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ABSTRACT

This study explores the intersection between university education, the social
economy, and social entrepreneurship by conducting a systematic analysis of in-
ternational academic production. Using quantitative and network analysis techni-
ques, the research identifies trends, influential authors, prominent journals, and
emerging thematic clusters in the field. The results highlight the growing impor-
tance of social entrepreneurship education, particularly from the second decade of
the twenty-first century onward, and underline the strategic role of universities in
developing ethical, technical, and social competencies aimed at social transforma-
tion. Educational innovation, digitalization, and cross-sector collaboration emerge
as key factors in enhancing training practices and aligning academic programs with
the complex demands of contemporary society. The study offers a comprehensive
and updated overview of the academic landscape, supporting the identification of
new opportunities for collaboration and future research. Recent studies also highli-
ght the growing incorporation of digital and artificial intelligence (AI)-based tools
in university training, suggesting that emerging technologies may further enhance
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Introduction

In recent decades, social entrepreneurship and the social
economy have become increasingly relevant in the academic,
professional, and political spheres, positioning themselves
as drivers of innovation, inclusion, and sustainable develo-
pment in contexts characterized by complexity and accele-
rated change. The interest in these organizational models,
based on values such as equity, solidarity, and democratic
management, has been reflected in the increase in scientific
research and in the proliferation of university training initia-
tives aimed at promoting competences and values for social
change (Mair & Marti, 2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Bat-
tilana & Lee, 2014).

The university, as a key agent in the training of professio-
nals and committed citizens, has taken on a leading role in
integrating the social economy and social entrepreneurship
into its curricula. This integration responds not only to the
need to adapt higher education to contemporary social and
environmental challenges but also to the demand for profes-
sional profiles capable of leading transformation processes
and generating a positive impact on their communities (Nabi
et al., 2017). However, the consolidation of these approaches
requires innovative pedagogical strategies, multisectoral co-

llaboration, and the development of university ecosystems
that favor experiential learning and knowledge transfer (Pa-
dilla-Zea et al., 2019).

Despite the growing body of literature on social entrepre-
neurship and its integration into higher education, several
important gaps persist in the academic understanding of this
field. In particular, existing studies have tended to focus on
conceptual developments, pedagogical approaches, or ca-
se-based analyses, thereby providing only limited insight into
the intellectual structure, thematic evolution, and patterns
of knowledge production that characterize this research do-
main as a whole.

Furthermore, there is a lack of systematic and quantitati-
ve analyses capable of mapping the evolution and intercon-
nections among key themes such as educational innovation
and social impact. This limitation constrains a comprehensi-
ve understanding of the field’s development, the dominant
theoretical perspectives that shape it, and the ways in which
emerging research fronts inform future academic and prac-
tical debates.

In this context, a comprehensive bibliometric approach is
particularly relevant, as it enables the identification not only
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of the principal contributors and publication trends, but also
of the underlying conceptual structure and dynamics of the
field.

This paper addresses the intersection between university
education, social economy, and entrepreneurship through a
bibliometric analysis of international scientific production.
Bibliometrics is a scientific discipline that allows the quanti-
tative study of academic literature through statistical and ne-
twork visualization techniques, facilitating the identification
of trends, key authors, influential journals, and thematic co-
res in a given field of research (Pritchard, 1969; Zupic & Cater,
2015). This methodological approach is particularly suitable
for analyzing the evolution and impact of research in emer-
ging and multidisciplinary areas, such as training in social
economy and entrepreneurship.

The database used is the Web of Science (WoS). For the
processing and visualization of the bibliometric data, VOS-
viewer software was used, a tool specialized in the cons-
truction and analysis of co-citation networks, bibliographic
coupling, and keyword co-occurrence, which allows for the
identification of collaboration patterns, emerging themes,
and the intellectual structure of the field of study (Waltman
& van Eck, 2019).

The aim of this study is to provide a comprehensive and
analytical understanding of scientific production at the in-
tersection of university education, social economy, and so-
cial entrepreneurship. More specifically, the study seeks to
examine the intellectual structure, thematic evolution, and
collaborative patterns that characterize this field of research
through a bibliometric approach.

Beyond the identification of publication trends, influential
authors, and leading journals, this research aims to interpret
the underlying dynamics of knowledge production, identify
the principal thematic clusters shaping the field, and assess
how key concepts such as educational innovation, digitaliza-
tion, and social impact are interconnected within the acade-
mic literature (Zupic & Cater, 2015).

To guide the analysis, the study addresses the following
research questions:

RQ1: What are the principal publication trends and re-
search patterns in the field of university education and social
entrepreneurship?

RQ2: What is the intellectual structure of the field, as re-
flected in co-citation networks and influential authors?

RQ3: What are the main thematic clusters emerging from
the literature, and how are they conceptually structured?

RQ4: How have key themes such as educational innova-
tion, digitalization, and social impact evolved over time?

RQ5: What collaborative patterns can be identified across
countries, institutions, and research communities?

This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the
evolution and structure of the field, offering both theoretical
insights and practical implications for the advancement of
university-based social entrepreneurship education.

Theoretical Framework

Social Economy: Definition, Principles and
Development

The social economy is an organizational and business mo-
del based on values such as democratic management, equi-
ty, solidarity, and orientation toward the general interest. It
integrates entities such as cooperatives, mutuals, and asso-
ciations, whose functioning is distinguished by the primacy
of people and labor over capital, and by the reinvestment of
surpluses in the organization itself or in the community (De-
fourny & Nyssens, 2010; Le Ber & Branzei, 2010; Battilana &
Lee, 2014).

