong and Biggart 
1999; Byrne et al. 2012) and that in these early stages, individuals’ cognitions are 
especially susceptible to influences of others (Bandura 1986). Therefore, we extend 
imprinting theory by connecting imprinting forces during childhood to social entre-
preneurial activity in adulthood. Second, our research contributes to the discussion 
on imprinting on the individual level by investigating the effect of imprints on social 
entrepreneurs, as opposed to imprinting effects on an organization (cf. Ellis et  al. 
2017; Simsek et al. 2015). Previous research rarely investigated early imprinting at 
the individual level, missing important micro-level factors that predict the extent 
and potency of imprinting (Simsek et al. 2015). Third, we integrate the recognition 
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of critical events into the imprinting process, thereby advancing the debate on why 
some individuals display imprinting effects while others do not (Tilcsik 2014). To 
date, extant research has emphasized the role of imprinting in entrepreneurial activ-
ity (Lee and Battilana 2013; Mathias et al. 2015) but falls short in explaining under 
which circumstances the individual’s imprintability toward formative experiences 
proves to be particularly high.

2 � Literature review and hypothesis development

2.1 � Antecedents of social entrepreneurship and imprinting

While considerable attention has been paid to the antecedents of conventional 
entrepreneurial activity and the characteristics of entrepreneurs, Prieto et al. (2012) 
claimed that the antecedents of social entrepreneurial activity and the characteristics 
of social entrepreneurs are under-researched (cf. Mair and Martí 2006; Miller et al. 
2012; Sastre-Castillo et  al. 2015). Defourny and Nyssens (2008: 4) define social 
entrepreneurs as “individuals launching new activities dedicated to a social mission 
while behaving as true entrepreneurs […]”. As Bacq et al. (2016: 703) point out, it 
is indeed their “intention and dominance of perceived social value creation over eco-
nomic value creation” that makes social entrepreneurs unique. Specifically, social 
entrepreneurs distinguish themselves from their commercial counterparts in their 
motivations and intentions of actively doing good for society (Dacin et  al. 2010; 
Zahra et al. 2009).

The existing studies in this field mostly refer to the personality-trait approach 
(e.g. Nga and Shamuganathan 2010; Miller et al. 2012; Forster and Grichnik 2013) 
or intention-based models such as the theory of planned behavior (e.g. Forster and 
Grichnik 2013; Politis et al. 2016; Hockerts 2017). Further research on the anteced-
ents of social entrepreneurship reveal a positive influence from economic, social and 
entrepreneurial skills on social entrepreneurial activity (e.g. Lepoutre et  al. 2013; 
Scheiber 2016; Chandra and Shang 2017; Hechavarría et  al. 2017). In contrast to 
intention-based or personality-trait models, imprinting theory has gained only lim-
ited attention in social entrepreneurship research so far. Imprinting occurs during 
sensitive phases in life, in which elements of the environment are “stamped” upon 
a focal entity and persist against further environmental changes. Imprinting theory 
posits that it is possible to imprint a certain propensity for entrepreneurship upon an 
individual. This can be conveyed through either direct experience with imprinting 
forces or indirect social mechanisms such as role models and strategic education 
(Marquis and Tilcsik 2013; Jaskiewicz et al. 2015). Diverse imprinting sources, such 
as family members (Aldrich and Kim 2007; Jaskiewicz et  al. 2015; Suess-Reyes 
2017), mentors (Azoulay et  al. 2017), faculty members (Bercovitz and Feldman 
2008), and institutional conditions (Higgins 2005; Dokko et  al. 2009) have been 
identified. Research has demonstrated how imprinting processes shape individuals’ 
career choices (Higgins 2005; McEvily et al. 2012; Azoulay et al. 2017). Particu-
larly during periods of career transition, individuals experience high levels of anxi-
ety and cognitive unfreezing due to high degrees of novelty and uncertainty during 
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these periods (Higgins 2005; Marquis and Tilcsik 2013). Under such circumstances, 
observing and comparing the behavior of peers, mentors, and leaders guide indi-
viduals toward reducing anxiety by obtaining “powerful cues as to how to behave” 
(Higgins 2005, p. 338).

In the context of social entrepreneurship, Lee and Battilana (2013) analyze how 
founders of social enterprises are subject to commercial imprints. They find three 
sources of such imprints, that is, the founders’ work experience, professional educa-
tion and the work experience of the founders’ parents. Battilana et al. (2015) exam-
ine organizational factors that influence social and economic performance. Their 
results show that while social imprinting, in terms of a founder’s early emphasis on 
the social mission, improves an organization’s social performance, it exerts a nega-
tive influence on economic performance. In addition, on an organizational level of 
analysis, Siqueira et al. (2018) use imprinting theory to analyze how capital struc-
ture differs between social and commercial enterprises. They find support for the 
proposed differences and explain these differences based on the imprints of pro-
social organizing. This brief summary shows that imprinting theory so far has been 
applied only sparsely in social entrepreneurship research and is concentrated on 
imprinting forces on the organizational, but not on the individual, level.

2.2 � Sensitive periods and individual imprinting

Imprinting research shows that individuals are likely to experience several sensitive 
periods throughout their lives (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013). Therefore, it is impor-
tant to determine during which periods individuals are most receptive to imprinting 
forces. Imprinting scholars agree that sensitive phases coincide with periods of tran-
sition, induced by a triggering event (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013; Simsek et al. 2015). 
Systematic analysis of transition periods in adulthood regarding work experience led 
to a better understanding of individual career paths (Higgins 2005; McEvily et al. 
2012).

