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By developing a low-cost structure and specialising in maternity care, LifeSpring Hospitals, a 
fast-growing private healthcare chain in India, can charge Rs2,000 ($43, €29, £26) for a 
normal delivery, a cost that runs to Rs12,000 in mainstream Indian private hospitals. Learning 
how to deliver services to the world’s poorest consumers is not what MBA students aspired to. 
But with a new wave of students looking to use their business skills to tackle global problems, 
stories of social enterprises such as LifeSpring’s find eager audiences. 

Such stories reflect the extent to which the boundaries between the private sector and civil 
society are eroding. “Business and the citizen sector are two operating sectors and they really 
need to come together,” says Bill Drayton, founder of Ashoka, the social entrepreneurship 
organisation. “Business schools should be at the centre of this merging of the sectors.” 

The question for schools, many of which have social entrepreneurship electives, is not only 
how to bring more of these stories into classes, but also what methods to use in teaching the 
business models of this emerging sector – models that do not fit easily into the traditional 
categories covered by management education. 

Moreover, the principles learned in the core MBA curriculum may not easily be applied when 
the goal is delivering water services in slums, or increasing access to education for poor 
communities. 

MBA courses that include elements of social entrepreneurship are on the rise. “From the 2001 
to 2007 period, the increase was dramatic,” says Rich Leimsider, director of the Centre for 
Business Education at the Aspen Institute, whose Beyond Grey Pinstripes tracks how business 
schools incorporate social and environmental issues into research projects and curricula. “Of all 
the issues we follow in the whole social and environmental space, social entrepreneurship is 
one of only two or three topics that has really exploded,” he says.  

In research for the Beyond Grey Pinstripes survey, launched this month, the Aspen Institute 
found 46 courses with “social entrepreneurship” in the title at 35 schools, with 1,215 students 
enrolled. “And there are dozens of other courses talking about social entrepreneurship,” says 
Mr Leimsider. 



Schools are using various parts of the curriculum to expose their students to the principles of 
social entrepreneurship. Electives remain one of the most common means of doing so, with 
case studies that highlight pioneering leaders.  

And while a few years ago case studies documenting social enterprises were thin on the 
ground, these have been multiplying. In the UK, funding from the Pears Foundation will allow 
three schools – Cranfield School of Management, London Business School and Oxford 
University’s Saïd Business School – each to write nine case studies in this area. 

Extra curricular activities also present opportunities for schools to bring social entrepreneurs 
onto campus. “It’s particularly important just to hear from entrepreneurs,” says Yasmina 
Zaidman, a Stanford graduate who’s MBA includes a certificate in social enterprise. “You can 
get a sense of what they have experienced and what lessons they have learned.” 

At the same time, most agree that on-the-ground experience is critical and many schools now 
provide opportunities for students to spend time in developing countries working with non-
profits, non-governmental organisations or social entrepreneurs. 

At Cornell University’s Johnson School, for example, students travel to developing countries to 
work on projects such as a water purification implementation programme in Africa.  

Less evident are courses with a “how-to” approach. However, some argue that schools should 
not over-emphasise this method of teaching when it comes to preparing businesses leaders 
with a social mission.  

“I’m of the view you cannot teach entrepreneurship,” says Pamela Hartigan, director of Saïd 
Business School’s Skoll Centre for Social Entrepreneurship. “But ... you can learn it by being 
around entrepreneurial people.” 

Prof Hartigan believes that social entrepreneurs are not born at business schools. 
“Entrepreneurs by nature are action oriented,” she says. “They’re not wanting to sit around 
doing research on how many entrepreneurs fit on the head of a pin.” 

She sees another role for schools – developing individuals who can play critical back seat roles 
in social enterprises. “What you are doing by exposing MBA students to the possibility of social 
entrepreneurship is that they will go on to support social ventures with business skills – not 
necessarily as the founder or visionary leader, but as that very important backbone of growing 
entrepreneurial ventures.” 

For this reason, some argue that MBA students who want to work in social enterprises should 
pay attention in the finance, accounting and marketing classes, as well as focusing on the 
specialised electives.  

“I never recommend students take courses only on social entrepreneurship – there’s so much 
to be learned in finance and strategy,” says Greg Dees, founder of the Centre for Advancement 
of Social Entrepreneurship at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business and an academic 
regarded as a pioneer in the teaching of social entrepreneurship. 

Schools wanting to offer greater depth in their teaching of social entrepreneurship also need to 
find the right faculty – professors who can modify their finance, marketing or accounting 
classes to take account of pro-poor business models.  

“In a marketing course you might get taught about pricing from a profit maximisation point of 
view. But if your goal is to achieve widespread social impact, profit maximisation pricing may 
not be optimal,” says Prof Dees. “So it’s a different way of thinking about these things.”  



Another issue requiring a different way of thinking is the question of how social enterprises can 
raise capital, since that might mean tapping into philanthropic funding or seeking backing from 
social investors.  

“New kinds of capital are emerging and that’s not something that has been much discussed at 
business school in the past,” says Ms Zaidman, who now works at Acumen Fund, a non-profit 
organisation. “And it would be great to look at the intersection between what you’re learning in 
terms of accounting and finance and building businesses with socially oriented goals.” 

This will not necessarily be easy for business schools. It means drawing on many different 
disciplines and finding faculty that can work across traditional academic boundaries. Moreover, 
for professors hoping to advance their careers, the multi-disciplinary approach is a risky one. 

“If you stay safely within a discipline, it’s very clear which journals you should publish in and 
how you should focus your work, but as soon as you start cutting across, it becomes difficult,” 
says Prof Dees. 

But he argues it will be increasingly important for schools to enlist faculty with the desire and 
ability to work across traditional disciplines. 

“It’s not going to be easy because it is a transition and it requires more cross-sectoral and 
interdisciplinary work,” he says. “But schools have to make themselves much more flexible 
around these topics if they’re going to continue to remain relevant and to be the destination 
for people who want to be the next leaders.” 

Hands-on approach 

The practical challenges of running social businesses in the developing world cannot be learned 
solely in the classroom. Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business is among a growing 
number of schools creating opportunities to send students overseas. As part of Fuqua’s Global 
Consulting Practicum, students visit developing countries to work with social entrepreneurs.  

Students start in the classroom where they are introduced to the countries they may visit, 
have some language training and look at the issues – social, geographic, economic – that 
social entrepreneurs encounter in these regions.  

“There’s a lot of literature around economic development and it’s useful for the students to 
understand what we know about poverty alleviation and where the controversies are,” says 
Greg Dees, founder of the Centre for Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship at Fuqua.  

Once overseas, the students analyse business and organisational challenges and develop 
recommendations for the strategic issues faced by the enterprises they have studied. 

Finally, they present their findings to the enterprises and then deliver the same presentation to 
their class on their return. 
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