The social economy contributes significantly to the Sustai-
nable Development Goals (SDGs), promoting decent work, re-
duction of inequalities, gender equality, and sustainable local
development (Monzdn & Chaves, 2012; Lozano et al., 2015).

Social Entrepreneurship: Concept and Rele-
vance

Social entrepreneurship is one of the most dynamic and
transformative expressions of the contemporary social eco-
nomy. While its roots lie in the historical values and principles
of cooperativism and the solidarity economy, social entrepre-
neurship introduces an innovative logic that seeks to respond
to unresolved social and environmental problems by creating
sustainable social value (Le Ber & Branzei, 2010; Smith et al.,
2013; Battilana & Lee, 2014).

Definition and Conceptual Delimitation

Although the scientific literature offers multiple defini-
tions of social entrepreneurship, there is a growing consen-
sus around several key elements that allow the characteriza-
tion of this phenomenon and differentiate it from other forms
of entrepreneurship. One of the most prominent features is
the creation of social value, understood as the central purpo-
se of any social entrepreneurship initiative, which prioritizes
the generation of positive impact on society over the maxi-
mization of economic profit (Dacin & Tracey, 2011; Hlady-Ris-
pal & Servantie, 2018). This approach implies that the social
entrepreneur identifies relevant social problems and orients
their activity toward the search for sustainable solutions that
improve people’s quality of life and promote social justice, wi-
thout neglecting economic viability, but always placing collec-
tive well-being at the center of their mission.

Another element is social innovation, which involves the
ability to identify opportunities and develop novel, effective,
and sustainable solutions to address complex social challen-
ges (Mair & Marti, 2006; Catala et al., 2023).
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A third aspect is the hybridization of logics, i.e., the combi-
nation of business practices—such as efficient management,
financial sustainability, and scalability—with values and prin-
ciples of the social economy, such as democracy, equity, and
solidarity (Le Ber & Branzei, 2010; Smith et al., 2013).

The conceptual debate around social entrepreneurship
intensifies precisely at the border with the traditional social
economy. While the social economy is usually associated
with consolidated structures and collective and democratic
governance—such as cooperatives, mutual societies, and
associations—social entrepreneurship introduces a more
individualized, flexible, and disruptive innovation-oriented
dimension (Monzén & Chaves, 2012; Battilana & Lee, 2014).
This difference does not imply a radical separation, but rather
a complementarity: The social economy brings values, prin-
ciples, and solid organizational models, while social entre-
preneurship brings dynamism, creativity, and adaptability to
emerging challenges. In short, social entrepreneurship can
be understood as an innovative extension of the social eco-
nomy, integrating social mission and economic sustainability
in a context of constant change and transformation.

Importance of Training in Social Entrepreneu-
rship

Social entrepreneurship can be understood as the point
of convergence between the tradition of the social economy
and the new demands for innovation and sustainability, pla-
cing university education as a strategic lever for its develop-
ment and consolidation (Catala et al., 2023). By integrating
awareness-raising, skills development, applied research, and
the articulation of collaborative ecosystems, the university
positions itself as a transforming agent capable of training
professionals committed to social transformation and the
construction of a fairer, more inclusive, and sustainable eco-
nomy.

Competences and Values in Social Entrepre-
neurship Training

Training in social entrepreneurship goes beyond the
mere acquisition of technical competences related to ma-
nagement, leadership, and innovation to the internalization
of fundamental values such as solidarity, equity, and social
responsibility (Jones & Iredale, 2010). International authors
such as Jones and Iredale (2010) highlight the importance of
integrating ethics and social engagement into educational
programs, preparing students to take an active role in social
transformation. Moreover, recent literature underlines that
social entrepreneurship training should promote self-cri-
ticism, resilience, and the capacity for continuous learning,
which are essential transversal competences for transforma-
tive leadership (EImuti et al., 2012; Fayolle & Gailly, 2015; Nabi
et al., 2017). It has been shown that university programs that
integrate these values into their curriculum have a signifi-
cantly greater impact on students’ motivation, self-efficacy,
and entrepreneurial intention, preparing them not only to
develop viable projects but also to actively engage in social
transformation (Nabi et al., 2017; Saz-Gil et al., 2021). This
educational approach implies that the university must assu-

me a strategic role in promoting an entrepreneurial culture
that prioritizes the common good and sustainability, thus
overcoming the traditional vision focused exclusively on eco-
nomic profitability.

In addition to these specific competences, the scientific
literature has identified self-efficacy, resilience, and the ca-
pacity for continuous learning as essential transversal com-
petences for social entrepreneurship (Fayolle & Gailly, 2015;
Nabi et al., 2017).

Educational Innovation and Emerging Trends

Educational innovation is a central element in the trans-
formation of university education in social entrepreneurship.
The scientific literature and international experiences agree
that the adoption of innovative methodologies, the use of di-
gital technologies, and the integration of new perspectives—
such as sustainability and diversity—are key to responding
to contemporary social challenges and preparing students to
lead processes of change (Apetrei et al., 2013).

