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Social entrepreneurship, as a way for enterprises to fulfill social responsibility, is becoming one of the key means to reconcile social contradictions in China. In the field of social entrepreneurship as entrepreneurship research focus in the emerging background, such as type business start-ups face “vulnerable” new defects, social entrepreneurship, how to deal with scarce resources, social entrepreneurship resources come from and how to create such basic problems as what kind of results is still not well explain, related research is still in a state of “cumulative pieces”. Therefore, this paper focuses on the social opportunity identification of commercial new ventures, and empirically analyzes the mechanism of social entrepreneurial opportunity identification and resource patchwork on their growth. The results demonstrate that finding social entrepreneurial opportunities is an important part of how resource collages can help social enterprises grow, and the entrepreneur’s social network allows for the mediating effect of resource collage. The more sources of “strong relationships” in entrepreneurs’ social networks, the stronger the impact of social entrepreneurial opportunity identification on the growth performance of commercial startups. Focusing on the field of corporate social entrepreneurship, our findings establish a complete chain of social entrepreneurship processes, from motivation to behavior to corporate sustainability. The findings confirm the mechanism by which social entrepreneurial opportunity identification and resource patchwork help to improve the growth performance of commercial new ventures, and also suggest that entrepreneurs’ social networks can relieve entrepreneurs’ dependence on external network construction to a certain extent.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Social entrepreneurship has attracted widespread attention and gradually evolved into a global phenomenon as an effective means to manage social problems, such as population aging and environmental pollution. An examination of entrepreneurial practices in recent years illustrates that enterprises’ entrepreneurial behaviors are gradually beginning to focus on social issues and entrepreneurship beyond business activities, with startups being the driving force of the latter. Although the increasing importance of social entrepreneurship of startups is generally agreed upon in academic circles and the industry, startups often face challenges, such as resource constraints and teething problems, as their social entrepreneurship grows (Wang et al., 2019). The theoretical exploration of social entrepreneurship in commercial enterprises is still in the early stage and lacks empirical analysis. Liu et al. (2019) emphasized that the integration of resources and opportunities opened up a new way for future research, and made full use of individual social networks of entrepreneurs and transformed these relationships into close and stable ones, which would help realize the potential value of existing resources. Therefore, based on social opportunity identification theory, resource patchwork theory and social network theory, this study explores how social entrepreneurship opportunity identification propels the growth of new ventures to provide valuable insights for promoting and leading the sustainability of corporate social entrepreneurship.
Social entrepreneurship follows the logic of creating social value based on commercial means (Dees, 1998). Social entrepreneurship as a new form in the field of entrepreneurship, the purpose is to use innovative means to solve the social problems so as to realize the creation of economic value and social value, the study found that usually under the double malfunction of government and market, caused by a lack of common configuration and the reasons for the inefficient and produce social entrepreneurship opportunities (Shaker et al., 2008). Part of empirical research, points out that social entrepreneurship opportunity recognition effect on organizational performance has significant prediction model (Sebastian et al., 2020), such as the entrepreneurs of prosocial motives, this contains the mutual sharing of behavior prompted entrepreneurs and others on the perspective-taking, beneficial to individuals out of their own limitations, to promote the integration of view skills, so as to promote the creativity of the organization (Tu et al., 2020). However, a few studies have found that social entrepreneurial opportunity identification has no effect on the innovation growth of enterprises, and believe that the reason for this result is that social opportunity identification may affect the innovation growth of organizations through other ways (Pablo and Ricardo, 2021). In this regard, McDermott et al. (2018) attempted to further analyze the impact of social opportunity identification on organizational innovation growth by mobilizing the active participation of stakeholders and resource mobilization. Therefore, the primary purpose of this paper is to examine the impact of social opportunity identification on the realization of economic and social value of new ventures.
Some studies have demonstrated that resource bricolage is an essential path for resource innovation to create value because it solves the problem of resource constraint and advances corporate social innovation (Wang et al., 2019). Conversely, a few studies have also found that resource bricolage is inefficient and leads to repetition because it is limited by time and resources. Mainly, bricolage strategies used in certain situations do not work for all businesses, and too much bricolage can hurt startup’ performance. However, resource bricolage is an essential method for firms to solve the problem of resource constraints. We must recognize the complicated nature of resource bricolage, inconsistency of the current research results, and that the theory of resource bricolage needs further attention. In short, the origination of firms’ resources and their results are still in question. In this study, we seek to reveal how identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities affects the growth of startups using resource bricolage as a critical approach.
