Social Business Jouranl, Volume 3, Issue 3, 2026

Social Business Jouranl > O
Online ISSN: 3060-7213 -

Journal Homepage: https:/jsbu.ut.ac.ir/

Analyzing the Personal Dimensions of Managers and Their Relationship
With Entrepreneurial Orientation in Iranian Non-Profit Organizations: a
Qualitative Approach

Zeinab Esfandyari!'"', Zahra Arasti?®'"' and Kamal Sakhdari?

1. Department of Entrepreneurship Development, Faculty of Entrepreneurship, College of Management, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran. Email: zeinab.esfandyari@ut.ac.ir

2. Corresponding author, Department of Entrepreneurship Development, Faculty of Entrepreneurship, College of Management,
University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email: arasti@ut.ac.ir

3. Department of Corporate Entrepreneurship, Faculty of Entrepreneurship, College of Management, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran. Email: kasakhdari@ut.ac.ir

Article Info ABSTRACT
Article type Objective: Iranian nonprofit organizations operate in a turbulent and competitive
Research Article environment, with financial constraints, complex bureaucracy, and weak donor

recruitment; conditions that highlight the need for innovation and an entrepreneurial
approach. Although international studies have mainly focused on independent social
enterprises, few studies have examined entrepreneurial tendencies in existing nonprofit
organizations. In the face of competitive requirements, environmental fluctuations, and

Article History: the dynamics of the third sector, managers must possess, in addition to financial
Received October 12,2025 management skills, the ability to efficiently utilize human resources and network capital;
Revised November 16, 2025 a capability that is crucial for achieving organizational goals and maintaining its

Accepted November 21, 2025 legitimacy.

Published online September 23, Method: This study was conducted with a qualitative approach and inductive logic, in

2026 the form of a multiple case study, and using the Gioia analysis method. The population
consisted of Iranian charities, and data were collected through purposive and theoretical
sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. In total, 13 in-depth interviews with
experienced managers with entrepreneurial orientation were conducted and analyzed
using the three-step approach of Gioia and MAXQDA software. The validity of the

Keywords: results was confirmed based on the guidelines of Lincoln and Guba and through

Characteristics of Managers, participant review and consistency check of the analyses.

Entrepreneurial Orientation, Results: The findings showed that the individual dimensions of managers are classified

Nonproﬁt Orgallmzatlons, into three main axes: cognitive, value and behavioral.

Social Innovation. Conclusions: Our inductive framework provides valuable guidelines for managers of
non-profit organizations, development consultants, support institutions, funders and
policymakers to find practical solutions to promote innovation, financial sustainability
and social mission fulfillment by understanding the process of entrepreneurial orientation
formation in a deeper way.

Cite this article: Esfandyari, Z., Arasti, Z., Sakhdari, K. (2026). Analyzing the Personal Dimensions of Managers and
Their Relationship With Entrepreneurial Orientation in Iranian Non-Profit Organizations: a Qualitative
Approach. Social Business Journal, 3(3), 45-70. https://doi.org/10.22059/jsbu.2026.403872.1071

@ @ @ © The Author(s) retain the copyright. Publisher: University of Tehran Press.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.22059/jsbu.2026.403872.1071



https://jsbu.ut.ac.ir/?lang=en
https://jsbu.ut.ac.ir/
https://jsbu.ut.ac.ir/?lang=en
https://jsbu.ut.ac.ir/?lang=en
mailto:zeinab.esfandyari@ut.ac.ir
https://doi.org/10.22059/jsbu.2026.403872.1071
https://doi.org/10.22059/jsbu.2026.403872.1071
https://orcid.org/0000-0000-0000-0000
https://orcid.org/0000-0000-0000-0000
https://orcid.org/0000-0000-0000-0000
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

Social Business Jouranl, Volume 3, Issue 3, 2026 48

Introduction

Iranian non-profit organizations, including charities, associations, and other voluntary
institutions, address social, cultural, educational, religious, and public-service needs while
operating under persistent resource constraints. In Iran, financial instability, dependence on
fluctuating donations, administrative complexity, difficulties in attracting and retaining donors,
and limited public support increase pressure on these organizations. As demand for social
services grows, traditional charitable practices may be insufficient to ensure organizational
continuity. Innovation, adaptability, resourcefulness, and an entrepreneurial approach therefore
become important for preserving legitimacy, financial sustainability, and mission fulfillment.

Entrepreneurial orientation in non-profit organizations does not simply imply a pursuit of
profit. Rather, it refers to managerial behaviors and decision-making processes through which
organizations identify and exploit opportunities, innovate, act proactively, and accept calculated
risk while remaining committed to social missions. Classical entrepreneurial-orientation
research emphasizes innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk taking, with later perspectives also
recognizing competitive aggressiveness, autonomy, and multilevel manifestations. However,
these frameworks were developed mainly in commercial settings and do not fully explain
entrepreneurial action in mission-driven organizations where social value, public trust, resource
scarcity, and non-financial goals interact.