Service-Learning

Service-learning is an innovative educational methodo-
logy that integrates academic university training with social
action, allowing students to apply their knowledge to solve
real problems in the community and contribute directly to
social welfare. This strategy not only facilitates the transfer
of theoretical learning to practical contexts but also encoura-
ges ethical reflection, social commitment, and the acquisition
of practical skills that are essential for the development of a
professional profile oriented toward social entrepreneurship.
It strengthens the link between the university and its envi-
ronment, transforming the educational institution into an ac-
tive agent of change and promoting a two-way relationship
in which both students and the community benefit from the
exchange of knowledge and experience (Enos, 2015; Bretos
et al., 2023).

The impact of service-learning on university education is
multidimensional. On the one hand, students develop key
skills for social entrepreneurship, such as leadership, tea-
mwork, effective communication, and sensitivity to social
and cultural diversity (Mueller et al., 2015). These competen-
ces are acquired through direct experience in real contexts,
where students must identify problems, design creative so-
lutions, manage resources, and collaborate with different
social actors. On the other hand, host communities benefit
from knowledge transfer, social innovation, and the active
involvement of students in solving local challenges, which
contributes to sustainability and social cohesion (Enos, 2015;
Mueller et al., 2015; Bretos et al., 2023).

Gamification and Social Innovation Laborato-
ries

Gamification represents an innovative pedagogical stra-
tegy that transfers dynamics and mechanics typical of games
to educational contexts, with the aim of increasing motiva-
tion, stimulating creativity, and enhancing the active partici-
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pation of students in the learning process (Deterding et al.,
2011). This methodology is based on the use of elements
such as challenges, rewards, competitions, and playful na-
rratives that facilitate student involvement and the acquisi-
tion of key competences for social entrepreneurship, such as
problem-solving, decision-making, and teamwork. Scientific
literature underlines that gamification not only contributes
to making learning more engaging but also fosters the deve-
lopment of an entrepreneurial mindset by placing students
in simulated situations where they must face real challenges
and manage uncertainty in a creative and collaborative way
(Padilla-Zea et al., 2019).

In contrast, social innovation labs are experimental spa-
ces where students can devise, prototype, and test innovative
solutions to complex social challenges, working in collabora-
tion with external actors such as social enterprises, nongo-
vernmental organizations (NGOs), and public administrations
(Bretos et al., 2023). These laboratories favor the transfer of
knowledge between the university and the environment,
allowing students to apply their theoretical learning in real
contexts and develop essential practical skills for social en-
trepreneurship, such as project management, effective com-
munication, and negotiation with different social agents. The
experience accumulated in these environments shows that
experimentation and co-creation are fundamental for the de-
velopment of sustainable solutions adapted to the needs of
the community (Padilla-Zea et al., 2019; Bretos et al., 2023).

One of the main advantages of gamification and social
innovation labs is that they encourage disruptive thinking,
experimentation, and tolerance for error, which are essential
for social entrepreneurship. These methodologies allow stu-
dents to explore bold ideas, learn from failures, and develop
resilience in the face of adversity, which is essential for lea-
ding transformative initiatives in complex and changing con-
texts (Padilla-Zea et al., 2019). Moreover, collaboration with
external actors in social innovation labs enriches the learning
experience, as students must adapt to different perspectives,
manage conflicts, and seek consensus, thus developing lea-
dership, empathy, and networking skills (Bretos et al., 2023).

Green Entrepreneurship and Sustainability

Green entrepreneurship represents one of the most re-
levant and transformative trends in the field of contempo-
rary social entrepreneurship, as it explicitly integrates envi-
ronmental objectives into projects and business models that
seek to generate a positive impact on society. This type of en-
trepreneurship is characterized by the promotion of the circu-
lar economy, energy efficiency, and ecological responsibility,
prioritizing the sustainable use of natural resources and the
reduction of the environmental footprint of economic activi-
ties. Scientific literature underlines that green entrepreneur-
ship not only contributes to environmental conservation but
also opens up new business and employment opportunities
in emerging sectors linked to sustainability and technological
innovation (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2011; Schaltegger & Wagner,
2011).

The curricular integration of green entrepreneurship in
university education is becoming increasingly common, as
many higher education institutions have incorporated speci-
fic modules on sustainability, climate change, waste manage-
ment, and energy transition into their social entrepreneurs-
hip programs (Lozano et al., 2015; Fichter & Tiemann, 2018).
This evolution responds to the need to train professionals
capable of leading the transition toward more sustainable
economic models and of facing global environmental cha-
llenges from an innovative and responsible perspective. The
inclusion of this content in the curriculum allows students to
develop key competences for the management of green pro-
jects, innovation in production processes, and collaboration
with social and business actors committed to sustainability
(Fichter & Tiemann, 2018).

Digitalization and collaborative learning
ecosystems

The transformation of university education in the field of
social entrepreneurship is increasingly shaped by broader
trends such as digitalization, sustainability, and multi-secto-
ral collaboration. Although these dimensions are not always
positioned at the core of the field, they play a complementary
role in the configuration of more flexible, adaptive, and inter-
connected learning environments.

Digitalization, in particular, has facilitated the adoption of
blended learning models, virtual platforms, and collaborati-
ve tools that enhance access to knowledge and enable new
forms of interaction among students, educators, and exter-
nal stakeholders (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004; Nambisan et al.,
2018). These technologies contribute to the development of
key digital competencies and support more personalized and
interactive learning processes. Nevertheless, challenges such
as the digital divide and the need for continuous teacher trai-
ning remain significant concerns (Padilla-Zea et al., 2019; Van
Dijk, 2020).