From the perspective of social network theory, entrepreneurs are the core personnel involved in social entrepreneurial activities. Their social networks are a key “way” to access the social assets, resources, and support needed for social entrepreneurship. However, the effect of entrepreneurial social networks on organizational performance is complex (Park and Luo, 2001). Existing theoretical research conclusions are not unified, which demonstrates that the social network theory of entrepreneurs is still insufficiently mature (Balagopal, 2011). Therefore, it may be necessary to re-examine and clarify the entrepreneur’s social network in a specific context. Moreover, despite the growing interest in the social networks of entrepreneurs, little has been done to examine how these networks interact with social opportunity identification interactions to promote entrepreneurial firm growth. To this end, this study surveyed social entrepreneurs participating in the China Social Entrepreneurship Forum 2020. Held in an “online + offline” format in Beijing, China. The event brought together dual value creation-oriented entrepreneurs from all over China to provide methods and suggestions for the sustainable development of enterprises. We conducted a multi-stage questionnaire to investigate how social entrepreneurship opportunity identification can contribute to the growth of startups. By exploring the relationship between social networking and opportunity identification for entrepreneurs, we answer the following research question: How do startups achieve long-term growth performance via resource bricolage and entrepreneurs’ social network in social entrepreneurship opportunity identification? Based on the empirical results, we propose a set of theoretical models involving social entrepreneurs’ opportunity identification, resource bricolage, and social network to promote the growth of startups.
The theoretical contributions are as follows. First, the research on the identification mechanism of social entrepreneurial opportunities is deepened. Based on the theory of social entrepreneurial opportunity identification, this paper clarified the relationship between social entrepreneurial opportunity awareness and the growth of new ventures through literature review, and further verified the hypothesized relationship through empirical analysis. At the same time, it clarifies the social network of entrepreneurs that plays a reinforcing role in the process of social entrepreneurial opportunity identification, which has an important theoretical contribution to the research on social entrepreneurial opportunity identification. It deepens the theoretical research on social entrepreneurial opportunity identification from the theoretical level, and is also a response to previous research (Charles et al., 2020). Secondly, it enriches the research methods of social entrepreneurial opportunity identification. At present, the research on social entrepreneurship is mainly based on qualitative research methods, and the research results lack the support of empirical research. Moreover, the research on the identification of social entrepreneurship opportunities is in its initial stage, which also lacks the effective verification of empirical research results. In particular, previous studies on the growth of startups have shifted from focusing only on the economic benefit analysis to exploring the internal mechanism of social and economic value creation. The acknowledgment of the protection mechanism of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and the motivation mechanism of entrepreneurs’ social networks will shed new light on the understanding of the sustainable growth mechanism of commercial startups during the transitional period. Second, we provide theoretical support for innovative growth models that are not entirely about economic benefit and a theoretical reference for high-quality entrepreneurial practices and policymaking in emerging economies experiencing social and economic transitions.
The structure of this paper is as follows. First, we review the literature on social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and the growth of startups. Second, we look at the research on resource bricolage and entrepreneur social networks to build a theoretical model. Third, we discuss the methods and data used. Fourth, we discuss our results and summarize their theoretical and practical implications.
1.1 Theoretical background and research hypotheses
Social entrepreneurship is a new field (Gerometta et al., 2005). Existing theoretical studies are carried out in three dimensions: entrepreneurship content, process, and social empowerment participation (MacCallum et al., 2009). They are scattered across different disciplines, such as economics, sociology, and management (Gerometta, et al., 2005a). Social problems are the main source of opportunities for the development of enterprise entrepreneurship and innovation (Sagawa and Segal, 2000), and social entrepreneurship is a practical process in which the government and enterprises creatively integrate and utilize social resources to solve social problems or meet social needs in new ways or ways. Social entrepreneurship has the following basic characteristics: sociality of the goal, pluralism of the subject, and creativity of the method. The basic method is to creatively integrate and allocate superior resources of all parties individually or cooperatively, and generate new social technologies and methods through innovative ideas. The social goal is to solve social problems, meet social needs, maintain social order, and promote social progress. The basic conditions for implementation are universal values and replicable and diffusible patterns (Schwartz, 2012). The Bank of Boston, Bell Atlantic, General Electric, Wieppon, Wal-Mart, and others have turned social responsibility into social entrepreneurship, radically changing the role of enterprises in society (Saul, 2010).