Managers are central to this issue. Upper echelons theory suggests that strategic choices
reflect managers’ experiences, values, and cognitive frames, while bounded rationality
emphasizes decision making under incomplete information and limited cognitive capacity. In
resource-constrained non-profits, managers must therefore rely on experience, judgment,
knowledge, and practical heuristics when evaluating opportunities and risks. Social identity
theory adds that managers’ self-conceptions as community actors or agents of change can shape
their priorities, network mobilization, and commitment to collective goals. Together, these
perspectives suggest that cognitive capabilities, professional experience, values, and identity-
related commitments may jointly shape entrepreneurial behavior.

Prior studies have linked entrepreneurial orientation and social entrepreneurship to
demographic and cognitive factors, transformational leadership, managerial support, business
experience, continuous learning, ethical management, design thinking, technological
competence, strategic consultation, risk management, heterogeneous teams, knowledge
diversity, social networks, and governance characteristics. Yet much of this literature concerns
independently founded social enterprises, commercial firms, or hybrid ventures rather than pre-
existing non-profit organizations. This distinction is particularly important in Iran, where
managers must balance financial sustainability with mission protection, innovation with
legitimacy, and opportunity pursuit with responsibility for entrusted resources. Accordingly,
this study examines how managers’ experiences, cognitive orientations, knowledge and skills,
value commitments, and social identities are translated into entrepreneurial actions in Iranian
non-profit organizations. Using an inductive qualitative approach, it seeks to develop a context-
sensitive explanation of entrepreneurial orientation in established, resource-constrained,
mission-driven organizations.

Method

The study adopted an inductive qualitative design and a multiple-case study strategy using the
Gioia methodology. The research population consisted of Iranian charitable organizations with
social entrepreneurial experience. Purposive and theoretical sampling continued until
theoretical saturation. Thirteen in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with
experienced managers directly involved in strategic decision making. Analysis followed the
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three-stage Gioia procedure, moving from first-order informant-centered concepts to
second-order themes and aggregate dimensions. MAXQDA supported coding and traceability.
Credibility and dependability were strengthened through member checking, independent
coding, consistency checks, and discussion of coding differences. The analysis produced 70
first-order concepts, 22 second-order themes, and three aggregate dimensions.

Results

Managers’ personal dimensions were organized into three interrelated axes: cognitive, value-
based, and behavioral. The cognitive dimension includes cognitive flexibility, diverse cognitive
capabilities, creative and analytical thinking, integrative capital combining knowledge, skills
and experience, systemic thinking, experience-based decision making, proactive
considerations, and an empowering orientation based on mutual benefit. The value-based
dimension includes dignity-centered self-reliance, belief in the intrinsic capacities of target
communities, protection of human dignity, faith in mission fulfillment, spiritual beliefs related
to charitable action, transformational mission orientation, national identity, and value-based
commitment to organizational mission. The behavioral dimension shows how cognition and
values are enacted through social competitiveness, broad knowledge corridors, socially
enabling opportunity-making, empowering network synergy, responsible opportunity selection,
and social bricolage. Overall, the findings indicate that entrepreneurial behavior arises from the
interaction of managerial cognition and values rather than from isolated traits.

Discussion

The findings extend existing research by identifying a cognitive-value mechanism through
which managers shape entrepreneurial orientation in non-profit organizations. In line with
upper echelons theory, managers’ experiences, knowledge, perceptions, and decision frames
influence strategic choices. Bounded rationality is reflected in the use of experience, systemic
thinking, and proactive evaluation to reduce uncertainty and avoid opportunities that may
threaten resources or mission integrity. Social identity theory helps explain how managers who
view themselves as social change agents mobilize networks, shared identities, and social capital
despite limited resources. Some findings are consistent with earlier work on creative and
analytical thinking, systemic thinking, experience-based decision making, multidisciplinary
knowledge, strategic consultation, and risk management. Other findings highlight context-
sensitive elements, including dignity-centered self-reliance, national identity, spiritually
grounded motivation, socially enabling opportunity-making, and social bricolage. The
framework therefore suggests that entrepreneurial orientation in mission-driven organizations
emerges through the interaction of what managers know, what they value, and how they act.

Conclusions

Entrepreneurial orientation in Iranian non-profit organizations is rooted in managers’
cognitive, value-based, and behavioral characteristics. When analytical capability is combined
with commitment to social values, managers can convert scarce tangible resources and
intangible assets such as trust, legitimacy, knowledge, and networks into mission-consistent
innovation. In practice, non-profits can strengthen entrepreneurial capacity through training in
systemic thinking, opportunity evaluation, risk management, and problem solving while
formalizing mission- and dignity-centered values in decision processes. Support institutions can
contribute through appropriate legal and financial support, mission-sensitive performance
evaluation, and mechanisms for sharing successful social-entrepreneurship experiences. The
study is limited by its focus on senior managers, cross-sectional design, and Iranian context.
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Future research should test the framework in larger and more diverse samples, include other
stakeholder perspectives, and use longitudinal, mixed-method, and comparative designs.
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