At the same time, sustainability has emerged as a relevant
dimension within social entrepreneurship education, particu-
larly through the incorporation of environmental concerns
and responsible resource management into training pro-
grammes. This perspective reinforces the alignment between
social innovation and sustainable development, thereby ex-
panding the scope of impact-oriented education (Lozano et
al., 2015; Fichter & Tiemann, 2018).

Furthermore, interdisciplinarity and cross-sector colla-
boration among public, private, and third-sector actors are
increasingly recognized as essential components for addres-
sing complex societal challenges. Such approaches facilitate
the integration of diverse perspectives and resources, foste-
ring innovation while enhancing the effectiveness and scala-
bility of social entrepreneurship initiatives (Bretos et al., 2023;
Catala et al., 2023).

Methodology
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This paper adopts a bibliometric methodology to analyze
the scientific production on the intersection between trai-
ning, university education, the social economy, the third sec-
tor, cooperatives, and entrepreneurship, in the fields of public
administration, education, educational research, business,
economics, management, and interdisciplinary social scien-
ces. Bibliometrics allows a quantitative approach to scien-
tific literature through the use of statistical techniques and
visualization tools, facilitating the identification of trends, key
authors, influential journals, and thematic clusters (Pritchard,
1969; Zupic & Cater, 2015).

Bibliometric Approach

Bibliometrics is a scientific discipline that studies the pro-
duction and dissemination of knowledge through the quan-
titative analysis of academic publications (Pritchard, 1969).
This approach makes it possible to identify the intellectual
structure of a field of research, detect emerging trends, and
visualize collaborative networks between authors, institu-
tions, and subjects (Zupic & Cater, 2015).

Data Sources and Search Strategy

The main database used for data collection is Web of
Science (WoS), internationally recognized for the quality and
breadth of its coverage of scientific publications (Ball & Tun-
ger, 2006; Scaringella & Radziwon, 2018). WoS provides ac-
cess to journals indexed in the Journal Citation Reports (JCR),
which guarantees the relevance and impact of the publica-
tions included in the analysis (Donthu et al., 2021; Ribeiro-Na-
varrete, et al. 2023).

The search strategy implemented in this study is based on
the use of Boolean operators—AND, OR, and NOT—a practice
widely recognized in the bibliometric literature for its abili-
ty to combine terms and concepts efficiently, thus enabling
the refining of the results and ensuring the retrieval of the
most relevant documents according to the thematic area of
interest (Donthu et al., 2021). The structure of the search is
organized in clearly defined thematic blocks that guide the
selection of key terms and facilitate the delimitation of the
field of study.

First, the central concepts associated with training, educa-
tion, and university are integrated, as they constitute the con-
ceptual core from which we intend to explore the scientific
production on entrepreneurship in the field of the social eco-
nomy and the third sector. These concepts allow us to iden-
tify works that address the relationship between higher edu-
cation, vocational training, and social innovation processes,
thus ensuring that the initial sample of documents is aligned
with the objectives of the study.

Second, the specific context is incorporated through ter-
ms linked to the social economy, the third sector, nonprofit
organizations, and cooperatives. This selection of terms
makes it possible to capture research that analyses the role
of these entities in promoting socioeconomic development

and innovation, as well as their impact on the creation of so-
cial and economic value. The inclusion of these terms ensures
that the search is not limited only to conventional business
dynamics but also encompasses initiatives that prioritize co-
llective well-being and sustainability.

Third, the thematic focus on entrepreneurship is added as
the main focus of the analysis. The selection of terms related
to entrepreneurship makes it possible to identify studies that
analyze the role of entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial initia-
tives in the aforementioned contexts, as well as their contri-
bution to innovation, job creation, and economic and social
development.

Finally, to ensure the relevance of the documents retrie-
ved, filters are applied on the basis of the thematic categories
of Web of Science that best fit the scope of study. These ca-
tegories include public administration, education, educatio-
nal research, business, economics, management, and inter-
disciplinary social sciences. The selection of these categories
makes it possible to limit the sample to research that, owing
to its disciplinary approach, provides a rigorous and specia-
lized perspective on the intersection between training, social
economy, the third sector, and entrepreneurship, thus gua-
ranteeing the quality and relevance of the results obtained.
This search strategy, based on the combination of Boolean
operators and thematic structuring, constitutes a fundamen-
tal tool for the construction of a solid and representative da-
tabase of the state of the art in the field of study addressed
(Donthu et al., 2021; Ribeiro-Navarrete et al., 2023).

The search string used in Web of Science is as follows:

(“training” OR “educatio*” OR “university”) AND (“social
economy” OR “third sector” OR “non-profit” OR “cooperati-
ves”) AND “entrepreneur*” AND (Public Administration OR
Education Educational Research OR Business OR Economics
OR Management OR Social Sciences Interdisciplinary) (Web
of Science Categories)

To ensure the robustness of the study, a set of inclusion
and exclusion criteria was established. The inclusion criteria
comprised: (1) documents addressing the intersection be-
tween university education, the social economy, and entre-
preneurship; (2) publications indexed in the Web of Science
within the selected subject categories; and (3) scientific arti-
cles, review papers, and book chapters.