Resource patchwork is an innovative way of applying resources that can help businesses survive and succeed. Based on the resource patchwork theory, scholars explain the phenomenon of entrepreneurs starting from scratch and the enterprise growth and expansion process from many perspectives. For example, new international ventures can improve their innovation performance and competitive position by using powerful resources. The flexible application of resource pooling can help enterprises improve their financial performance and growth rate in the early stage of their establishment (Li and Zhu, 2014). For example, Garud and Karne (2003) conducted field research on typical enterprises in the wind turbine industry in Denmark and concluded that entrepreneurs try their best to assemble financial resources to realize the purchase of newly established enterprises in the face of resource shortage.
The embeddedness of the social network of entrepreneurs is the prerequisite for obtaining complementary resources, and the research on social networks is particularly important in social entrepreneurship (Jack and Anderson, 2002). As entrepreneurs embedded in the network have heterogeneous resources, their network relationships and locations will affect the manner and efficiency of the resource flow. Therefore, the main research elements of social networks are relationship elements and structural elements. First, social network relationship elements, such as business networks, governments, and government support networks, are important resources in social entrepreneurship, and social entrepreneurs depend highly on them. Second, social entrepreneurship is a complex multi-stage dynamic evolutionary process, and the construction of social networks requires social entrepreneurs to establish good cooperative relationships with other organizations and individuals. In sum, social capital embedded in social networks and increasingly extensive social networks are the cornerstones for the further development of social enterprises. The key to the success of social entrepreneurship is the circular operation of social capital.
1.2 Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and startups growth
The exact definition of social entrepreneurship is still debatable, with the most common principle in previous studies being the “broad concept of inclusiveness” (Choi and Majumdar, 2014). Some scholars have interpreted it based on an economic and social “dichotomy.” For example, Dacin et al. (2010) argue that social entrepreneurship opportunity identification refers to the utilization of commercial methods to provide innovative solutions to social problems and balance economic and social values, and is, thus, “social,” “innovative,” and “market-oriented.” argues that a “dichotomous” approach is difficult to result in consensus. Mair and Marti (2006) examine social entrepreneurship from the perspective of value creation and posit that opportunities identified to meet social needs facilitate the improvement of institutional systems. In this regard, social entrepreneurship opportunity identification is characterized by the overlap of a set of opportunities that solve social problems and a set of profitable business opportunities (Marcus et al., 2016). Regarding the research paradigm, entrepreneurship research goes beyond organization-level entrepreneurial processes to individual and team-level entrepreneurial cognition and decision-making behaviors. Opportunity identification and resource bricolage are core issues in entrepreneurship research. However, traditional strategic management and resource-based theories can hardly solve problems such as how social entrepreneurs identify opportunities when resources are scarce.
Consequently, scholars began to apply theories of opportunity discovery and creation to the field of social entrepreneurship and argue that the first step to social entrepreneurship is opportunity identification (McDermott et al., 2018). Halberstadt et al. (2021) also called for social entrepreneurship opportunity identification to receive the same attention as the business sector, especially regarding organizational performance. Although social entrepreneurship is prone to “initial weaknesses” that render breaking through resource constraints difficult, using empirical studies, McDermott et al. (2018) found that social entrepreneurship opportunities are associated with active stakeholder participation and resource mobilization. Thus, identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities for entrepreneurs is essential for integrating and utilizing resources and a prerequisite for obtaining external legitimacy.
This paper defines social entrepreneurship opportunity as the possibility of creatively integrating social assets and resources to meet social needs and create social values. Clarifying that social entrepreneurs are the pivot of entrepreneurship opportunity identification and are at the core of the network connecting startups and external stakeholders is essential. Entrepreneurs identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities is also a process of breaking resource constraints, ad hoc utilization, and improvisation; hence, identifying entrepreneurs identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities is directly related to enterprise growth. The development of startups has two aspects: economic performance and social performance. Startup growth is underpinned by specific social assets/resource integration and the value created in social entrepreneurship (e.g., sociality, feasibility, profitability) that raises stakeholder expectations, which leads to the improvement of startup performance. First, sociality reflects the extent to which social entrepreneurs or startups focus on social value creation and not only business financial performance (Kraus et al., 2017). Sociality can reinforce the motivation of social entrepreneurs and stakeholders to achieve social goals. When the vision of social value creation connects stakeholders to inspiring plans, it may motivate stakeholders to consider socially responsible objectives and enable employees to work positively.