However, sensitive periods can also occur early during an individual’s lifetime. 
Psychologists (Bruhn 1985) as well as social psychologists (Bruner 2003) reveal 
the importance of childhood experiences in individual imprinting by probing their 
patients’ earliest memories as the first symbol of the self and a blueprint as to who a 
person becomes. Focusing on specific emotional events before the age of ten rather 
than on more generic memories (Bruhn 1985), earliest memories provide a projec-
tive tool to experiences that are the foundation for the self-concept (Bruner 2003). 
Indeed, several studies have confirmed that individuals make their career choices 
during relatively early life stages (Furlong and Biggart 1999; Byrne et al. 2012) and 
highlighted the importance of early experiences on an individual’s values and pro-
social behavior (Kosse et al. 2020). Further, it has been shown that the memory of 
group experiences during childhood influences volunteering behavior in adulthood 
(Marzana et  al. 2015). Extant literature on entrepreneurial intentions considered 
that attitudes toward starting a business might develop early in life, that is, during 
childhood experiences (e.g. Laspita et  al. 2012; Jaskiewicz et  al. 2015). Mathias 
et al. (2015) find that individuals are more likely to be intrigued by entrepreneurial 
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pursuits and thus will be more likely to take entrepreneurial action when the intent to 
become an entrepreneur is imprinted on them early in life. Altogether, these findings 
illustrate that individuals are subject to time-sensitive periods during childhood, as 
children generally are more receptive to learning (in terms of an imprinting process).

2.3 � Prior experience, critical incidents, and their influence on entrepreneurial 
activity

Entrepreneurship research considers an individual’s prior experience to be important 
antecedents of entrepreneurial activity. According to Marquis and Tilcsik (2013), 
personal experience is crucial to imposing an imprint on individuals. During sensi-
tive periods, individuals are subject to a process of cognitive unfreezing, in which 
they learn and adopt norms, cognitive models, and behaviors from their environ-
ments (Tilcsik 2014; Azoulay et al. 2017). Types of experiences analyzed include 
educational experience (Tracey and Phillips 2007; Martin et al. 2013), work experi-
ence (Higgins 2005; McEvily et  al. 2012), and experience of past entrepreneurial 
success (Jaskiewicz et al. 2015), among other life experiences (e.g. Corner and Ho 
2010; Scheiber 2016).

Regarding social entrepreneurship, Hockerts (2017) finds that prior experience 
with social organizations and social problems is positively related to social entrepre-
neurial intent. His findings further reveal a relation between students’ prior experi-
ence with social problems and their self-efficacy, that is, their belief in their own 
capabilities to perform a task. These results suggest that individuals imprinted by 
social-entrepreneurship experience are more likely to become social entrepreneurs 
whereas individuals who lack prior experience with social entrepreneurship are less 
likely. Additionally, research shows that experiences in childhood lay the path for 
an individual’s decision-making and values during adulthood (Furlong and Biggart 
1999; Byrne et al. 2012; Laspita et al. 2012; Jaskiewicz et al. 2015). Therefore, we 
set up the following first hypothesis:

H1  Personal experience with social entrepreneurship during childhood imprints 
social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood.

In addition to personal experiences, entrepreneurial behavior also can be 
imprinted by the social context (Tilcsik 2014). Across different sources of social 
influence, family and parents have received the most attention in entrepreneur-
ship research (e.g., Aldrich and Kim 2007; Eesley and Wang 2017; Suess-Reyes 
2017). Laspita et al. (2012) show how parents and grandparents’ narratives about 
their former businesses shape the entrepreneurial intentions of their grandchil-
dren. Likewise, parents give meaning to the concept of entrepreneurship through 
rhetorically reconstructed narratives of their own past entrepreneurial behavior 
(Jaskiewicz et  al. 2015). Insights from psychological research underpin these 
findings. According to Pillemer (1998), parent–child-attachments form during 
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sensitive periods, making children’s memory processes susceptible to the influ-
ence of their parents. During these sensitive periods, experiences with significant 
others (e.g. parents and grandparents) become encoded into implicit memory and 
serve as expectations that help children construct their frame of reference.

In line with these findings, imprinting theory posits that a propensity for entre-
preneurship can be imprinted upon an individual indirectly through social mecha-
nisms (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013). Carr and Sequeira (2007) find that children 
will have a positive attitude toward entrepreneurship if they perceive that relevant 
reference individuals and groups in their lives, such as family members, hold such 
attitudes. Parents might transmit entrepreneurial values, skills, and behavioral 
cues in a conscious and unconscious manner (Laspita et al. 2012). Since parents 
constitute an initial and long-lasting social-reference group for a child (Lee and 
Battilana 2013), parent–child interactions provide children with a frame of ref-
erence for self-evaluation and shared identity formation. Furthermore, the par-
ent–child relationship is infused with a deeper and more prolonged level of social 
influence (captured in terms of exposure) relative to other sources of influence 
(Eesley and Wang 2017; Sørensen 2007). For example, parents pass their entre-
preneurial experience rhetorically through narratives and storytelling, thereby 
motivating children and providing positive meaning to their understanding of 
entrepreneurship. Families nudge their children toward entrepreneurial work 
experience, fostering imprinting through childhood involvement in the family 
business (Jaskiewicz et al. 2015). Some studies argue that parental influence oper-
ates through “exposure” mechanisms in that children exposed to self-employed 
parents are more likely to look at self-employment as a legitimate “alternative 
to conventional employment” (Carroll and Mosakowski 1987, p. 576). Mathias 
et al. (2015, p. 19) conclude that “those individuals exposed to entrepreneurship 
at a young age, particularly through family, are repeatedly willing to take on new 
challenges by pursuing new businesses”.

