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Abstract
Given current limitations of global and national governance arrangements in redirecting economic globalisation towards a 
climate-safe and sustainable world, it is crucial to understand how organisations that aim to tackle social and environmental 
problems using market mechanisms can contribute to fostering sustainability transformations. This review identified 60 
different terms or concepts for hybrid organisations aiming to solve social and ecological problems through market related 
activities, reflecting a high degree of discontinuity and inconsistency in the literature. To assess the contribution to societal 
transformations of this array of innovative ventures, we introduce and operationalise Sustainability-Oriented Hybrid Organi-
sations (SOHOs) as an umbrella concept to carry out a comprehensive review of 126 scientific articles that discuss them. 
Unlike traditional enterprises who apply one logic (commercial) and social and environmental enterprises who combine 
two logics (social–commercial or environmental–commercial), SOHOs unite commercial, social, and environmental log-
ics, beliefs, and practices simultaneously—thereby adopting a higher level of organisational hybridity. SOHOs are oriented 
towards achieving net-positive sustainability and consider future generations and global socio-ecological systems which 
makes transforming enterprises towards SOHO models a potentially significant intervention point for promoting sustain-
ability transformations. However, the narratives and actions of SOHOs can perpetuate rather than ameliorate the underlying 
causes and differential impacts of complex problems like climate change, unless the organisations adopt systemic, global, 
long-term, and socio-ecologically embedded strategies.
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Introduction

While economic globalisation has arguably taken millions 
of people out of extreme poverty, it is also true that unhar-
nessed market forces, combined with other global trends, 
are compromising Earth’s life-support systems which may 
seriously reduce humanity’s options to achieve sustainable 
development (Asrar et al. 2019). As shown by the failure of 
the UN Climate Summit in Copenhagen in 2009,1 followed 
by the weak commitments of the UN Climate Summit in 
Paris in 2015,2 global and national governance arrangements 
seem insufficient in redirecting economic globalisation in a 
way that can secure a climate-safe and sustainable world. 
Given that economic market principles are nearly ‘every-
where’, and it is almost impossible to escape from the mon-
etary economy and exchanges in our daily lives (Simmel 
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2004), it is crucial to improve our understanding of the role 
of new forms of economic agency—in particular organi-
sational models and entrepreneurship processes aiming to 
tackle both social and environmental problems using market 
instruments. After all, long-lasting sustainability transforma-
tions are likely to emerge from endogenous learning of the 
agents involved in a given complex socio-ecological system 
(Tàbara and Pahl-Wostl 2007). Agents aiming to influence 
the course of development towards sustainability, sooner or 
later, will likely have to adopt or take advantage of the domi-
nant tools, mechanisms, and incentive structures present at 
any given time and place, which in our globalised societies 
relate to global and local market economies.

One new and pivotal opportunity for that endeavour is 
hybrid organisations that combine multiple sustainability 
oriented institutional logics. Institutional logics are broad 
belief systems which influence cognition and guide deci-
sion making in an institutional field (Friedland et al. 1991; 
Greenwood et al. 2002; Ocasio 1997). They are the shared 
underlying social prescriptions that influence what are legit-
imate organisational goals and how to reach them (Scott 
and Meyer 1994). Traditional enterprises operate with 
one logic—namely a commercial one, whereas social and 
environmental enterprises combine either a social or envi-
ronmental logic with that of a commercial logic—thereby 
spanning traditional public, private, and non-profit sectors 
(Haigh and Hoffman 2014; Schaefer et al. 2015; Smallbone 
et al. 2001). As such, these organisations tend to focus on 
addressing either social or ecological problems, not both. 
Although addressing environmental problems is inherently 
good for society as a whole (Millenium Ecosystem Assess-
ment 2005), environmental initiatives can create unintended 
and adverse negative effects on individuals and communi-
ties such as excluding them from ecological benefits (Martí 
2018). Or vice versa, focussing only on social problems can 
result in environmental damage (Hockerts et al. 2018).

Focussing solely on reaching a social or environmen-
tal goal through commercial means can blind individuals 
in organisations to their actions causing new or perpetuat-
ing existing problems at other levels, times, locations, or 
scales. For instance, environmental enterprises engaged in 
plantation forestry for carbon offsetting are found to have 
adverse negative effects on the livelihoods of local com-
munities—especially through the destruction of crops and 
the limiting of access to, and use of, areas in and around the 
plantations (Lyons and Westoby 2014). Socially focussed 
enterprises that engage in microfinance also have environ-
mental ramifications—especially through funding projects 
that are harmful to the environment or that could increase 
the environmental risks of clients (Huybrechs et al. 2019). 
Furthermore, increasingly questions are being posed regard-
ing the scientific evidence for positive social impacts of 
microfinance lending (Roodman 2012).

Instead, to promote equitable sustainability transforma-
tions and to tackle the multifaceted problems that currently 
face society, such as climate change and social inequalities, 
hybrid organisations should as much as possible consider 
and address social and ecological problems simultaneously 
(Hockerts et al. 2018), and ideally implement regenerative 
practices that have net-positive outcomes (Robinson and 
Cole 2015). This is not to say that organisations with single 
or dual-logics cannot contribute to certain sustainability out-
comes, but that individuals within hybrid organisations such 
as social and environmental enterprises, and their umbrella 
organisations, need to be cognisant of not creating new or 
perpetuating existing problems as a result of their actions.

A growing number of entrepreneurs are acknowledg-
ing and acting on the need to address social and ecologi-
cal issues in an integrated way. A myriad of concepts and 
terms have been used to describe these ventures in different 
academic fields, including environmentally focussed social 
enterprises, ecological sustainability entrepreneurship, sus-
tainability enterprises, sustainability entrepreneurship, sus-
tainability venturing, benefit corporations, and triple bot-
tom line businesses. This growing plurality of terms has 
resulted in diverging analyses and conflicting findings (Boyd 
et al. 2017; Gast et al. 2017) making it hard to determine 
the distinguishing features of these organisations and their 
direct outcomes and broader impacts on the promotion of 
transformations towards sustainability. In light of this, calls 
have been made to increase convergence within sub-fields 
of entrepreneurship research (Muñoz and Cohen 2018b; 
Schaltegger and Wagner 2011), and for research on sustain-
ability venturing to take the step into sustainability science 
to better understand the socio-ecological interactions that 
such organisations engage in and their impacts (Muñoz and 
Cohen 2017). Examples of such organisations include the 
renewable energy cooperative Som Energia which aims to 
democratize and green the Spanish energy system and Prox-
imity whose mission is to transform Myanmar’s agricultural 
system into a vibrant source of food production, jobs and 
incomes for rural households while preparing Myanmar 
for the dual challenges of climate change and population 
growth.