Similarly, high goal identification in high-performing organizations helps social entrepreneurs adopt the correct strategic direction and focus on corporate goals (Doherty et al., 2014). In addition, enhanced social purpose motivation can drive organizations to improve quality and efficiency and promote the creation of more social value (Ellsworth, 2002). Second, feasibility emphasizes the availability of social assets and social resources, which determines the feasibility of establishing market exchange relationships—no social enterprises and social entrepreneurship opportunities will exist without market exchange relationships (Hu et al., 2019). In managerial practice, feasibility identification meets the new need of stakeholders through the operability of entrepreneurial solutions, the novelty of ideas, and the practicability of product/service innovation; it helps the business grow. Third, profitability identification promotes the growth of startups in the following two ways: First, entrepreneurs develop new products through technological improvements to generate a differentiation advantage in the market; second, social startups build a vivid corporate image in the market, garner market reputation, and expand market share through product iteration and business model innovation. Based on the above, we propose the following hypothesis:
H1. Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification has a significant positive impact on the growth of startups.
1.3 Mediating role of resource bricolage
Access to resources is critical and forms a central element in identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities (Dorado, 2006; Hockerts, 2006; Murphy and Coombes, 2009; Virginie and Katia, 2021). Salunke et al. (2013) noted that entrepreneurs could gain a competitive edge by compounding existing resources. Entrepreneurs’ bricolage behavior can be induced through strategic flexibility and relational learning, among others, to promote the growth of startups. Li and Zhu (2014) found that resource bricolage can effectively address the lack of resources for startups and promote inclusive business growth. Zhou et al. (2019) discussed the positive effect of resource bricolage on enterprises’ innovation.
Similarly, Sunduramurthy et al. (2016) discovered that when entrepreneurial startups face severe resource constraints, resource bricolage enables social entrepreneurial firms to implement precision marketing strategies successfully, thus, driving business growth. By improving their resource bricolage skills, new social enterprises often get better at developing new ideas and becoming more competitive. There is a strong correlation between resource bricolage ability and enterprise growth. On the other hand, entrepreneurs with a greater ability to identify social enterprise opportunities have better perception and alertness, promoting resource bricolage development and use. In particular, when entrepreneurs pay attention to opportunities to create economic and social value, they obtain resources for cheap and use them quickly to solve problems as their businesses grow. They do this by “breaking resource constraints” through active searching, social exchange, and contract signing, among other things (Zahra et al., 2009). Second, entrepreneurs may creatively use existing resources to address business growth problems by “making do with what they have.” Third, entrepreneurs creatively rebuild resources to promote growth per the enterprise’s strategic intent and entrepreneurial goals (Baker and Nelson, 2005). When resources are not enough, resource bricolage that is new, flexible, and immediate can help businesses respond quickly to market needs at the lowest cost. By contrast, revitalizing redundant resources is difficult if the enterprise lacks creative bricolage. The bricolage can become an inefficient resource, thus complicating the realization of the entrepreneurial behavior. Based on the above, we propose the following hypothesis:
H2. Resource bricolage plays a mediating role between social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and the growth of startups.
1.4 Moderating role of entrepreneurs’ social networks
Based on social network theory, network relationships are increasingly strategic, especially in early development, as social entrepreneurs often use social network resources to break the constraints of social entrepreneurial resources (Servantie and Rispal, 2018). In this study, we maintain that an entrepreneur’s social network is a collection of relationships between the entrepreneur and external stakeholders within and outside the organization. These relationships contain resources that provide action opportunities for the growth of the startup, through which the entrepreneur obtains information, resources, services, and substantive support needed for social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and development. Whether entrepreneurs can leverage resources depends on the stability of the relationship between social entrepreneurs and stakeholders (Liu et al., 2019). Relationship stability implies the frequency of contact between entrepreneurs and stakeholders, which plays a vital role in the quantity and quality of resources acquired, ensures the effective transfer and acquisition of resources needed for the growth of startups. Recent studies have found that, compared with other aspects of social networks, trust can improve the frequency and quality of information sharing and exchange between entrepreneurs and stakeholders and lengthen the time spent talking. The emotional tool network significantly impacts how external resources are used (Sarkar, 2018). To this end, we focus on entrepreneurial social networks.
Within the framework of social network theory, the social entrepreneurial network is an important variable that affects how social entrepreneurship opportunity identification affects resource bricolage. The accumulation of resource bricolage ability in social entrepreneurship positively correlates with the strength of social entrepreneurs’ network relationships (Liu et al., 2019). First is the effect of resource patchwork quantity on network relationship strength on entrepreneurial performance. We introduce an R&D model to illustrate the resource patchwork effect.