As Lee and Battilana (2013) point out, parenting interactions not only imprint 
children toward specific types of work, but also toward pro-social activities simi-
lar to those of their parents. Forster and Grichnik (2013) note that voluntary 
behavior is spurred if individuals perceive that important people in their lives 
consider volunteering to be important. Likewise, in the context of pro-social 
behavior among Canadian youths, Pancer and Pratt (1999) find that parents’ 
social influence is among the initial factors that lead to volunteering. Hence, chil-
dren of entrepreneurs, or children of socially engaged parents, are encouraged to 
import entrepreneurship or social responsibility, respectively, into their self-con-
cepts. Based on these earlier findings, we present our second hypothesis:

H2  Parental exposure to social entrepreneurship during childhood imprints social 
entrepreneurial activity in adulthood.

In Hypotheses 1 and 2, we expect that personal experiences and parental expo-
sure to social entrepreneurship influence social entrepreneurial activity in adult-
hood. However, extant literature suggests that some experiences impart only a 



134	 P. Dickel et al.

1 3

temporary influence on individuals, while others endure and alter individuals’ 
cognitive frames (Politis 2005), as well as shape their entrepreneurial mindset 
(McGrath and MacMillan 2000). Thus, an individuals’ imprintability, that is its’ 
receptivity towards imprinting, can vary. Tilcsik (2014), for example, suggests 
that prior work experience reduces the strength of imprinting during socializa-
tion. This raises the question of which factors influence an individuals’ imprint-
ability as our understanding of circumstances under which an experience remains 
formative to entrepreneurs is limited (Martin et al. 2013).

In this context, Mathias et al. (2015) as well as Breugst et al. (2015) emphasize 
critical incidents in the entrepreneur’s early lived experience that continue to mani-
fest themselves in an enduring way throughout their life history. Cope and Watts 
(2000) refer to critical events as salient moments or discontinuous experiences of 
prime importance. Although critical events tend to be perceived as negative experi-
ences, Snell (1992) emphasizes that learning is promoted exceptionally during dif-
ficult situations. In line with this finding, Ellis et al. (2006, p. 670) interpret critical 
events as the “fuel that intensifies cognitive processes”, thereby altering cognitive 
frames and mental models that govern subsequent action. Cope and Watts (2000, 
p. 114) add that a critical incident is “essentially an emotional event” that arouses 
intense feelings and involvement with critical experiences. In a qualitative study 
on the causes of social entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurs pointed to signifi-
cant events that provided direct exposure to circumstances (for example, visiting 
developing countries, living in inner cities) and that differed significantly from their 
familiar environments (Shumate et  al. 2014). Those critical events not only “trig-
gered a major change in the trajectory of their life”, but also “directly informed the 
type of social venture they formed” (Shumate et al. 2014, pp. 411–412). Research-
ing antecedents of social entrepreneurship in China, Yiu et al. (2014) find that cer-
tain stressful experiences in the past (for example, rural poverty or unemployment) 
predict social entrepreneurial behavior. Likewise, comparing social entrepreneurs to 
high-tech entrepreneurs, Yitshaki and Kropp (2016) identify (disruptive) life events 
as a trigger of social activity.

In search of a better understanding of the impact of critical events on entre-
preneurial learning, Cope and Watts (2000) conducted interviews with six small-
business owners to examine how they entered the business realm. The results 
unveil that critical incidents constitute powerful learning events for entrepre-
neurs. Exploring how individuals change their thoughts and actions in response to 
critical events, Lindh and Thorgren (2016) find that individuals recognize strong 
emotions caused by critical incidents and subsequently reflect upon them. The 
recognition of a critical event thus heightens an individuals’ susceptibility to 
learn and adapt. Following this logic, an individuals’ awareness of discontinu-
ous, critical events might open a window of imprintability (Higgins 2005; Mar-
quis and Tilcsik 2013). As critical incidents usually contain highly emotional 
content, individuals’ receptivity toward formative experiences is triggered during 
these periods (Cope and Watts 2000). Thus, individuals might receive stronger 
imprints if they recognize critical incidents regarding the imprinted content. In a 
similar vein, Schein (1971) argues that an individual’s receptivity to imprinting 
forces depends on the level of novelty and uncertainty of a situation or context 
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(Schein 1971). The novelty aspect captures the degree to which an individual is 
familiar with a context through prior experience and socialization in similar con-
texts. Uncertainty refers to an individual’s ambiguity toward appropriate behav-
iors and roles in a given context, for example, when taken-for-granted knowledge 
and assumptions are challenged or discarded (Pittaway and Cope 2007). Lindh 
and Thorgren (2016) argue that entrepreneurs recognize critical events because 
they stimulate strong emotions and feelings, such as fear of failing or feeling 
inadequate. In discontinuous periods, individuals suffer from anxiety and stress. 
To reduce uncertainty, people’s susceptibility toward learning from their social 
environments rises sharply (Schein 1971; Tilcsik 2014). Accordingly, Carr and 
Sequeira (2007) argue that during periods of discontinuity, children can obtain 
imprints through their parents’ behaviors and reactions. Gordon and Nicholson 
(2008) describe how a father and leader of a family firm severed contact with his 
eldest son due to an act of disapproval; this critical incident arouse intense emo-
tions on the younger brothers, making them susceptible to negative imprints.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the recognition of critical incidents 
renders individuals particularly receptive toward formative experiences as well as 
indirect learning mechanisms. Consequently, we propose Hypotheses 3a and 3b.