In this article, we introduce the concept of Sustainability-
Oriented Hybrid Organisations (SOHOs) to understand if 
and how these organisations can be seen as distinct from 
social and environmental enterprises, and to understand 
their potential to promote equitable sustainability transfor-
mations. The SOHO concept acts as an umbrella category 
for organisations that unite commercial, social, and environ-
mental logics, beliefs, and practices through aiming to tackle 
social and environmental issues while generating a sufficient 
amount of their income from trading in goods or services, so 
as to make them economically viable and self-sustaining. We 
now turn to consider the relevant theoretical background on 
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sustainability transformations, hybrid organisations, particu-
larly those of social and environmental enterprises—before 
exploring the distinguishing features of SOHOs and their 
transformative capacity.

Theoretical background

Sustainability transformations

Sustainability transformations, which are fundamental 
changes in the attributes of natural and human systems 
(Field et al. 2014a, b), are increasingly called for both 
in academia and practice to tackle current unsustainable 
and inequitable trends in the use of the earth’s resources, 
due to the thus far highly limited success of incremen-
tal approaches (Field et al. 2014a, b; Matyas and Pelling 
2015; O’Brien 2012). Sustainability science and sus-
tainability transformations research has not adequately 
focussed on the role of organisations, and organisational 
transformations in fostering transformations towards sus-
tainability. This despite the fact that the needs of soci-
eties are met through organisations, and decisions and 
actions made within them have impacts on global system 
dynamics. Sustainability science researchers have argued 
for the need for ‘corporate biosphere stewardship’ which 
focusses on looking after and caring for socio-ecological 
systems (Folke et al. 2019), for understanding the social 
values that drives a corporation to engage in corporate 
social responsibility (Fordham and Robinson 2019), 
and that investors should respect planetary boundaries 
and invest in solutions to environmental problems (Butz 
et al. 2018). These approaches rarely question the nature 
by which collective action is organised and its conse-
quences on socio-ecological relations, but instead focus 
on incremental change and efficiency gains within exist-
ing systems and organisational forms. More fundamental 
changes are needed as “becoming a sustainable business 
often entails an organizational transition rather than an 
optimization of the existing” (Loorbach and Wijsman 
2013, p. 26).

O’Brien and Sygna (2013) argue that transformations 
occur across three interacting and embedded spheres, 
namely the practical, political, and personal. It is vital 
to consider these in conjunction, as the personal sphere 
which “includes individual and collective beliefs, values 
and worldviews that shape the ways that the systems and 
structures (i.e., the political sphere) are viewed, and influ-
ence what types of solutions (e.g., the practical sphere) 
are considered “possible”” (O’Brien and Sygna 2013, p. 
5). Transforming organisational models and by exten-
sion the economic systems in which they are a part, away 
from only pursuing economic growth, towards ones that 

combine social, environmental, and commercial concerns 
equally and simultaneously has the potential to act across 
these three spheres and result in non-linear transforma-
tions towards a world that is characterised by equitable 
and regenerative sustainability.

Hybrid organisations

According to new institutionalism, an organisational form 
is an “archetypal configuration of structures and prac-
tices” which is “regarded as appropriate within an insti-
tutional context” (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006, p. 30). 
Key organisational categories include public, private, and 
non-profit organisations and their distinctions are based on 
the assumption that organisations within these descriptors 
inhabit generic features that are ‘pure’ and indicate member-
ship of these ‘distinct’ sectors (Billis 2010). These sectors 
have specific logics—which includes beliefs, practices and 
rationales, and aligning with these helps organisations gain 
legitimacy (Romanelli 1991). Billis (2010, p. 6) has outlined 
that the private sector is: “(a) owned by shareholders and (b) 
governed according to the principle of size of share owner-
ship, working according to (c) operational priorities driven 
by principles of market forces in individual choice, with 
typical (d) human resources consisting of paid employees 
in a managerially controlled firm and (e) other resources pri-
marily from sales and fees”. While the public sector is “(a) 
owned by the citizens and (b) governed according to princi-
ples of public elections with work driven (c) by principles 
of public services and collective choice and as its typical (d) 
human resources consisting of paid public servants in legally 
backed bureaux and (f) resourced by taxation” (Billis 2010, 
p. 6). Lastly, the non-profit sector (also often called the third 
sector) has as a goal to improve social and environmental 
problems, is membership owned, governed by elected rep-
resentatives, their staff is a combination of volunteers and 
employees, and they generate revenue through donations, 
legacies, and membership fees (Doherty et al. 2014).

However, boundaries between public, private, and non-
profit organisations are becoming increasingly fluid and 
blurred (Billis 2010; Doherty et al. 2014; Battilana and 
Dorado, 2010). Organisations that span institutional bounda-
ries and operate with more than one institutional logic and 
organisational domain have been called hybrids (Battilana 
and Dorado 2010; Battilana and Lee 2014; Pache and Santos 
2011), defined as “structures and practices that allow for 
the coexistence of values and artefacts from two or more 
categories” (Doherty et al. 2014, p. 418). There are various 
forms of hybrid organisations applying various combinations 
of the public, private, and non-profit sectors. For instance, 
government owned enterprises breach the private and public 
sphere, for-profit cooperatives breach the private and non-
profit sphere, and social enterprises combine public, private, 
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and non-profit beliefs, practices and rationales by aiming to 
improve public goods such as social and/or environmental 
commons through market related mechanisms.