Assume that the piecework resource demand function is linear, [image: image], and the initial marginal cost of production of the entrepreneur’s firm is [image: image], and assume that [image: image]; the level of research [image: image] effort chosen by each entrepreneur is [image: image]. The cooperation between the entrepreneur [image: image] and network actors is bilateral, allowing the entrepreneur to share research on behalf of the firm to reduce costs. The marginal costs incurred by entrepreneurs [image: image] dealing with the aggregation of research efforts and network members [image: image] are ([image: image] being [image: image] network close partners) [image: image]. It is also assumed that the research effort requires a cost, [image: image], and this cost is [image: image], if [image: image] is large enough. Subsequently, the profit function is concave with respect to the network actor’s own effort. Simultaneously, given [image: image], the firm’s choice of output promotes profit maximization. Additionally, it is assumed that network actors compete with output in the market, where the output selected by enterprises is [image: image], and the total output is [image: image]. Therefore, the economic profit obtained by the firm [image: image], from the close cooperation network of entrepreneurs [image: image], [image: image] is [image: image], and the equilibrium output of the firm can also be obtained as [image: image]. Based on Goyal and Moraga-Gonzalez (2001) derivation, research effort [image: image] can be directly used to express the economic benefits of enterprises in the social network [image: image] of entrepreneurs [image: image] when they face the research set:
[image: image]
where, [image: image] is any other network actor. The payoff function shows the positive bound externality effect of closely related actions and the negative bound externality effect of non-closely related actions in the network. The actions of closely related actions are strategic complementarity, whereas the actions of non-closely related actions are strategic substitution. Thus, close cooperation of network actors can produce a series of out-of-bounds benefits.
Second is the influence of contact frequency (times) on network relationship strength on enterprise performance. According to the above conclusion and hypothesis, the problem of contact times, [image: image], is further discussed. Assume that the number of interactions between entrepreneurs and network actors is k, which is also taken as a parameter. Thus, in a social network [image: image] with a number of is [image: image], the revenue function of the corresponding enterprise is:
[image: image]
Furthermore, to realize the symmetry of research effort in the network of degree [image: image], the equilibrium effort level function [image: image] can be substituted into the above revenue function. According to Goyal and Moraga-Gonzalez (2001), the following expression can be obtained:
[image: image]
We find that the profits in the network of degree [image: image] are greater than in the network of degree [image: image]. In other words, when the profits change in degree, they are not monotonic. They get the maximum value at some intermediate degree; that is, with the increase in the number of contacts, the profits rise first and then fall.
In this section, we deduce the role of the contingent effect of relationship strength from the perspective of relationship scenarios such as cost and time, environmental elements, and cultural norms of social networks. Entrepreneurs can increase their ability to mobilize resources by investing more time and energy in stakeholders to improve communication quality. Resource mobilization in social enterprises differs from that in commercial enterprises. A strong network relationship can enhance the legitimacy of social entrepreneurship, which raises the utilization of resources held by stakeholders. The mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship thus formed also increases stakeholders’ acceptance and recognition of social entrepreneurial ventures. Regarding environmental elements, the discovery view suggests that the process of developing social entrepreneurship is full of ecological uncertainties. Environments with high trust enable entrepreneurs to effectively exchange ideas with stakeholders, leverage partners’ core competencies to serve the startup’s benefit, and improve business performance (Wu and Liu, 2017).
Conversely, the environment is often reflected in the degree of marketization of the area where the business activities are carried out (Marquis et al., 2013). For example, market-oriented regions can influence social entrepreneurs’ overall quality of resources (Phillips et al., 2013). In terms of cultural norms, a study by Xu et al. (2021) on the impact of the proportion of Buddhist entrepreneurs on social entrepreneurship based in some regions revealed that the ratio of entrepreneurs believing in Buddhism was positively correlated with the level of prosocial behaviors such as philanthropy. Moreover, they were more likely to establish corporate Buddhist values derived from the Four Immeasurable Minds in less developed regions. These values could encourage philanthropic behaviors and social entrepreneurial activities.
Therefore, we propose the following hypotheses:
H3. Entrepreneurs’ social networks positively moderate the relationship between social entrepreneurship opportunity identification and resource bricolage.
H4. Entrepreneurs’ social networks positively moderate the mediating relationship of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification that affects business growth through resource bricolage.
Explained in detail, the more robust an entrepreneur’s network, the more significant the role of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification in affecting business growth through resource bricolage.
The model constructed in this paper is illustrated in Figure 1.
[image: Figure 1]FIGURE 1 | Research model.