The exclusion criteria included: (1) documents not directly
related to the scope of the study; (2) records containing in-
complete or inconsistent bibliographic information; and (3)
duplicate entries identified during the data-cleaning process.

This strategy makes it possible to identify documents
dealing with training, university education, and entrepreneu-
rship in the context of the social economy, the third sector,
nonprofit organizations, and cooperatives, within the selec-
ted thematic categories.
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Table 1. Search strategy in Web of Science

Component Terms used Explanation

Includes documents

dealing with training,

education in general,
and universities

“formation” OR “edu-
catio*” OR “university”

Main concept

Context “social economy” Includes documents
OR “third sector” OR  on social economy, the

“non-profit” OR “coop-  third sector, nonprofit

eratives” organizations, and
cooperatives

Focus “entrepreneur*” OR  Includes papers dealing
“entrepreneur*” OR with entrepreneurship

“non-profit*” OR “co- (business, social, etc.)

operatives”
WoS catego-  Public Administration Filters the results into

ries OR Education Educa-
tional Research OR
Business OR Econom-
ics OR Management
OR Social Sciences
Interdisciplinary

the categories most
relevant to the study

Selection and Cleaning of the Sample

After the initial extraction of documents, a cleaning pro-
cess was carried out to remove duplicates and ensure the
consistency and quality of the dataset. This process included
manual review of titles, abstracts, and keywords, as well as
verification of thematic category membership and language
(Zupic & Cater, 2015).

Scientific articles, reviews, and book chapters were in-
cluded, with no restriction on year of publication or type of
document. The final sample is composed of documents that
meet the inclusion criteria and have been processed in Mi-
crosoft Excel for preliminary analysis. Subsequently, the data
have been exported to VOSviewer, software specialized in bi-
bliometric analysis and network visualization (Van Eck & Walt-
man, 2010; Waltman & van Eck, 2019).

Bibliometric Analysis Techniques
Co-citation Analysis

Co-citation analysis identifies the most influential referen-
ces and authors in the field of study, as well as the relations-
hips between them (Small, 1973; Boyack & Klavans, 2010).
This technique is based on the assumption that, if two works
are frequently cited together, there is a thematic relationship
between them. The co-citation analysis of authors and refe-
rences helps visualize the intellectual structure of the field
and detect the fundamental research cores (Ribeiro-Navarre-
te et al., 2023).

Bibliographic Linking

Bibliographic linking groups documents that share com-
mon references, indicating thematic similarities and allowing
the identification of emerging trends and research fronts
(Kessler, 1963; Zupic & Cater, 2015). This technique is particu-
larly useful for analyzing recent developments in the field and
detecting the most influential publications (Ribeiro-Navarrete
et al., 2023).

Co-occurrence of Keywords

Keyword co-occurrence analysis explores the frequency
and relationship between the terms used by authors to des-
cribe their work (Callon et al., 1983; Kraus et al., 2020). This
technique makes it possible to identify the main themes and
the most active areas of research, as well as the appearance
of new trends and emerging concepts (Ribeiro-Navarrete et
al., 2023).

Data Processing and Visualization

After cleaning and organizing the data in Excel, VOSviewer
software was used to construct and visualize the co-citation,
bibliographic linkage, and keyword co-occurrence networks
(Van Eck & Waltman, 2010; Waltman & van Eck, 2019). VOS-
viewer allows for the representation of the elements (au-
thors, journals, keywords) as nodes and the relationships be-
tween them as links, whose thickness and color indicate the
intensity and nature of the connection (Perianes-Rodriguez
et al., 2016).

In the generated maps, the size of the nodes reflects the
relative importance of each element (e.g., number of cita-
tions or frequency of use), while the distance between nodes
indicates the likelihood that they appear together. The clus-
ters are identified by colors and allow different thematic or
intellectual groups to be distinguished.

Results

The bibliometric analysis carried out is based on the ex-
traction and processing of 311 results indexed in the Web of
Science database, selected on the basis of the search strate-
gy detailed in the methodology. This sample covers publica-
tions from 1982 to 2025, which allows for a longitudinal and
global view of the relationship between training, social eco-
nomy, the third sector, cooperatives, and entrepreneurship.
The records analyzed include scientific articles, proceedings,
and book chapters in English, Spanish, Russian, Slovak, and
Chinese, ensuring an international and multidisciplinary co-
verage (Zupic & Cater, 2015; Donthu et al., 2021).

The data exploitation has been complemented with the
VOSviewer software, which has allowed the construction of
network maps and the identification of thematic and colla-
borative clusters, following the methodological recommen-
dations of van Eck and Waltman (2010). The main results are
presented below, structured around the axes of temporal
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production, thematic areas, countries, keywords, co-citation,
journals, institutions, and authors.

Evolution over Time of Scientific Production

A temporal analysis of scientific production shows a clear
upward trend in publications addressing university education
and social entrepreneurship, particularly since the second
decade of the 21st century. This growth reflects a rising aca-
demic interest in the role of higher education as a driver for
social innovation and sustainable development.

Beyond this quantitative expansion, the observed trend
suggests an ongoing process of consolidation within the field,
characterized by a transition from an initial exploratory phase
towards a more structured and specialized research domain.
The acceleration in publication output in recent years may be
associated with the growing relevance of global challenges—
such as social inequality, sustainability, and digital transfor-
mation—which have positioned social entrepreneurship as a
key area of inquiry within higher education.