In doing so, it has been argued that hybrids are creat-
ing new institutions, in the form of new rules for governing 
social interactions, which pose a challenge to mainstream 
forms of economic organising (Wilson and Post 2013). This 
especially stems from the fact that the emergence of these 
hybrid organisational forms, such as social enterprises, 
come from an ideological standpoint that considers that the 
state is not or should not be the only or even the main agent 
responsible for environmental governance—due to its fail-
ure to address key sustainability issues such as halting the 
rapid loss of biodiversity and stopping negative trends in 
GHG emissions (Battilana and Lee 2014). As such, these 
types of hybrid organisations are taking responsibility for 
various sustainability related problems that the public sec-
tor has failed to adequately address. Other reasons for the 
emergence of these hybrid organisations relate to a lower-
ing of trust in corporations after the global financial crisis 
amongst the general public (Hiller 2013), as well as a desire 
from NGOs to be less dependent on donations and subsidies 
(Battilana and Lee 2014).

The number and diversity of hybrid organisations has 
grown significantly in the last two decades, particularly 
ones with both social and/or environmental missions and 
economic practices (Hoffman et al. 2012) and several legal 
forms have come about in different countries to accommo-
date them. These include, among others, the LC3 Statute 
(Low Profit Limited Liability Company), Benefit Corpo-
ration (B-Corp) and Flexible Purpose Corporations in the 
US, the CIC Regulations (Community Interest Corporations) 
in the UK, and the Social Purpose Company in Belgium 
(Stubbs 2017). Such statuses can legally protect officers and 
directors and allow them to balance shareholder returns with 
social and environmental impacts (Stecker 2016).

Social, environmental, and sustainability-oriented enter-
prises are key examples of hybrid organisations. Thompson 
et al. (2011) argues that these entrepreneurial forms have 
many similarities but should be considered distinct from 
each other as well as from commercial enterprises—which 
will be further elaborated on later in the article. Thompson 
et al. (2011) also argue that these hybrid organisations raise 
unique questions and phenomena but should not be con-
sidered their own fields of study, instead they represent an 
interesting context for studying key questions in the field 
of entrepreneurship, and we would add that is also the case 
for sustainability science. Key among these are questions 
surrounding the potential and actual outcomes and impacts 
these organisations have on sustainability.

Social enterprises

Social enterprise is a concept that has received a great deal 
of attention in the organisational literature, with a “bewil-
dering array” of definitions (Teasdale 2012, p. 1) and large 
amounts of empirical and theoretical papers (Battilana and 
Lee 2014; Bull 2008; Doherty et al. 2014; Jones and Don-
moyer 2015; Smith et al. 2013) but no consensus on their 
distinguishing characteristics or impacts (Chliova et al. 
2020). Although some argue that social entrepreneurship is 
not distinct enough to warrant its own body of theory (Dacin 
et al. 2011) others emphasise their theoretical uniqueness or 
their distinguishing features.

Those who argue that social enterprises are distinct 
from governments, charities, commercial entrepreneurship, 
and social activism underscore that social enterprises are 
driven by a motivation to create value for society, not to 
capture value (Santos 2012), or in other words their concern 
for social issues goes beyond economic return (Thompson 
et al. 2011). However, what social value entails is wide and 
expanding. Battiliana et al. (2012, p. 3) states that social 
entrepreneurs seek to “address social issues in domains 
as diverse as hunger, health care, economic development, 
environment, education, housing, culture, law, and politics”. 
With examples being organisations like the microfinance 
organisation Grameen Bank, Benetech which creates soft-
ware for social good that serves humanity and empowers 
people to improve their lives, and Building Markets which 
has the goal to drive job creation and inclusive economic 
growth in crisis-affected countries by connecting local SMEs 
to supply chains and investment. This wide scope has been 
criticised by Thompson et al. (2011), especially for including 
environmental considerations within the social category, as 
this creates confusion. Instead, they urge scholars to narrow 
the term “social” to distinguish it from other entrepreneur-
ship forms and that environmental and sustainable entrepre-
neurship should be considered as distinct (Thompson et al. 
2011).

Environmental enterprises

Environmental enterprises and entrepreneurship concerns 
combining the creation of environmental value in the form 
of preservation and in some cases regeneration of the natural 
environment with the pursuit of economic value (Isaak 2016; 
Lenox and York 2011; Schaefer et al. 2015). Researchers of 
these organisations have coined terms like eco-entrepreneur-
ship, ecopreneurship, green enterprise and entrepreneurship, 
and environmental enterprise and entrepreneurship (Allen 
and Malin 2008; Ebrahimi and Mirbargkar 2017; Gibbs 
2006; Harini and Meenakshi 2012; Hendrickson and Tut-
tle 1997; Hörisch et al. 2017; Lenox and York 2011; Mars 
and Lounsbury 2009; Pastakia 2002; Sarah and Candifford 
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2007; Schaper 2002). These organisations typically take on 
a for-profit form (Kirkwood and Walton 2010), and has an 
environmental mission that is either of lesser or equal impor-
tance to commercial goals (Pastakia 1998; Thompson et al. 
2011). Thompson et al. (2011, p. 220), argue that environ-
mental entrepreneurship and enterprises can be considered 
unique due to their exclusive focus on environmentally rel-
evant market failures, their “environmentally relevant moti-
vations and socio-cultural norms and examining opportuni-
ties that produce both economic and ecological benefits.” 
With some environmental entrepreneurs not only motivated 
by economic gain, but also by ethical commitments to 
future generations (Anderson and Leal 2001). Examples of 
these types of organisations are renewable energy corpora-
tions such as Statkraft, carbon offset companies like Green 
Resources, and companies that sell eco-friendly products 
such as Seventh Generation Inc. Dean and McMullen (2007, 
p. 58) defines environmental entrepreneurship as a “process 
of defining, evaluating, and exploiting economic opportuni-
ties that are present in environmentally relevant market fail-
ures”, and further outline that it should be considered a sub-
set of sustainable entrepreneurship. Placing environmental 
entrepreneurship as a sub-set of sustainable entrepreneurship 
has, however, been criticised as it promotes ambiguity in a 
field that requires clarity. Environmental entrepreneurship 
can and should be distinguished due to its exclusive focus 
on creating economic and ecological benefits simultaneously 
(Thompson et al. 2011). As such, social and environmental 
enterprises integrate only two logics, social–commercial or 
environmental–commercial. But what about those that inte-
grate all three logics? Finding out what distinguishes these 
organisations and understanding their potential for promot-
ing sustainability transformations will be the focus of the 
remainder of this article.