H3a  Critical incident recognition during childhood increases the effect of personal 
experiences on social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood.

H3b  Critical incident recognition during childhood increases the effect of parental 
exposure on social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood.

Figure 1 displays an overview of our hypotheses.

Fig. 1   Conceptual Model
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3 � Method

3.1 � Data collection and sample description

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a quantitative study of social entrepreneurs 
using a standardized online questionnaire. Many social entrepreneurship stud-
ies are based on student samples (e.g. Nga and Shamuganathan 2010; Hockerts 
2017) and analyze social entrepreneurial intentions rather than actual activity. 
Empirical studies on social entrepreneurs and their actual social entrepreneurial 
activity are scarce. However, earlier research showed that entrepreneurial activity 
might differ substantially from entrepreneurial intention (Hörisch et al. 2019). In 
line with this finding, Saebi et al. (2019) call for observable actions as outcome 
variables (e.g. the launch of a venture) rather than self-reported intentions. There-
fore, we collected data from actual social entrepreneurs in Germany. Address data 
from social ventures was obtained from online databases, such as startsocial.de 
and Social Impact Lab. Altogether, 667 social entrepreneurs were contacted by 
phone to request participation. Due to missing data, eight responses needed to be 
excluded from the dataset, resulting in 148 respondents who completed the online 
survey (response rate of 22.2 percent). To examine the likelihood of non-response 
bias, early responses were compared to individuals that responded after the fol-
low-up email as recommended in the literature (Armstrong and Overton 1977). A 
t-test was used to compare the two groups in terms of the mean responses for the 
variables parental exposure to social entrepreneurship, personal experience with 
social entrepreneurship, critical incident recognition and social entrepreneur-
ial activity. The results show no significant differences between early and later 
responses (Wilk’s lambda = 0.974, p > 0.42); therefore, non-response bias seems 
to be a minor concern in our study. The descriptive statistics and correlations of 
the variables are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics

n = 148, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 (two-tailed correlations)

Research variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Social entrepreneurial activity (log) 1.00
2. Parental exposure to social entrepreneurship 0.05 1.00
3. Personal experience with social entrepre-

neurship
0.17* 0.49** 1.00

4. Critical incident recognition 0.13 0.20* 0.14 1.00
5. Age of respondent 0.20* − 0.12 − 0.10 0.17* 1.00
6. Gender (1 = male) 0.21* − 0.20* − 0.14 − 0.09 − 0.13 1.00
7. Family business (1 = yes) 0.29** 0.07 0.08 0.15 − 0.07 0.10 1.00
Mean 0.10 2.22 1.98 0.70 41.53 0.46 0.26
S.D 0.19 1.09 0.98 1.47 13.55 0.50 0.44
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3.2 � Measures

The measurement scales for the variables were adopted from earlier research and 
modified for the present study’s context of social entrepreneurship. The items 
in the questionnaire were translated from English to German. To minimize the 
risks of translation bias, front- and back-translation of the survey instrument were 
used. An overview of all measured employed is given in the Appendix.

The dependent variable, extent of social entrepreneurial activity, was opera-
tionalized based on an item established by Stuart and Abetti (1990) and Forbes 
(2005) who captured the number of (conventional) ventures started by an individ-
ual. We transferred this measure to the context of social entrepreneurship. First, 
we provided a short explanation of social entrepreneurship by outlining that a 
social venture puts the creation of a social or ecological value in the center of its 
business activity. Then we asked respondents to state the total number of social 
ventures they have founded. We regarded this count measure as more objective 
as a subjective measure on, for example, the self-reported social impact which is 
prone to social desirability. Using an objective measure of social impact was not 
possible due to the different types and areas of the social ventures in our sam-
ple ranging from education, migration to health. To compensate for skewness, we 
used the logarithm of the total number of social ventures founded.

For the independent variables, respondents were asked about parental expo-
sure, personal experience, and critical incidents regarding social entrepreneurship 
during their childhood. Childhood was defined as the age between four and ten 
years (Tippelt 2002). Three items were used to measure personal experience with 
social entrepreneurship, indicating the extent of being involved in social projects 
during school and leisure time in the individuals’ childhood. Building on pre-
vious research (Chrisman et  al. 2012; Steinberg et  al. 2002) this measure was 
adapted to the social-entrepreneurship context. The questionnaire also outlined 
that a social project is an activity with limited time and resources to achieve a 
social goal and differentiated to social ventures in that a social project is not an 
economic and legal entity. Testing Cronbach’s alpha (0.774) confirmed the reli-
ability of this measurement approach, as the recommended value of 0.7 was 
exceeded (Bagozzi and Yi 2012). Parental exposure to social entrepreneurship 
was modified from Bosma et  al. (2012) measure of entrepreneurial role models 
and consists of three items that measure, on a five-point rating scale, the extent of 
parents’ engagement in social projects during an individual’s childhood and how 
much parents were perceived as being role models regarding their social engage-
ment. Again, the Cronbach’s alpha, 0.894, for parental exposure to social entre-
preneurship clearly exceeded the critical threshold of 0.7.