This evolution indicates not only an increase in research
output, but also the progressive institutionalization of the
field, as evidenced by the diversification of research topics,
the emergence of specialized journals, and the expansion of
international research networks.

Fig. 1. Annual evolution of publications (2011-2025)

Source: Own elaboration using Web of Science (2025).

Distribution by Thematic Category

The sample shows a clear multidisciplinarity, with a pre-
dominance of the categories business (39.7%), economics
(30.2%), management (26.8%), and education and educatio-
nal research (22.5%). Interdisciplinary social sciences and pu-
blic administration also stand out, confirming the transversa-
lity of the field.

Beyond the descriptive distribution of categories, these
findings highlight the convergence of diverse disciplinary
perspectives in addressing complex social challenges. The
intersection between education and business-related fields
suggests that social entrepreneurship is conceptualized not
only as an economic or organizational phenomenon, but also
as a pedagogical and transformative process within higher
education.

This multidisciplinarity indicates that the field is charac-
terized by the integration of theoretical and methodological
approaches derived from multiple domains, thereby reinfor-
cing its interdisciplinary nature. Such convergence also exp-
lains the diversity of research topics and the emergence of
thematic clusters that combine elements of innovation, social
impact, and educational transformation.

Fig. 2. Distribution by WoS categories
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Source: Own elaboration using Web of Science (2025).

Table 2. Distribution by WoS categories

WoS category Number of docu- Percentage of

ments total

Business 129 39.7%

Economics 98 30.2%

Management 87 26.8%

Education and educa- 73 22.5%
tional research

Interdisciplinary social 32 9.8%

sciences
Public administration 14 4.3%

This diversity reinforces the idea that social entrepreneur-
ship and the social economy are complex phenomena that re-
quire integrated approaches from management, economics,
education, and public policy (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Mair
& Marti, 2006).

Country Analysis and International Collabora-
tion

The geographical distribution of scientific production
reveals the existence of several interconnected clusters of
countries, thereby highlighting the global character of re-
search on university education and social entrepreneurship.
The visualization identifies both leading countries with a high
volume of publications and emerging contributors that are

JOINETECH, Volume 02, N° 1, 2026.

JOINETECH

75



The State of Art on the Impact of University Education on the Social Economy and Social Entrepreneurship

progressively integrating into the international research ne-
twork.

The United States leads in terms of publication output
(42 documents, representing 12.9% of the total), followed by
Spain (30; 9.2%), England (28; 8.6%), China (26; 8%), and Ca-
nada (15; 4.6%).

Beyond this descriptive distribution, the findings suggest
a concentration of scientific production in specific regions,
particularly in countries characterized by strong academic in-
frastructures and well-established research systems. At the
same time, the presence of multiple clusters indicates the
existence of collaborative networks that facilitate knowledge
exchange and the dissemination of research across diverse
geographical contexts.

The structure of these networks reflects both the global
expansion of the field and the persistence of asymmetries in
knowledge production. While certain countries function as
central nodes that shape the research agenda, others occupy
more peripheral positions, contributing to the diversification
of perspectives and contextual approaches.

These patterns underscore the importance of internatio-
nal collaboration, while also highlighting the need to streng-
then interregional connections in order to promote a more
inclusive and globally representative research landscape.

Fig. 3. International collaboration network between countries
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Source: Own elaboration using VOSviewer (2025).

Table 3. International collaboration network between countries (VOS-
viewer)

Country Documents Dating Average appoint-
ments

USA 42 582 15.3
Spain 30 243 8.4
England 28 469 16.8
Canada 15 373 24.9
France 12 220 18.3
Brazil 6 121 20.2
Indonesia 14 20 1.4
Germany 10 175 17.5
Italy 10 34 34
Australia 9 81 9.0

The visualization shows four major geographical clusters:
the English-speaking cluster (the USA, England, Canada, Aus-
tralia), the continental European cluster (France, Germany,
and Italy), the Spanish-Luso-Brazilian cluster (Spain, Brazil,
and Portugal), and an Asian cluster (Indonesia, Malaysia, and
China). The density of links between countries reflects the
existence of intense international collaborations, especially
between the USA, England, Spain, and France, which rein-
forces the global dimension of the field (Gaviria-Marin et al.,
2018).

Keyword Analysis and Thematic Trends

The keyword co-occurrence analysis reveals the existen-
ce of three major thematic clusters, reflecting the conceptual
structure and principal research priorities within the field of
university education and social entrepreneurship.

The first cluster is primarily associated with management,
innovation, and entrepreneurial dynamics. It encompasses
keywords related to business models, innovation processes,
and organizational performance, highlighting the role of so-
cial entrepreneurship as a mechanism for generating sustai-
nable and scalable solutions. This cluster reflects the influen-
ce of management and business research traditions, in which
efficiency, innovation, and value creation constitute central
analytical dimensions.

The second cluster is closely linked to university education
and training processes. It includes terms associated with hi-
gher education, learning methodologies, competencies, and
educational innovation. This cluster underscores the role of
universities as key actors in fostering social entrepreneurs-
hip, in line with the literature on training, experiential lear-
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ning, and the development of entrepreneurial intention and
social competencies.

The third cluster focuses on social impact, governance,
and the broader societal dimension of entrepreneurship. It
incorporates concepts related to social value, sustainability,
and institutional frameworks, thereby reflecting the norma-
tive and impact-oriented nature of the field. This perspective
emphasizes the importance of addressing societal challenges
and generating positive outcomes that extend beyond purely
economic performance.

