The Diversity of Older Social Entrepreneurs – A Life Course Perspective
This paper examines the diversity inherent to older social entrepreneurs through a life course approach. Despite the growing interest by academics, policy makers and practitioners in social entrepreneurship, there currently is a dearth of literature and empirical research of particular groups of social entrepreneurs. It will be argued that both existing theories and the discourse mainly present (social) entrepreneurs as heroic individuals. These approaches have paid little attention to differences based on gender, ethnicity, class, and age, and, hence, failed to consider individual differences, and how individuals are affected by external influences (Delmar, 2006).

 This study aims at exploring and explaining the role, experiences and potential of older people in social entrepreneurship activity in the UK, and at examining their specific support needs.  Research from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (Harding, 2006) gives some indications of patterns, suggesting that social entrepreneurs are a diverse group in terms of gender, ethnicity and age. Furthermore, older people have been identified as a diverse group in terms of gender, race/ethnicity and socio-economic background, as well as physical fitness, psychological wellbeing etc. (Walker, 2005; Bowling, 2005).

An attempt will, therefore, be made to adopt an approach to studying older social entrepreneurs which takes into consideration the diversity within this group and the different ways in which their experience and actions are embedded in their socio-economic, cultural and educational/professional background. In this context, the concept of critical gerontology, the study of ageing in a social context, will provide a useful framework for this project, as it takes account of the age-dimension and the aspect of diversity (Thompson & Thompson, 1996). Furthermore, the chosen life course perspective will allow gaining a deeper understanding of how aspects in the lives of older people have influenced the motivations that are driving their involvement in social entrepreneurial activity (Jamieson, 2002) as well as expand the concept of work through the less often explored fields of (social) entrepreneurship.
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