The measure critical incident recognition regarding social entrepreneurship 
was modified from Bjorck and Thurman (2007) using a two-step approach. First, 
respondents were asked whether they recognized a specific event during their child-
hood that was important to their later decisions to start the social venture (yes = 1, 
no = 0). If the answer was “yes”, respondents described the specific event in a few 
sentences. This verbal answer was evaluated independently by two experts, and 
non-critical incidents (for example, being raised abroad) were recoded. We used 
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three criteria on determining the existence of a critical incident regarding social 
entrepreneurship:

•	 Is it a central, time-limited, and unique event? (then code as yes = 1)
•	 Does the event relate to social issues? (then code as yes = 1)
•	 Is it an ongoing activity (for example, permanent commitment), thereby making 

you unable to name a concrete event? (then code as no = 0)

Testing Krippendorf’s alpha (0.765) confirmed the inter-coder reliability of this 
procedure. Altogether, 33 individuals (21.2 percent) experienced a critical incident 
regarding social entrepreneurship in their childhood. As a second step in this two-
step approach, respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which the respective 
event affected their decision to found a social venture, using a five-point scale. The 
weighted measure of the dummy variable, combined with the strength of influence, 
was included in the analysis, taking the minimum value zero (for respondents with 
no critical incidents) and the maximum value five (for respondents who experienced 
a critical incident that affected them strongly in their future decisions to start social 
ventures).

As control variables, we included respondents’ age and gender, and whether the 
individual’s family owns a business (cf. Sørensen 2007; Hechavarría et  al. 2017; 
Suess-Reyes 2017). To reduce the risk of common-method bias, the study uses 
an objective and quantitative measure, that is, the total number of social ventures 
founded, for the dependent variable. Furthermore, the variable for critical incidents 
is based on descriptions and rated by two independent coders. Still, we tested for 
common-method bias and performed Harman’s single-factor test by entering all 
items into one exploratory factor analysis. The principal component analysis with 
varimax rotation showed that the first factor only accounted for 26.3 percent of the 
total variance. Thus, common-method bias does not seem to be an issue, as no sin-
gle factor accounted for most of the measures’ covariance. Correlations higher than 
0.80, variance-inflation factors (VIFs) above 10 (Kennedy 1992), and condition indi-
ces (CIs) over 30 (Grewal et  al. 2004) typically indicate serious multicollinearity 
problems. Analyses show that VIFs are below 1.4, and CIs are below 2.8. These val-
ues, combined with the relatively low correlation coefficients (see Table 1), indicate 
that multicollinearity is unlikely to be a concern in the present study.

4 � Results

To test the hypotheses, a moderated regression analysis with bootstrapping 
was carried out using PROCESS as developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004). 
The results are displayed in Table  2. In Model 1 only the control variables are 
included. Model 2 additionally encompasses the main effects of parental expo-
sure to social entrepreneurship during childhood and personal experience with 
social entrepreneurship during childhood. It indicates that personal experiences 
with social entrepreneurship during childhood significantly increase future social 
entrepreneurial activity (b = 0.037, SE = 0.016, p < 0.05, Table 2, Model 2), which 
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supports Hypothesis 1. The more experiences individuals gained in their early 
lives, the higher their likelihood to engage in social entrepreneurial activity later 
in life. In contrast, the effect of parental imprints on the extent of future social 
entrepreneurial activity is not significant, which means that Hypothesis 2 is not 
supported.

Regarding the proposed interaction effects (Model 3), we find support for a 
positive interaction effect of personal experience and critical incident recognition 
on social entrepreneurial activity. Thus, the effect of personal experience during 
childhood on future social entrepreneurial activity is stronger if individuals expe-
rienced critical incidents regarding social entrepreneurship, thereby supporting 
Hypothesis 3a (b = 0.020, SE = 0.009, p < 0.01, Table 2, Model 3).

Figure 2 depicts the plot of the significant interaction effect of personal experi-
ence and critical incident recognition. It illustrates that the interaction effect of 
personal experience during childhood on future social entrepreneurial activity is 
significantly stronger with a high level of critical incident recognition (b = 0.070, 
SE = 0.019, p < 0.01) than with a low level (b = 0.009, SE = 0.021, n.s.). This find-
ing suggests that experiencing one or more critical incidents spurs the positive 
effect of personal experience on social entrepreneurial activity. Put differently, 
individuals who gained social entrepreneurship experience and recognized criti-
cal incidents during childhood are more likely to engage in social entrepreneurial 
activity in adulthood. In contrast, we do not find empirical support for the interac-
tion effect of parental imprints and critical incident recognition, that is, Hypoth-
eses 3b must be rejected.