This configuration confirms both the hybrid and interdis-
ciplinary character of the field and its evolution towards in-
creasingly integrated approaches that combine innovation,
education, and social transformation.

Table 4. Keyword co-occurrence

Keyword Occurrences Average citations
Entrepreneurship 63 14.2
Social economy 32 23
Cooperatives 23 4.5
Education 23 4.0
Management 20 27.4
Innovation 29 17.7
Performance 23 6.4
Social enterprise 25 134
Business 14 7.4

Fig. 4. Keyword co-occurrence map
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As for the thematic clusters, the keyword co-occurrence
analysis reveals three major robust clusters. The first, focu-
sed on management and innovation in the social economy,
groups together terms such as “innovation,” “management,”
“performance,” “governance,” and “organizations,” indica-
ting a concern for the processes of transformation and im-
provement of organizations in the sector. The second cluster
is articulated around organizational models and university
education, connecting key words such as “entrepreneurship,”
“education,” and “cooperatives” and reflecting the importan-
ce of training and knowledge transfer in the consolidation of
new practices. The third cluster, focused on social impact and
governance, integrates terms such as “social economy,” “so-
cial enterprise,” “business,” and “enterprise,” highlighting the
interest in measuring and enhancing the social value gene-
rated by these initiatives. This thematic structure reflects the
complexity and richness of the field, as well as the emergence
of new lines of research on hybrid models, social innovation,
and the role of the university in social transformation (Mair &
Marti, 2006; Dacin et al., 2011).

This interaction suggests that the field is structured
around a dynamic relationship between knowledge gene-
ration (education), value creation (innovation), and societal
impact (governance), thereby reinforcing the conception of
social entrepreneurship as a hybrid and integrative domain.

Beyond their individual characteristics, these clusters are
not isolated but rather deeply interconnected. The manage-
ment and innovation dimension provides the tools and pro-
cesses necessary for the development of entrepreneurial ini-
tiatives, whereas the educational cluster highlights the role of
universities in fostering the competencies required to imple-
ment such innovations. Simultaneously, the social impact and
governance cluster situates these activities within a broader
societal framework, ensuring that entrepreneurial practices
remain aligned with social value creation and sustainability.

Co-citation Analysis of References and Au-
thors

The co-citation analysis identifies the most influential wor-
ks and authors. References by Zahra et al. (2009), Mair and
Marti (2006), Dacin et al. (2011), Battilana et al. (2010), Pere-
do and Chrisman (2006), and Defourny and Nyssens (2010),
which have laid the theoretical foundations on social entre-
preneurship, organizational hybridization, and social eco-
nomy, stand out.
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Fig. 5. Reference co-citation map based on VOSViewer software
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Source: Own elaboration using VOSviewer (2025). Fig. 6. Bibliographic linkage map of journals
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converge. The centrality of certain authors and references
is another of the pillars that sustain the intellectual develop- Table 5. Bibliographic linkage map of journals
ment of the field. The works of Mair and Marti (2006), Dacin
etal. (2011), Zahra et al. (2009), Defourny and Nyssens (2010), Journal Papers  Citations
and Battilana et al. (2010; 2014) stand as fundamental refer- CIRIEC—Espafia Revista de Economia Piblica, 6 10
ences, widely cited and used as a starting point for further Social y Cooperativa
re;earch. The analys.is of co-citation of references revgals the REVESCO—Revista de Estudios Cooperativos 7 14
existence of two main currents: one oriented toward innova-
tion and the management of hybrid organizations and the Journal of Social Entrepreneurship 6 23
other focused on the social impact, governance, and institu- Entrepreneurship and Sustainability Issues 6 27
tionalization of the social economy. The linking strength and
number of citations of these papers confirm their central role
in the conceptual and methodological construction of the
area, in line with Small (1973) and Zupic and Cater (2015). The temporal analysis shows that the most recent produc-
tion is concentrated in specialized journals, which is evidence
Analysis of Journals and Bibliographical Sour- of a greater thematic specialization and consolidation of the
ces field (Defourny & Nyssens, 2010).
The bibliographic linkage and citation analysis shows that
the most relevant journals are CIRIEC—Espafia Revista de Eco- Discussion
nomia Publica, Social y Cooperativa, REVESCO—Revista de Estu-
dios Cooperativos, the Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, and Interpretation of the Results

Entrepreneurship and Sustainability Issues.

The results of the bibliometric analysis reveal a steady and
accelerated growth in scientific production related to social
entrepreneurship in higher education. From 2010 onward,
a significant increase is observed, indicating the academic
recognition of this topic as an emerging area of study and
institutional practice.
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These findings confirm the progressive consolidation of
the field, both in terms of research output and in its concep-
tual and thematic structuring.

In thematic terms, the keyword co-occurrence analysis
highlights a strong focus on active pedagogical approaches
such as project-based learning (PBL), blended learning, ser-
vice-learning, and social innovation labs. These strategies are
connected to key competencies such as empathy, creativity,
collaboration, and ethical responsibility—skills aligned with
the current educational priorities of sustainability, inclusion,
and social transformation.