2 RESEARCH DESIGN
2.1 Data sources
This study’s research data are split into two groups based on the study by Zahra and Wright (2016). The first is nonprofit organizations and businesses that use new business models to improve their social services, and the second is for-profit businesses that meet social needs to improve their competitive advantage and profitability. Organizations and businesses in the Yangtze River Delta and Pearl River Delta were surveyed for this study. To minimize homologation bias, we used an anonymous questionnaire. The questionnaires were distributed in two periods: The first stage (Time 1) was from September to December 2020, and the survey covered background information, social networks, opportunity identification, and resource bricolage of commercial startups. We obtained a list of commercial entrepreneurial organizations with the help of the organizing committee of “The China Social Entrepreneurs Annual Meeting and Social Enterprise Week.” We identified 442 new startups that met the definition provided in this article. To increase the reliability and authenticity of the questionnaire, the researchers called the entrepreneurs mentioned above in advance to inform them of the purpose, anonymity, and things to be noted during the study. 264 entrepreneurs were surveyed, and 231 valid questionnaires were collected. The survey’s second phase (Time 2) lasted from January to March 2021. The survey sought information on the growth level of enterprises, and the respondents were the entrepreneurs who filled out the valid questionnaires at the first stage. After screening for questionnaires with highly irregular answers and missing data, we recovered 177 valid questionnaires; thus, the recovery rate was 76.62%. Before data analysis, we conducted an independent sample t-test on the questionnaires recovered, employing different techniques, and found no significant difference among them.
2.2 Measurement of variables
Based on the above research hypotheses, we examined the variables of opportunity identification, resource bricolage, social network, and business growth of social entrepreneurs. The questionnaire was scored on a 5-point Likert scale (where “1” means strongly agree and “5” means strongly disagree). This study’s design of the measurement scale follows standard practices within the academic community.
2.2.1 Startups’ growth performance
Using multidimensional indicators to measure organizational performance is of great significance. The existing growth performance is measured by the increase in “quantity” and “quality” of innovation, including metrics such as solvency, profitability, operational capacity, and growth capacity. However, startups have three growth paths to prioritize economic value, social value, and equal emphasis on economic and social value. Given the above and the commercial attributes of the enterprise, following Pless (2012), we designed a questionnaire that contained seven categories, including “sustained sales growth” and “the increase in the number of beneficiaries,” aimed at measuring the growth of startups from the perspectives of economic and social value.
2.2.2 Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification
Based on the implications of social entrepreneurship opportunities, we focus on overall social objectives and treat economic stability as a prerequisite for sustainable success. We used the scale developed by Murphy et al. (1996). We prepared nine questions in the questionnaire, including “My enterprise’s new projects can provide products or services that are in short supply in society.”
2.2.3 Resource bricolage
Baker and Nelson (2005) indicate that companies can solve problems and find opportunities if they act quickly and make the most of their resources, including physical materials, human resources, skills, and market and institutional systems. Based on the above conceptual framework, we draw on the measurement scale designed by Senyard et al. (2014); the questionnaire consisted of eight questions, including “My company is more innovative than others in using resources at hand.”
2.2.4 Entrepreneur’s social network
We draw on studies by Yang (1994) and Qiao and Lu (2014) to measure entrepreneurs’ social networks through four questions, including “I have close ties with potential or existing suppliers and manufacturers.”
The background variables, such as gender, age, and education, were control variables.
2.2.5 Reliability and validity test
SPSS 20.0 and MPLUS 7.0 software were used in factor analysis to test the reliability and validity of the above measurement scales. The results are presented in Table 1 and Table 2. Table 1 shows that the combined reliability (C.R. values) of all factors is greater than 0.7 and the average variance extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.5, indicating high internal consistency in the measurement scales according to Hair et al. (2009). Table 2 displays the model fit indices and compares the four-factor measurement model constructed by opportunity identification (OI), resource bricolage (RB), entrepreneur social network (SN), and startup growth (SG) with the three alternative models involving three-factor, two-factor, and one-factor models. The result is that the four-factor model is a better fit for the actual data (χ2 = 853.68; df = 371; CFI = 0.93; RMSEA = 0.10; SRMR = 0.07), and shows better discriminant validity.
TABLE 1 | Variable reliability test.
[image: Table 1]TABLE 2 | Variable validity tests.
[image: Table 2]2.3 Empirical analysis
2.3.1 Common method bias
We adopted Harman’s one-way test to check for common method bias. The exploratory factor analysis was conducted for all the questions on the measurement scale of social opportunity identification, resource bricolage, entrepreneur’s social network, and startup growth. The results demonstrated that when the data were not rotated, all the factors with eigenvalues greater than one explained 72.76%, and the unrotated factor explained 32.78% of the data lower than the critical value of 40%. Therefore, we concluded that common method bias did not exist and proceeded with subsequent analyses.