Methods

Our review encompasses research on organisations that aims 
to solve social and environmental problems through market 
related mechanisms. We began the search widely by look-
ing for all articles published related to SOHOs as previously 
defined in an operational guise. Specifically, extensive key-
word searches were conducted in ABI Inform (Proquest) 
among the largest business-related academic databases 
(Schaefer et al. 2015), as well as the more general databases 
of Scopus and Web of Science. Titles, abstracts, and subject 
headings were searched using variations of the search terms: 
hybrid organisations and sustainability; social enterprise/
entrepreneurship and sustainability; ecoenterprise/entre-
preneurship, environmental/green enterprise/entrepreneur-
ship; sustainability entrepreneurship; community enterpr*, 
civic enterpr* and sustainability; benefit corporations and 

sustainability. This search revealed over 700 peer-reviewed 
academic articles, with the majority of the articles focussing 
on addressing either social or ecological problems. The titles 
and abstracts of these articles were manually reviewed to 
determine which papers considered organisations involved in 
solving both social and environmental problems using mar-
ket-based mechanisms. Articles that did not include, or only 
peripherally looked at such organisations were removed. 
Additionally, we only reviewed peer-reviewed journal arti-
cles hence books, book chapters, and book reviews were not 
included. This resulted in 77 articles. We also conducted a 
reverse search approach, where additional papers were iden-
tified from the citations of the selected journal articles. This 
generated a further 49 articles. In total, 126 articles were 
included in the final review sample.

We coded the articles for: descriptive information about 
the article (e.g., journal, discipline, geographical focus); 
term used for the organisation; methodological details; 
focus of study; theoretical approach; first order codes; and 
emerging themes. This wider review helped highlight how 
SOHOs differ from traditional, social, and environmental 
enterprises. To answer the research question on assessing 
the contribution of SOHOs to societal transformations we 
identified 40 articles that considered the direct outcomes and 
broader impacts of SOHOs. We coded these articles accord-
ing to first order codes and second order themes. Later in the 
review process we also considered some of the questions 
developed by Tranfield et al. (2003) for assessing qualita-
tive research regarding sampling strategy, data quality, and 
generalizability to improve the reliability of the analysis. We 
have included a sample of the data extraction form used to 
analyse these articles in the supplementary material.

Results

Publication trends

Since 1998 there has been a positive trend in the amount of 
papers published related to organisations with both social 
and ecological purposes and practices, with a peak in 2018, 
where 21 articles were published (see Fig. 1).

The majority of papers (n = 126) were published in the 
field of business and management studies (86) with the Jour-
nal of Business Venturing having the most papers published 
(12) followed by the now discontinued Greener Management 
International (8), the Journal of Business Ethics (7) and 
Journal of Cleaner Production (6). Sustainability Science 
was the second largest academic discipline (10) followed 
by geography and organisational studies (8 papers each). 
The rest were published within a range of social science 
disciplines such as development studies, sociology, and 
political science. The articles in the review use a variety 
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of methodological approaches. The majority of the papers 
applied qualitative methods (77), whereas only eight used 
quantitative approaches and five applied mixed methods. 
Additionally, 36 papers were conceptual. Over half of the 
literature has focussed on or have main authors based in 
the Global North (82), with the Global South getting sig-
nificantly less attention (28). The rest of the articles were 
multi-national or international studies often with case stud-
ies both in the Global North and the Global South (16). The 
US (29) and the UK (14) were the countries with the most 
publications.

We identified 60 different terms and concepts for organi-
sations with social and ecological purposes and practices 
within the reviewed articles. The majority of these were 
variations of terms such as environmental/eco enterprise/
entrepreneur/entrepreneurship, green enterprise/entre-
preneur/entrepreneurship, social enterprise/entrepreneur/
entrepreneurship or sustainability enterprise/entrepreneur/
entrepreneurship but also terms like benefit corporations, 
community enterprises, prosocial organising, renewable 
energy cooperatives, and triple bottom line businesses. The 
articles were deliberately chosen for this review based on the 
fact that they considered organisations that aimed to reach 
their social and environmental missions through market-
based mechanisms, thus making them sustainability-oriented 
hybrids spanning the private, public and non-profit realm.

Sustainability‑Oriented Hybrid Organisations 
as an umbrella concept

A growing number of the entrepreneurs behind hybrid 
organisations are acknowledging and acting on the need to 
address both social and ecological issues simultaneously 
(Schaltegger and Wagner 2011). And an associated literature 

has emerged that study these organisations, particularly sus-
tainable venturing (Muñoz and Cohen 2017, 2018a) and sus-
tainable or sustainability entrepreneurship (Hörisch 2015; 
Parrish 2010; Parrish and Foxon 2006; Schaltegger and 
Wagner 2011). In fact, this review has identified 60 different 
terms and concepts used to describe organisations engaging 
in both social and ecological practices stemming from mul-
tiple academic fields. Figure 2 showcases that the 60 terms 
and concepts used in the 126 reviewed articles fit under the 
SOHO umbrella concept. This showcases the divergences 
and contradictions that exist within research on these organi-
sational processes and makes it challenging to understand 
if and how the organisations considered in these articles are 
distinguishable from other forms of entrepreneurship and 
what outcomes and impacts might arise from their actions. 
Due to space constraints and as each of the terms can be 
defined as a SOHO all 60 terms are not specifically men-
tioned in the following literature review.