Table 2   Results of moderated regression analysis (Childhood)

Regression coefficients are unstandardized. Standard errors are in parentheses; n = 148
**p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10 (one-tailed test of coefficients); VIFs < 1.4, CI < 2.8

Dependent variable: social entrepreneurial activity Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Control variables constant 0.035* (0.020) 0.031† (0.020) 0.028† (0.020)
Age of respondent 0.003** (0.001) 0.003** (0.001) 0.003** (0.001)
Gender (1 = male) 0.079** (0.028) 0.093** (0.028) 0.089** (0.028)
Family business (1 = yes) 0.107** (0.032) 0.098** (0.032) 0.113** (0.032)
Critical incident recognition 0.016† (0.010) 0.013 (0.010) 0.010 (0.011)
Main effects
Parental exposure to social entrepreneurship 0.003 (0.015) 0.005 (0.015)
Personal experience with social entrepreneurship 0.037* (0.016) 0.032* (0.016)
Interaction effects
Parental exposure x critical incident recognition − 0.010 (0.009)
Personal experience x critical incident recognition 0.020** (0.009)
R2 0.181 0.221 0.246
R2 (adjusted) 0.158 0.188 0.203
Delta R2 0.181** 0.040* 0.026*
F value 7.916** 6.660** 5.684**
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Regarding the control variables, age, gender, and family business elicit a signifi-
cant positive impact on social entrepreneurial activity (Model 1), that is, as expected 
the number of social ventures founded is higher for older individuals, men, and 
those from entrepreneurial families.

5 � Discussion and conclusions

This study investigates the role of early exposure to social entrepreneurship through 
personal experiences, as well as parental experiences in explaining the extent of 
social entrepreneurial activity in adulthood. Based on our theoretical arguments and 
econometric results, we conclude that individuals’ personal experience with social 
entrepreneurship during childhood is a strong impetus for the extent of future social 
entrepreneurial activity. Thus, we support the claim by Marquis and Tilcsik (2013) 
that research making use of imprinting theory should factor in further sensitive 
periods, as we found that childhood is a particularly relevant sensitive period for 
imprinting social entrepreneurial activity, even though it is largely neglected in cur-
rent entrepreneurship research on imprinting.

5.1 � Dissimilarities regarding antecedents of social and conventional 
entrepreneurs

Research from other theoretical backgrounds found similarities regarding the ante-
cedents of social and conventional entrepreneurship. For example, individual psy-
chological factors, such as compassion or self-efficacy, have been shown to be asso-
ciated with entrepreneurs’ social goals (Smith and Woodworth 2012; Forster and 
Grichnik 2013), revealing similarities to findings from conventional entrepreneurial 
research (e.g. Caliendo et al. 2009; Gruber 2010; Urbig et al. 2012). Likewise, Poli-
tis et al. (2016) found that social entrepreneurial intentions are influenced by similar 
factors as commercial entrepreneurial intentions. Yet, scholars also find support for 
individual differences between social and conventional entrepreneurs, specifically 
regarding their entrepreneurial identity (Fauchart and Gruber 2011; Yitshaki and 
Kropp 2016; Chandra and Shang 2017; Wry and York 2017) and their relevant past 
experience (Yiu et al. 2014). We add to these insights on similarities and dissimilari-
ties between the antecedents of social and conventional entrepreneurship by show-
ing that personal experience constitutes an important imprinting source for social 
entrepreneurs. Thus, our results extend earlier insights on imprinting in conventional 
entrepreneurship (Marquis and Tilcsik 2013; Mathias et al. 2015) to the context of 
social entrepreneurship.

Extant research on conventional entrepreneurship also observed that the experi-
ence and recognition of critical incidents could exert a positive effect on entrepre-
neurial learning, as well as on entrepreneurial activity (Snell 1992; Cope and Watts 
2000; Cope 2005; Pittaway and Cope 2007; Lindh and Thorgren 2016; Mathias 
et al. 2015). We extended this knowledge to the context of social entrepreneurship 
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and specified that critical incident recognition exert a moderating influence that can 
leverage the influence of early imprints on social entrepreneurial activity.

While we found similarities between the antecedents of social and conventional 
entrepreneurship regarding the influence of personal experience with the respec-
tive phenomenon and critical incident recognition, this is not the case for parental 
influence. Early exposure to social entrepreneurship through parents did not exert 
a significant influence on the extent of individual’s social entrepreneurial activity. 
This marks a difference regarding conventional entrepreneurship research, which 
frequently found that entrepreneurial behavior is passed from one generation to the 
next (e.g. Sørensen 2007). Interestingly, while exposure to social entrepreneurship 
through parents was not found to be significant, our results concerning the con-
trol variable family business suggest that individuals whose families own a (con-
ventional) business are more likely to show higher levels of social entrepreneurial 
action. A possible explanation for this finding would be that individuals from entre-
preneurial families are less reluctant to become active in entrepreneurship, thereby 
displaying higher intensities of social entrepreneurial action. Further, being embed-
ded in a family business can promote the entrepreneurial proclivity of children via 
multiple mechanisms, such as parental role-modeling or entrepreneurial legacy (e.g. 
Jaskiewicz et al. 2015).

However, there is a difference between exposure to conventional entrepreneurship 
through family businesses and exposure to parents’ social entrepreneurial behav-
ior. While prior findings suggest that entrepreneurial role modeling precedes future 
conventional entrepreneurial activity, our findings indicate that social role modeling 
by parents does not significantly influence future social entrepreneurial activity. We 
recommend further research to be conducted to investigate in detail the effect of dif-
ferent exposure types on social entrepreneurial behavior.