2.3.2 Descriptive statistics and correlation analysis
Before testing the hypotheses, descriptive statistical and correlation analyses were performed on the above variables, and the results are presented in Table 3. Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification is positively correlated with resource bricolage (r = 0.581, p < 0.01), and social opportunity identification is positively correlated with startup growth (r = 0.488, p < 0.01). Resource bricolage is positively correlated with startup growth (r = 0.276, p < 0.01), indicating that the relationship between the variables is consistent with previous theoretical hypotheses. However, regression is needed to verify the hypothesis.
TABLE 3 | Means, standard deviation, and correlation of the main variables.
[image: Table 3]2.3.3 Hypothesis testing
We adopted multiple regression models to test the hypotheses, as shown in Table 4. The regression models are expressed as follows: YSG = β0+β1OI+β2RB+β3SN+β4SN• OI+ε. OI is opportunity identification abbreviations, RB is resource bricolage abbreviations, SN is social network abbreviations, and SG is startup growth abbreviations. The maximum VIF value for each model is 2.538, indicating no severe multicollinearity issues. Nonetheless, the independent and moderating variables are centered before the analysis of interaction effects. Model 1 presents the effect of the control variables on the growth of startups. After the independent variable of entrepreneurship opportunity identification is added, Model 2 shows that entrepreneurship opportunity identification significantly and positively affects the growth of startups (β = 0.577, p < 0.001); hence, H1 is true.
TABLE 4 | Test of mediating effect.
[image: Table 4]We used the causal steps approach proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) to test the mediating effect. Model 5 shows that entrepreneurship opportunity identification positively affects resource bricolage (β = 0.639, p < 0.001). Model 3 indicates that the effect of resource bricolage on startup growth is significant (β = 0.581, p < 0.001). We also compared Models 2 and 4 after adding opportunity identification and resource bricolage for regression. We found that the effect of entrepreneurship opportunity identification on startup growth becomes insignificant (β = −0.164), while the positive effect of resource bricolage on startup growth becomes more significant (β = 0.758, p < 0.001). Therefore, resource bricolage fully mediates between entrepreneurship opportunity identification and startup growth, implying that H2 is verified.
To test the moderating effect analysis, we added the control variables, independent variables, moderating variables, and product terms to the regression equation, with resource bricolage as the dependent variable. Model 6 shows that the moderating effect of social networks between resource bricolage and entrepreneurship opportunity identification is significant (β = 0.523, p < 0.01). It suggests that the stronger the entrepreneur’s social network, the more significant the relationship between entrepreneurship opportunity identification and resource bricolage. Therefore, H3 is true. To visualize this moderating effect, we draw different effects of entrepreneurship opportunity identification on resource bricolage at different levels of the entrepreneur social network. With one standard deviation above the mean and one standard below the mean as the benchmark, the interaction effect diagram is illustrated in Figure 2.
[image: Figure 2]FIGURE 2 | Moderating role of entrepreneur’s social network between social opportunity identification and resource bricolage.
In H4, we hypothesize that an entrepreneur’s social network can indirectly moderate entrepreneurship opportunity identification and growth of startups through resource bricolage. We use Model 4 of the process macro program for conditional process modeling to test this first-stage moderating model with mediation. Table 5 shows the results based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. The findings show that when the entrepreneur has a strong social network, the indirect effect of entrepreneurship opportunity identification affecting startup growth through resource bricolage is 0.336 [Boot 95% CI = (0.235, 0.421)]. When the entrepreneur has a weak social network, the indirect effect of entrepreneurship opportunity identification through resource bricolage on the growth of a social enterprise is 0.279 [Boot 95% CI = (0.153, 0.407)]; the difference between groups is 0.057 [Boot 95% CI = (0.225, 0.388)], reaching the level of significance. In addition, the index calculated by process shows that the determining index of the moderating effect of an entrepreneur’s social network on entrepreneurship opportunity identification that indirectly affects the growth of startups is 0.202 [Boot 95% CI = (0.001, 0.083)], with a confidence interval excluding 0. The above results prove the existence of a moderating effect with mediation, and H4 is verified.
TABLE 5 | Analysis of moderating effect with mediation.