In other fields, umbrella categories have proven helpful in 
integrating sub-domains, identifying differences, and assess-
ing current knowledge, such as sustainable cities (de Jong 
et al. 2015). The Sustainability-Oriented Hybrid Organisa-
tions (SOHOs) umbrella category describes the vehicles that 
sustainability entrepreneurs create to contribute to environ-
mental quality and social well-being through market related 
measures. Although one term for such organisations would 
be preferable in the long term, as a first step this umbrella 
category enables consolidation of knowledge about these 
organisations regardless of which term or organisational 
form is applied. For instance, organisations such as social 
enterprises, alternative organisations, cooperatives, com-
munity and civic enterprises, environmental enterprises, 
employee-owned businesses, social firms, next-stage organi-
sations, and sustainability enterprises, are SOHOs as long as 

Fig. 1  Trend in publications
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they integrate social, environmental, and commercial mis-
sions and practices.

Distinguishing features of SOHOs

The above discussion of social and environmental enter-
prises has highlighted that the main distinguishing factor 
between SOHOs and their entrepreneurs and social and 
environmental enterprises is the combination of three log-
ics: social, environmental, and commercial. This is because 
these organisations aim to create environmental, social 
and economic value simultaneously. Yet, social and envi-
ronmental enterprises and entrepreneurship should not be 
considered a sub-set of SOHOs or sustainable entrepre-
neurship according to Thompson et al (2011), as not all 
social or environmental missions are sustainably oriented 
or have sustainability outcomes. For instance, “ventures that 
focus on resolving a social issue, such as improving educa-
tion for inner-city youth in the US, may very well be (1) 
willing to struggle economically as long as their intent to 
resolve a social mission stays intact, (2) driven by altruistic 

motivations, and (3) focused on the social benefits over other 
competing considerations, they would not necessarily fall 
into the context of sustainable entrepreneurship” (Thompson 
et al. 2011, p. 215). Additionally, situating sustainable entre-
preneurship and SOHOs as a sub-set of social entrepreneur-
ship, as suggested by Dean and McMullen (2007), promotes 
ambiguity. Although sustainable entrepreneurs aim to solve 
social issues, this is not their only focus, and researchers 
emphasising this one aspect of their mission can miss out on 
understanding the full social-environmental context of their 
transformational capacity toward regenerative sustainability.

Table 1 highlights in greater detail the similarities and 
differences between SOHOs and social and environmen-
tal enterprises. The key distinguishing factors relate to the 
primary logic, the tensions within the organisations, their 
degree of consideration of time and scale and  intended 
impact of their actions. The first three will be considered 
in this section, whereas the latter will be considered in 
Sect. 6.4.

As already highlighted the logic and products of social 
enterprises are social change and well-being amongst 

Fig. 2  Terms used for organisa-
tions that fit under the SOHO 
umbrella in the reviewed 
articles
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their target audience. For environmental enterprises this is 
positive environmental change—most often in the form of 
minimising harm to the environment. SOHO entrepreneurs 
on the other hand aim to promote net positive sustainabil-
ity, often regenerative sustainability, and their “product” 
or ideal impact is to transform systems away from unsus-
tainable practices (Hestad et al. 2020). The entrepreneurs 
behind SOHOs design their businesses, economic models, 
and strategies in a way that allows them to address a particu-
lar sustainability challenge rather than “greening” existing 
practices (Nielsen and Samia 2008), which is often the case 
with environmental enterprises. In so doing they “seek to 
create social and environmental improvements through their 
practices and products” (Haigh and Hoffman 2012).

SOHOs are oriented towards both present and future 
generations. With respect to the present they tend to have 
close and committed relationships with various stakehold-
ers, distributors, and local communities (Haigh and Hoff-
man 2014). This often means that SOHOs “create close 
relationships with communities by employing local people, 
involving them in decision-making, training them in specific 
sustainable techniques (such as low impact agriculture and 
reforestation), and paying above-market wages that enable 
a better quality of life” (Haigh and Hoffman 2012, p. 10). 
For instance, this has been found to result in the building 
of social capital and stronger connections and a “spirit of 
trust and collaboration” (Diaz-Correa and Lopez-Navarro 
2018, p. 13), and the strengthening of local communities 
and increased natural resource awareness (Allen and Malin 
2008). Additionally, there is evidence that SOHOs help 
build community resilience and social capital after disasters 
(Berno 2017). Additionally, SOHOs deliver sustainability 
outcomes that ensures rather than compromises the needs 
of future generations (Hestad 2019), especially through the 

orientation towards transforming systems away from unsus-
tainable processes and practices.

SOHOs often intentionally synchronise their venture 
activities with the natural cycles of the social and ecologi-
cal contexts in which they operate (Muñoz and Cohen 2017). 
The more embedded they are in the socio-ecological sys-
tems, the more likely they are to be synchronised or in tune 
with socioeconomic and biophysical cycles both locally 
and globally. A key example is Planting Empowerment a 
Panamanian-American forestry company who “works with 
Panamanian farmers living on deforested land to re-forest 
and generate sustainable household income” (Muñoz and 
Cohen 2017, p. 2). Entrepreneurs within SOHOs have been 
found to have a more integrated socio-ecological worldview, 
where the organisation is seen as an integral part of global 
socio-ecological systems (Hestad et al. 2020). Such an ori-
entation influences how the organisation conceptualises and 
integrates social and environmental logics. The more inte-
grated the understanding of socio-ecological interactions 
are among key members of the organisation the less likely 
it is that one logic—typically that of sustaining economic 
growth—takes precedence over the others (Hestad et al. 
2020).