5.2 � Implications for theory and practice

Taken together, the above findings document that imprinting theory is informative 
in social entrepreneurship research as it can explain social entrepreneurial activ-
ity. Research on the antecedents of social entrepreneurial activity mainly builds on 
the personality-trait approach (Nga and Shamuganathan 2010; Miller et  al. 2012; 
Smith and Woodworth 2012) and intention-based approaches (Forster and Grichnik 
2013; Politis et al. 2016; Hockerts 2017). Our paper adds to prior research on the 
emergence of social entrepreneurs (e.g. Scheiber 2016; Chandra and Shang 2017) 
by opening a new explanatory approach. Our results show that social entrepreneur-
ship research can be enriched by imprinting theory, and that models explaining the 
emergence of social entrepreneurial activity can benefit from incorporating elements 
of imprinting theory. Interestingly, large databases on entrepreneurship, for example, 
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which are widely used to explain the emer-
gence of social entrepreneurial activity (e.g., Estrin et al. 2013; Stephan et al. 2015; 
Hechavarría et al., 2017), do not yet include variables derived from this theoretical 
approach.
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Our research further extends the discussion on imprinting on the individual 
level by investigating the effect of imprints on the social entrepreneur, as opposed 
to imprinting effects on an organization (cf. Simsek et  al. 2015; Ellis et  al. 2017) 
or on the conventional entrepreneur (cf. Marquis and Tilcsik 2013; Mathias et  al. 
2015). Most imprinting research on the individual level focuses on imprinting dur-
ing adolescence and how this affects entrepreneurial activity (Higgins 2005; McE-
vily et al. 2012). We extend this body of research by connecting imprinting forces 
during childhood to social entrepreneurial activity, thereby adding theoretical value. 
Our results illustrate that personal experiences with social entrepreneurship during 
childhood seem to be more relevant than imprinting effects through third parties, 
such as parents.

A further theoretical contribution from our study is the integration of critical 
events into the imprinting process. To date, research has emphasized the role of 
imprinting in entrepreneurial activity (Lee and Battilana 2013; Mathias et al. 2015), 
but it did not explain sufficiently how this process is performed and fell short in 
explaining why some individuals who were subject to imprinting were influenced 
by the imprint while others were not. As a notable exception, Tilcsik (2014) argues 
that imprinting strength depends on the extent of learning during socialization, that 
is, deep and powerful imprints result from strong and extensive learning. He further 
argues that the stock of prior experience limits individuals’ openness to learning, 
such that inconsistent formative experiences tend to attenuate imprinting strength. 
While we agree with the former, our results indicate that the strength of learning 
does not necessarily depend on the consistency of formative experiences. Our results 
suggest that of the many formative experiences social entrepreneurs have gained in 
their lives so far, those that are associated with the recognition of critical events have 
a long-lasting impact.

Besides these academic insights, our results also can inform entrepreneurship 
practitioners, as well as policy makers. Based on our results, social entrepreneurs 
can be sensitized for the influence of childhood experiences on their activity. Simi-
larly, our findings highlight the importance and benefits of critical incident recogni-
tion. These insights can be helpful in selecting employees and volunteers for the 
respective venture. Further, for-profit oriented companies could use these insights 
to promote socially oriented innovation through social intrapreneurs (Alt and Craig 
2016; Niemann et  al. 2020). Moreover, many companies have already integrated 
corporate social responsibility to improve company image, customer loyalty, and 
stakeholder relations (Schreck 2011; Crane and Glotzer 2016; Alt and Craig 2016). 
Companies could facilitate imprinting of children to foster social entrepreneurship 
through direct or indirect participation in social programs at schools. As more and 
more companies, such as the German producer of utility vehicles, MAN, aim at 
improving their CSR performance through support of social entrepreneurs, compa-
nies could benefit from financing such specifically targeted educational schemes and 
workshops.

On a societal and political level, the finding on the role of personal experiences 
with social entrepreneurship calls for making social entrepreneurship more vis-
ible and present at an early stage. Prior research on entrepreneurial action in sus-
tainability contexts has documented the importance of media as an antecedent of 
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entrepreneurial activity (Hörisch et  al. 2019). For social entrepreneurship, media 
presence plays a vital role in making this phenomenon more apparent and provid-
ing first-contact points. Given our finding that childhood is an important, sensitive 
period, schools are particularly challenged to provide opportunities for gaining per-
sonal experiences with social entrepreneurship. Indeed, in some countries (e.g. Ger-
many and the Netherlands), many schools have introduced mandatory internships in 
social welfare for students (e.g. Winnubst and de Haan 2015). Additionally, policy 
makers could support social-entrepreneurship workshops and courses within curric-
ula to increase children’s interest and awareness of such activities. Further research 
should test the effects of such measures, for example, by evaluating the degree of 
social entrepreneurial intentions before and after a particular intervention takes 
place.

5.3 � Limitations and future research

Besides evaluating existing schemes that could help increase the visibility of social 
entrepreneurial action, we recommend that future research collects and analyzes 
similar data for other countries as it has been shown that social entrepreneurship 
differs between regions and countries (Kerlin 2006, 2010). As Germany has a social 
market economy, the conditions of founding a social venture might be different 
than in, for example, a liberal market economy or a planned economy. Furthermore, 
risk aversion and fear of failure is stronger in Germany and (social) entrepreneur-
ship education is less established than in other industrialized countries (Lepoutre 
et al. 2013; Sternberg et al. 2019), so that those cultural differences could also affect 
the social entrepreneurial activity. Collecting data from different countries, that is 
extending the geographic and cultural scope of this study, could help overcome a 
shortcoming of our analysis that is based exclusively on German data and, thus, 
would help increase the generalizability of our results.