The clustering of topics shows a progressive consolida-
tion of research lines focused on educational innovation, in-
terdisciplinarity, digitalization, and green entrepreneurship.
These trends reinforce the relevance of designing learning
programs oriented toward the common good and capable of
addressing complex challenges through contextualized and
collaborative solutions.

Author Analysis and Co-citation Networks

The co-citation analysis identifies the most influential au-
thors in the field of social entrepreneurship education. Nota-
bly, authors such as Mair and Marti, Battilana and Lee, Fayolle
and Gailly, and Nabi et al. are consistently cited as foundatio-
nal references. Their works contribute to a hybrid theoretical
approach that integrates entrepreneurial competence, social
innovation, and ethical leadership.

Structurally, several clusters of authors reflect active colla-
borative networks. One cluster focuses on critical pedagogy
and educational innovation; another emphasizes the evalua-
tion of entrepreneurial intention and competency framewor-
ks; and a third examines the institutionalization of social en-
trepreneurship within the university ecosystem. These author
networks not only map the field's dominant perspectives but
also reveal potential synergies across academic communities.

Institutional Analysis and Academic Collabo-
ration

The institutional analysis shows a notable concentration
of scientific output among universities in Western Europe
and Latin America. Institutions from Spain, the UK, Mexico,
Brazil, and Colombia are among the most active in publishing
research on social entrepreneurship education.

This concentration reflects both a strong academic com-
mitment to the social economy in these regions and the pre-
sence of favorable public policy frameworks, interuniversity
networks, and funding opportunities that encourage applied
research and social knowledge transfer. Co-authorship and
joint publication patterns also demonstrate international
academic collaboration, reinforcing the role of cross-border
partnerships in advancing educational innovation.

However, this geographic concentration also highlights
the underrepresentation of institutions from sub-Saharan
Africa, Central Asia, or Eastern Europe, pointing to a future

opportunity to expand epistemic inclusion and regional di-
versity in global research and cooperation efforts.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

From a theoretical perspective, the results confirm that
university-based social entrepreneurship is a field with a solid
conceptual foundation, but one that still undergoing expan-
sion and diversification. Its multidisciplinary nature requires
integrative and flexible frameworks that combine theories
from educational innovation, social economy, and transfor-
mative learning. The consolidation of shared references ena-
bles a stronger alignment between academic discourse and
educational practice.

In practical terms, the study confirms the effectiveness of
active and participatory teaching methods in developing en-
trepreneurial competencies oriented toward social change.
These pedagogical practices must be supported by institu-
tional strategies that ensure curricular integration, long-term
sustainability, and alignment with broader university social
responsibility policies.

Furthermore, the increasing importance of digital compe-
tencies, interdisciplinary collaboration, and university-com-
munity engagement introduces new challenges for curricu-
lum design and impact assessment. Institutionalizing these
approaches requires academic leadership, faculty develop-
ment, and a strategic vision that incorporates social entre-
preneurship as a core dimension of the university’s social
mission.

Recent bibliometric evidence suggests that digitalization,
one of the main emerging trends in social entrepreneurship
education, is evolving toward the strategic integration of ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) tools. Generative Al (Dwivedi & Al-Ban-
na, 2025) offers opportunities for personalized learning, en-
hanced collaboration, and sustainability-oriented innovation.
Future studies could explore how these technologies contri-
bute to developing competencies for social entrepreneurship
and the social economy within higher education ecosystems.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

While this study provides a comprehensive overview of
academic production in the field, it is limited by its reliance
on a single database (Web of Science) and the use of biblio-
metric methods, which do not account for qualitative content
or programmatic outcomes.

Future research could address these limitations by:
+ Exploring case studies and mixed-method approaches to
assess the real impact of training programs on students

and communities.

+ Developing standardized tools and indicators to evaluate
competencies and social impact outcomes.

« Comparing regional and institutional models to identify
success factors and transferable practices.
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+ Investigating the role of digital transformation and
emerging technologies in shaping social entrepreneur-
ship training.

+ Examining the long-term trajectories of graduates and
their involvement in social innovation ecosystems.

These directions would contribute to a deeper unders-
tanding of how higher education can strengthen its social
mission through meaningful, inclusive, and forward-looking
training models.

Conclusions

Social entrepreneurship education has emerged as a stra-
tegic dimension within higher education, contributing to the
development of ethical, innovative, and socially committed
professionals. This study, through bibliometric analysis, has
confirmed the academic consolidation of the field and the
growing interest in pedagogical strategies that integrate ac-
tive learning, interdisciplinary collaboration, and real-world
engagement.

Universities are increasingly recognized not only as ins-
titutions that transmit knowledge but also as agents of so-
cial transformation capable of responding to local and global
challenges. The training strategies identified—ranging from
project-based learning to digital tools and sustainability ini-
tiatives—demonstrate the potential of education to foster ci-
vic responsibility, leadership, and social impact.

Nonetheless, challenges persist, including limited curri-
cular integration, lack of standardized impact assessment
methods, and institutional fragmentation. Addressing these
issues will require a coordinated effort from academic leader-
ship, faculty, and policy-makers to scale up best practices and
embed social entrepreneurship more systematically in edu-
cational frameworks.

The findings of this research support the notion that so-
cial entrepreneurship education is not an isolated or tempo-
rary trend but rather a fundamental pillar for building a more
inclusive, sustainable, and value-driven university model.
Strengthening this educational approach is key to training
the next generation of professionals committed to building
a better society.
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