However, tensions are common—especially if the organi-
sation is big and includes staff that have experience from 
different organisational logics and archetypes (traditional 
or other hybrids) (Battilana and Dorado 2010). Tensions 
that SOHOs face are both similar and unique to hybrid 
organisations that combine two logics. They are similar 
in that they apply multiple logics to gain support from dif-
ferent stakeholders and generate an organisational identity 
which balances between such logics (Battilana and Dorado 
2010). But instead of having to manage two logics, they 
need to manage three. This can mean that they can “face 

Table 1  Key features of social enterprises, environmental enterprises, and SOHOs

Social enterprises Environmental enterprises SOHOs

Definition An organisation that applies busi-
ness principles to solving social 
problems

An organisation that applies 
business principles to solving 
environmental problems

An organisation that applies busi-
ness principles to solving social 
and environmental problems

Wealth distribution Shareholder and/or stakeholder Shareholder and/or stakeholder Shareholder and/or stakeholder
Predominant organisational form Non-profit or profit Profit Non-profit or profit
Primary logic Social change/well-being Environmental change/minimising 

harm
Holistic/net positive sustainability

Tensions Economic sustainability versus 
social mission

Economic sustainability versus 
environmental mission

Between all three logics (social, 
environmental, commercial)

Scale and time considered Present generation and immediate 
social system

Present generation and immediate 
environmental system

Future generations and global socio-
ecological system

Intended impact Social change Environmental change Transformative/systems change
Examples Benetech Statkraft Planting Empowerment

Building Markets Green Resources Som Energia
Grameen Bank Seventh Generation Inc Proximity
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unintended consequences of that institutional complexity… 
which may impede their efforts” to address social or envi-
ronmental problems (Jay 2013). It can become a “balancing 
act between short-term economic objectives and long-term 
sustainability objectives” (Jolink and Niesten 2015, p. 293). 
Hybrids such as SOHOs might have to maintain the ten-
sions rather than resolve it (Ashforth and Reingen 2014), and 
one way of doing so is through learning how to “engineer a 
compromise among internal members and to enforce change 
among external institutions to maintain its sustainability” 
(Turcato et al. 2012, p. 38).

Direct outcomes and broader impacts of SOHOs

We have established why SOHOs are distinct from social 
and environmental enterprises, and now we turn to consid-
ering the direct outcomes and broader impacts of SOHOs 
to understand their potential for promoting sustainability 
transformations. We define outcomes in terms of finite and 
measurable medium-term changes that come about as a 
direct result of socio-ecologically oriented actions. Impacts, 
by contrast, are classified as broader effects, particularly the 
longer-term consequences of an outcome. Outcomes and 
impacts relate to the effects SOHOs have on local as well as 
global socio-ecological processes and dynamics. Given the 
measurable and finite nature of outcomes we consider these 
at the micro, meso, and macro scales.

Outcomes

At the micro-scale, SOHOs and their practices have been 
found to generate both positive and negative outcomes for 
individuals and neighbourhoods in different contexts. This 
was highlighted by Holt and Littlewood (2015) who carried 
out a comprehensive study on the outcomes and impacts of 
SOHOs in sub-Saharan Africa. Across 20 cases, they found 
all resulted in significant economic benefits for their respec-
tive stakeholder groups, including going beyond those who 
worked for the organisation and towards their families and 
communities. However, they can also result in negative out-
comes as found in the case of Cookswell (a SOHO in Kenya 
who produces, markets, and sells innovative energy saving 
charcoal and wood-fuelled stoves and ovens), such as inse-
cure employment for workers, increased savings resulting in 
increased overall consumption, still some particle pollution 
and tree cutting, and no medical benefits provided to workers 
(Holt and Littlewood 2015).

Furthermore, an outcome that has been found to emerge 
on the micro scale relates to learning in individuals that can 
come about as a result of the way SOHOs organise them-
selves. In a case study on Som Energia, a Spanish renew-
able energy cooperative, Pellicer-Sifres et al. (2018, p. 110) 

found that not only did first order learning emerge but so 
did second order learning, where members started “ques-
tioning established values and reconsidering issues such as 
sustainability, power, justice and personal social relations”. 
This is important as sustainability cannot be imposed, only 
learned (Tàbara and Pahl-Wostl 2007), and therefore, such 
cumulative learning outcomes could result in broader posi-
tive impacts.

On the meso-scale SOHOs have also been found to have 
beneficial outcomes on organisations, communities, cit-
ies, and regions, including on local and regional markets 
as well as biophysical dynamics. This stems from the fact 
that SOHOs do not only consider their impacts on the con-
texts in which they operate but that they “proactively work 
to shape this” through “forming new markets, influencing 
peers, and changing societal perceptions” (Glavas and Mish 
2015, pp. 630–631). Furthermore, SOHOs “seek to diffuse 
acceptance of their business model throughout the institu-
tions and markets in which they operate” (Haigh and Hoff-
man 2014). They encourage emulation by other companies 
and see it as a sign of success and do not create barriers for 
other companies to follow in their footsteps as is common 
in the mainstream market. Therefore, when they enter new 
sectors and markets they often have significant outcomes 
on the markets themselves as well as the incumbents within 
them as found by (Olofsson et al. 2018) in the Scandinavian 
electricity market.

The review found little research on outcomes that SOHOs 
have on the macro scale, namely the national and interna-
tional level. This includes a focus on global markets, systems 
of governance and wider socio-ecological dynamics. This 
highlights a clear gap in knowledge about the outcomes of 
SOHOs.

Impacts

The literature has identified a number of broader and longer-
term impacts, both actual and potential, that come about 
as a result of the actions and practices of SOHOs. One of 
the biggest potential impacts of SOHOs relate to chang-
ing institutions and the wider rules of the game (Haigh and 
Hoffman 2014). Specifically, this relates to SOHO’s contri-
butions to changing the way people view and conceive of 
the role of corporations in society, away from profit- only 
missions and towards enterprises focussing on making their 
socio-ecological missions profitable (Alberti and Varon Gar-
rido 2017). Gismondi and Cannon (2012, p. 70) argue that 
SOHOs are “shifting the definitions of sustainability in a 
paradigmatic way, introducing a combined ethos alongside 
a blended return on investment, placing the focus on deeper 
social transformation, which generates new questions at the 
grassroots and civic levels and suggests alternate policy 
directions for governments and institutions”.
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Furthermore, the literature shows that SOHOs that have 
close interactions and focus on mutual benefit can result 
in more sustainable and stable long-term supply of natural 
resources (Haigh and Hoffman 2014). When SOHOs partner 
with communities and governments they have the poten-
tial to help achieve a balance between humans and nature 
(Raufflet et al. 2008). This is linked to the fact that the entre-
preneurs in visionary small-enterprises have been found to 
“readily make connections between nature and their busi-
nesses and were aware of value judgments they made either 
in favor of nature, or with some regret against it, where 
supporting infrastructure was absent, or economic ration-
alities prevailed” (Kearins et al. 2010). This nature-centred 
outlook has been considered a key element for businesses 
that are aligned with a new ecological paradigm (Kearins 
et al. 2010).