Moreover, we recommend testing whether our results hold in the context of intra-
preneurship (Graf and Wirl 2014; Brenk et  al., 2019) and corporate environmen-
talism (Schwens and Wagner 2019), as socially-oriented intrapreneurs might be 
influenced by different imprinting mechanisms than social entrepreneurs. On a simi-
lar note, while our study did not find that parental exposure to social entrepreneur-
ship enhances future social entrepreneurial activity, results indicate that individu-
als from conventional family firms are more likely to become a social entrepreneur. 
As Suess-Reyes (2017) has shown that business family identity is positively related 
to the orientation of the business, future research is encouraged to expand into this 
subject and investigate how business family identity affects the spawning of social 
entrepreneurs.

Another limitation of our paper is the retrospective character of the information 
used, as we gathered data from individuals who already had founded at least one 
social venture. We used the critical-incident technique to ask social entrepreneurs 
to recall cognitively salient social experiences. The same sense-making process 
that produces hindsight bias has been shown to benefit us by reducing the sting of 
negative emotional events (Wilson et al. 2003) and may help us to learn from the 
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outcome, even if we do not realize it (Pezzo and Pezzo 2007). Hoch and Loewen-
stein (1989) argued that the presence of hindsight bias is a sign that learning is tak-
ing place. Although research showed that retrospective bias is rather small in effect 
size (Pezzo 2011) and each event was coded independently by two experts, we can-
not rule out the possibility of retrospective bias (Dacin et  al. 2010), which might 
have informed the respondents’ evaluation of their past experiences. We recommend 
that future studies collect and analyze longitudinal data to overcome this limitation.

Moreover, future research could extend the focus of our work. Our paper analyzes 
the influence of different sources of imprinting on social entrepreneurial activity. 
Further analyses could test whether such imprint sources not only influence activi-
ties, but also the outcomes of such activities. In this context, comparing the actual 
operations of social and conventional entrepreneurial ventures is of crucial impor-
tance. For example, it might be the case that entrepreneurs with greater exposure to 
social entrepreneurship during their childhood, and who experienced critical inci-
dents, are more effective at or focused on delivering high levels of outcomes in their 
social entrepreneurial activities (e.g. measured as the share of people in need who 
benefit from the venture or the growth rate of the respective venture; cf. Whitman 
2011).

Furthermore, our study focused on the early imprints during childhood. Early 
adulthood is the time in which individuals are required to finally make their career 
choices and in which prior career options and career plans are evaluated more exten-
sively and either confirmed or rejected. Transferring our research to later formative 
stages such as apprenticeship trainings (e.g. Rupietta and Backes-Gellner 2019) 
might be an interesting avenue for future research.

Finally, further research into the cognitive processes behind the formative mecha-
nisms seems promising. Our results suggest that the recognition of critical incidents 
can initiate cognitive processes and thus influence when imprinting occurs. Lindh 
and Thorgren (2016, p. 525) emphasize that “extant theory has described reflection 
and learning as processes of interaction among an individual’s various experiences 
and has emphasized that critical events are important for these processes”, but there 
is a need to learn how these processes relate to imprinting. Together with the analy-
sis at hand, future research that makes use of imprinting theory in social entrepre-
neurship could help to foster the potential of social entrepreneurship to tackle social 
challenges. Our results suggest that to unleash the social entrepreneurial potential of 
individuals, different sources of imprinting are needed for imprinting conventional 
entrepreneurial activity.
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Appendix

A1. Measurement scales of main variables

Social entrepreneurial activity
 1. Please state the number of social ventures that you have founded
 The logarithm of this number was used to compensate for skewness

Personal experiences with social entrepreneurship in childhood
 Please state to what extent you have gained the following social entrepreneurial experiences during 

your childhood (1 = never, 5 = very often)
 1. I had at least one school subject related to social entrepreneurship
 2. I have participated in social school projects
 3. I was socially engaged in my free time
 The average score of these items was used as the overall measure

Parental exposure to social entrepreneurship
 To what extent do you agree with the following statements? (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree)
 1. My parents were a role model for me in terms of their social engagement during my childhood
 2. My parents’ social engagement during my childhood was the main reason why I later got engaged 

with social issues myself
 3. Without my parents as a socially engaged role model during my childhood, I would not have taken 

any first steps towards starting my own social venture
 The average score of these items was used as the overall measure

Critical incident recognition regarding social entrepreneurship in childhood
 1. Please briefly describe an event from your childhood that you consider most important for your 

social venture
Not stating a specific event (“I have not experienced a specific event”) was coded as 0. If the respondents 

described a specific event, the verbal answer was evaluated independently by two experts, and non-
critical incidents (for example, being raised abroad) were recoded. We used three criteria on determin-
ing the existence of a critical incident regarding social entrepreneurship

 • Is it a central, time-limited, and unique event? (then code as yes = 1)
 • Does the event relate to social issues? (then code as yes = 1)
 • Is it an ongoing activity (for example, permanent commitment), thereby making you unable to name 

a concrete event? (then code as no = 0)
2. What influence did the event have on your perception of a social problem related to your social ven-

ture? (1 = no influence, 5 = very strong influence)
The weighted measure of the dummy variable (1), combined with the strength of influence (2) was used 

as the overall measure
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