[image: Table 5]3 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
The opportunity process of social entrepreneurship is cooperative and open rather than closed and individual action. The operating subjects of enterprise social entrepreneurship coexist with multiple factors. Only with the participation of multiple factors and cooperative innovation can the effectiveness and prospect of social entrepreneurship practice be fundamentally improved and the social value of enterprises be realized. Previous studies on social entrepreneurship focus more on the growth of social enterprises, whereas this study focuses on the growth of commercial, entrepreneurial organizations. In this study, we recruited 177 social entrepreneurs as survey subjects and used multiple regression analysis to explore how social entrepreneurship opportunity identification impacts enterprise growth. The findings demonstrated that identifying social entrepreneurship opportunities significantly fosters the expansion of startups.
Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification boosts startups’ growth performance by improving resource bricolage. The entrepreneur’s social network, which serves as a resource channel, significantly contributes to the mediating effect of resource bricolage, meaning that the more “strong relationship” resources there are in the social network of entrepreneurs, the more influential the impact of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification on business growth performance.
Social entrepreneurship opportunity identification has a significant positive impact on the growth of startups. Although the impact of entrepreneurship opportunity identification on organizational development has been examined in past research, some studies have also explored the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and business performance by using startups as research subjects. However, prior studies have two shortcomings. First, they did not examine corporate social entrepreneurship from the perspective of economic and social value creation, and thus, no consensus has been reached on the definition of social entrepreneurship opportunities. Second, they lack empirical tests on social entrepreneurship opportunity identification. Therefore, we explored the underlying logic of social entrepreneurship opportunities from economic and social value perspectives and solved the problem of insufficient “cumulative fragmentation” found in previous studies. In addition, social entrepreneurship opportunity identification’s impact on the growth of startups responds to what Halberstadt et al. (2021) advocates, deepens the mechanism of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification, and provides new ideas for the relationship between social entrepreneurship opportunities and the high-quality growth of startups.
Second, regarding the origination of resources for social entrepreneurship and the results created, Dwivedi and Weerawardena (2018), as well as Liu et al. (2021), explored the influence of entrepreneurs’ social networks on resource bricolage besides opportunity identification. Based on the social network theory, this study supports Baker and Nelson’s (2005) assertion that resource bricolage is the process of constructing environmental resources. It also adds to the body of knowledge regarding the link between social entrepreneurial resources and business growth, broadening the definition of social bricolage. The impact of opportunity identification on the growth of startups was finally examined from the perspective of entrepreneurs’ social networks; earlier research (Zhao and Tian, 2021) used entrepreneurs’ identity as a boundary condition while ignoring social networks, a vital social entrepreneurial resource. Numerous studies have confirmed that entrepreneurs’ social networks are an essential condition for the development of startups. Pan and Li (2014) found that the emotional connection of entrepreneurs in entrepreneurship contributes to acquiring entrepreneurial resources. In this study, we developed the boundary conditions of social entrepreneurship opportunity identification for the growth performance of startups, realized the integration of entrepreneurs’ social networks and opportunity identification, and enriched the theoretical implications of social entrepreneurship and social networks.
3.1 Entrepreneurial implications
During the initial phase of social entrepreneurship, pursuing economic profits and long-term strategic relationships with informal groups, NGOs, local associations, educational and research institutions, and using one’s hybrid identity to create social values is critical. Social entrepreneurship can be difficult initially. Still, the results of this study show that connections such as relatives, marital relatives, clan members, compatriots, friends, classmates, comrades, former subordinates, and former leaders can be utilized and transformed into close and stable relationships. Social entrepreneurship can provide more significant and better social networks, information access, and a greater amount of donations or financial support and help avoid legal and social problems as well as risks of failure arising from the unreasonable integration of external resources. Entrepreneurs need to fully grasp the essence of the social aspect of social entrepreneurship to comprehensively promote the quality and efficiency of startups, explore new approaches to social innovation, and promote high-quality development of social entrepreneurship.
3.2 Limitations and future directions
This study has some shortcomings that need to be improved in future studies. First, although we collected data across a certain period, future research can reveal the process of how social entrepreneurship opportunity identification impacts business growth performance by adopting a tracking method and dynamic simulation. Second, this study focuses on the social network of entrepreneurs and the social entrepreneurship opportunity identification effects on the growth performance of startups. Although the study reveals the startup chain based on the social bricolage theory, whether the startup chain exists in other contexts such as social entrepreneurship and stakeholder involvement and their differences is unclear. Future research may consider cross-case comparative studies among various forms of social entrepreneurship to identify different management strategies in various contexts and examine the boundary roles of social entrepreneurship and stakeholder involvement.
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