However, even though SOHOs might aim to create posi-
tive environmental and social impacts through their business 
models they have been found to also generate negative unin-
tended impacts. Yet, only a few articles have investigated 
the negative consequences of environmentally and socially 
oriented business models thus far (Duke 2016; Martí 2018; 
Nahi 2016; Sanchez and Ricart 2010). Two categories 
of business models that can promote negative effects are 
“those for oppression or depletion and exclusionary ones” 
(Martí 2018, p. 965). This is the case, because they “rein-
force power structures that marginalize the poor [oppres-
sion], deplete resources, or exploit particular communities; 
or conversely address specific societal problems, but unin-
tentionally exclude some of the stakeholders they intend to 
positively impact” (Martí 2018, p. 973). One example of 
an exclusionary business model is the waste collection and 
recycling scheme which is outlined as having beneficial out-
comes on the micro scale earlier in the paper. These have 
been found to act as exclusionary as those residents that can-
not pay for collection services are not included in decision-
making processes and the focus shifts towards areas, where 
people can pay for the service (Frediani et al. 2014).

In contrast to outcomes, the positive and negative impacts 
of SOHOs have been traced all the way up to the macro-
scale which will be highlighted in the discussion.

Discussion

As shown above SOHOs differ from traditional, environ-
mental, and social enterprises, because they simultane-
ously integrate three distinct institutional logics. Tradi-
tional enterprises, in their most archetypical form, are 
unsustainable due to their single logic of profit maximisa-
tion and shareholder supremacy. They focus on short time 
horizons and do not consider the relationships and impacts 
they have on socio-ecological systems (Hestad et al. 2020). 

Social and environmental enterprises tend to adopt a net-
zero sustainability approach, where the focus is either on 
making sure the enterprise itself does less harm, or that 
they facilitate that less harm is done in a sector or field 
than previously, but without challenging current system 
dynamics. Microfinance organisations, lauded as an arche-
typical social enterprise and hybrid organisation (Batti-
lana and Dorado 2010), is a key example, as it provides 
the promise that poverty can be reduced through current 
financial mechanisms, without threatening current power 
and wealth concentrations (Roodman 2012). Another 
example relates to eco-friendly products—which can still 
promote unnecessary consumption—but it is consumption 
that can be viewed as ‘less bad’. As such social and envi-
ronmental enterprises focus on present generation and the 
immediate socio-ecological system context. Robinson and 
Cole argues that this approach has promoted a “prolonged 
inevitable environmental decline by aiming to make things 
‘less bad’ as opposed to finding ways to rehabilitate and 
improve unsustainable circumstances” (Robinson and Cole 
2015, p. 133). This constraining approach has failed in 
engaging a broader range of people in coming up with cre-
ative alternatives, e.g., including in perception and in the 
questioning of knowledge, that promote systemic change, 
and instead is likely to induce apathy or denial (Gifford 
and Comeau, 2011; Shellenberger and Nordhaus 2004).

The goal of SOHOs is not to become less unsustaina-
ble—e.g., by doing less harm—but to become more sus-
tainable (Haigh and Hoffman 2014), and to promote net 
positive effects on society through the improvement and 
restoration of natural and social capitals. This has been 
called regenerative sustainability, and is a perspective 
which focuses on sustainability being net-positive and 
maximising benefits (Robinson and Cole 2015); “merely 
eliminating further negative impacts is not enough” 
(Maggs and Robinson 2016, p. 186). SOHOs represents a 
narrative that shifts away from reducing negative human 
impacts towards a story, where people and organisations 
are cultivating positive human and biophysical impacts; 
people are not the problem, but the solution (Maggs and 
Robinson 2016). Additionally, SOHOs consider future 
generations and global socio-ecological systems in their 
work.

The framework in Fig. 3 showcases how SOHOs differ 
from traditional, social and, environmental enterprises. It 
shows how the integration of three logics along with con-
sideration of future generations and global socio-ecological 
systems and their orientation towards net-positive sustain-
ability makes them likely to have a greater capacity to con-
tribute to transformations towards regenerative sustainability 
than traditional, social, and environmental enterprises. The 
traditional enterprise circle is closed as such organisations 
tend to be considered as environments in themselves with 
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no or limited socio-ecological interactions, whereas the 
social/environmental enterprise and SOHO circles are open 
to reflect the interdependent relationship between organi-
sation and socio-ecological systems (Hestad et al. 2020). 
Yet, SOHOs are not uniform, and the capacity of SOHOs to 
contribute to net-positive sustainability varies, hence more 
research is required to understand these variations and their 
impacts on the transformative potential of SOHOs—as will 
be outlined below.

Overall, we argue that changing mainstream organisa-
tions towards organisational forms such as SOHOs have the 
potential to contribute to the building of the conditions for 
the emergence of positive tipping points’ (Tàbara et al. 2018) 
in the economy insofar they can tip the economic system 
toward a sustainability development trajectory. Such pos-
sible tipping interventions (Farmer et al. 2019; Otto et al. 
2020)—which may emerge in organic ways that is not cen-
trally controlled—cut across the three spheres of transfor-
mations outlined by O’Brien and Sygna (2013). Interac-
tions across the three spheres are considered to have the 
largest potential for non-linear transformations (O’Brien and 
Sygna 2013). Organisational change is especially important, 
because organisations are where behaviours and technical 

solutions are realised, where social systems and institutions 
are re-produced or evolve, and where individuals enact dis-
courses and paradigms. Emerging organisational forms such 
as SOHOs could contribute to “explicitly transforming self 
and society by providing products and services in a way that 
is healing ecological, psychological, and social ills” (Reyn-
olds 2017, p. 141). As such, SOHOs could transform the 
economy from the inside.

There is a great deal of optimism about the potential 
impacts and contributions SOHOs can make to sustain-
ability transformations in the organisation and management 
literature, especially through linking entrepreneurship and 
sustainable development (Hall et al. 2010). For instance, it 
is claimed that SOHOs can “solve social, economic, and 
environmental problems using the entrepreneurial engine 
and the profit instrument” and ultimately make capitalism 
anti-fragile (Hysa et al. 2018). Thompson et al. (2011) found 
that research on SOHOs is mostly conceptual, and empirical 
evidence of their outcomes and impacts is often lacking. Our 
review suggests that to a large extent this continues to be 
the case. More empirical research and improved framework 
and methods are needed to better understand whether the 
outcomes of SOHOs activities and processes are resulting 

Fig. 3  Framework for understanding the sustainability impact of applying one, two, or three institutional logics
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in net-positive impacts for social and ecological systems 
and ultimately contributing to transformative change. This 
is not an easy challenge given the non-linear, cumulative, 
and complex dynamics associated with sustainability trans-
formations. However, interesting research avenues in this 
domain could investigate whether SOHOs contribute to 
building transformative capacities in society, such as re-con-
necting social and natural systems, healthy human agency, 
and social cohesion (Ziervogel et al. 2016). This is important 
as these capacities have been identified as vital components 
in helping bring about sustainability transformations (Tàbara 
et al. 2018).

Additionally, questions have been asked regarding 
whether SOHOs are able to address the systemic and under-
lying causes of global environmental change (Westley and 
Antadze 2010). Identifying and addressing these underlying 
causes are deemed vital for achieving fundamental systems 
transformations. If these underlying causes are not addressed 
within their business models, SOHOs could perpetuate 
rather than ameliorate existing systemic problems and gen-
erate unintended negative effects. For instance, business 
models on waste collection and recycling have been found 
to promote a citizen as consumer model which does not 
encourage development of collective strategies to manage 
public spaces and instead perpetuates privatisation of basic 
services, where social needs are transformed into market 
opportunities (Frediani et al. 2014; Sharma and Mukherji 
2015). In fact, these types of enterprises have been called 
‘neoliberalism by stealth’ due to its contribution to the mar-
ketisation and privatisation of the welfare state (Nicholls 
and Teasdale 2017). As such, it is important to have a holis-
tic view of what is considered net positive impacts and not 
only focus on proximate, and short-term positive outcomes 
as these could result in unintended negative impacts longer 
term and at higher scales. More research is needed on under-
standing root causes in different contexts and whether and 
how SOHOs are tackling the underlying root causes of issues 
like climate change and social inequality.

Conclusion

This paper has shown that the Sustainability-Oriented 
Hybrid Organisations umbrella term is a useful concept for 
classifying organisations that aim to address both environ-
mental and social issues through commercial means. This 
term has enabled a comprehensive review of 126 scientific 
articles across disciplines to identify how SOHOs differ 
from traditional, social, and environmental enterprises and 
assess their contribution towards societal transformations. 
To assess their actual and potential contributions to bring-
ing about societal transformations towards sustainability we 

considered 40 articles in depth on the direct outcomes and 
broader impacts of SOHOs.

We found that unlike traditional enterprises who apply 
one logic (commercial) and social and environmental enter-
prises who combine two logics (social–commercial or envi-
ronmental–commercial), SOHOs unite commercial, social, 
and environmental logics, beliefs, and practices simultane-
ously—thereby adopting a higher level of organisational 
hybridity. Traditionally, environmental and social logics 
have been grouped together (most commonly under the 
social enterprise concept), which furthers the definitional 
ambiguity that is prevalent in the field. The SOHO concept 
helps resolve this ambiguity by making it clear that hybrid 
organisations can combine three distinct logics. This finding 
adds further complexity to the study of hybrid organising, 
and especially the concept of mission drift. A key question 
for further research is, therefore, how does hybrid organisa-
tions with more than two logics balance these and do they 
experience more or less mission drift than hybrids with two 
logics? The findings of this study suggest that SOHOs might 
be less inclined to experience mission drifts if the entrepre-
neurs behind them are oriented towards changing systems 
and achieving net-positive sustainability while considering 
the social sustainability of present and future generations 
and taking into account global socio-ecological systems, not 
just local impacts. To do so, money must be seen as a neces-
sary means to that end.

Certain limitations apply to this review which warrant 
consideration. Given the number of concepts and terms used 
for these organisations in different disciplines, we have not 
aimed for the review to be so comprehensive as to have cov-
ered all the relevant articles. However, it is believed that 
the rigorous approach taken has revealed how SOHOs differ 
from traditional, social, and environmental enterprises and 
provides a valid overview of the actual and potential out-
comes and impacts of SOHOs on promoting sustainability 
transformations.

Furthermore, although we argue that transforming organi-
sations towards SOHO models has the potential to be a key 
intervention point for promoting sustainability transfor-
mations, the transformative effect of new business modes 
depends on the selective (enabling/dis-enabling) forces of 
the environments in which SOHOs operate, and the extent 
to which they can significantly change detrimental and toxic 
relationships between individuals, communities, societies, 
and biophysical systems, and put them on positive pathways 
of development. Despite many SOHOs being designed with 
good intentions and positive impacts, these can also result 
in unintended negative consequences. These negative effects 
may derive from rebound effect of extending consumption to 
new populations or even excluding people and communities 
from ecological benefits now reserved for the few or exploit-
ing poor distant communities for their cheap labour.
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Unless SOHOs are able to address these sustainability 
challenges using a multi-scale, long-term and socially-eco-
logically coupled perspective, their narratives and actions 
could well perpetuate rather than ameliorate systemic prob-
lems like climate change and social vulnerability. However, 
if these negative consequences can be addressed as fully as 
possible, e.g., through institutional innovation and mobilisa-
tion, SOHOs could play a decisive role of organising collec-
tive action to transform global systems towards regenerative 
sustainability.
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