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Abstract 
The objective of this study was to assess the effect of ethical sensitivity and social justice advocacy on social 
entrepreneurial intention, and also, examined the impact of empathic concern and perspective taking on social 
justice advocacy and ethical sensitivity respectively. Another objective is to assess these relationships using the 
high school student population. This study collected the data from 201 high school students in the east coast area 
in the U.S. The students were randomly selected and invited to the survey. Path analysis was used to test the 
suggested hypotheses. The results indicated that high school students with a high level of social justice advocacy 
and ethical sensitivity showed stronger social entrepreneurial intention. Also, empathic concern was significantly 
related to social justice advocacy, while perspective taking was associated considerably with ethical 
sensitivity. Our study finds that ethical sensitivity and social justice advocacy will foster SE intention among 
high school students. Unlike adult groups, high schools students are under development of their ethical system 
and the value and attitude toward social issues. Education or training can play a critical role in high school 
students' ethical system or attitudes toward social justice. There should be more emphasis on ethics and social 
justice in the curriculum of high schools. 
Keywords: Social Entrepreneurial Intention, Social Justice Advocacy, Ethical Sensitivity, High School Students 
1. Introduction 
Countries suffer from various types of social issues regardless of their state of economic development. 
Underdeveloped nations have trouble with issues of poverty, education, health, and war while developed nations 
are struggling with social issues such as income inequality, homelessness, domestic abuse, and discrimination. 
This commonality exemplifies the failure of the public and private sector. Resultantly, disappointed people have 
turned to social entrepreneurship with the hope that this new form of entity can help alleviate social problems with 
innovative ideas. Social entrepreneurship refers to the activity of solving social problems in innovative ways by 
applying entrepreneurial skills. For decades, people have witnessed many successful cases of social 
entrepreneurship such as Gramin Bank, Kaboom, and Tom’s Shoes. Correspondingly, social entrepreneurship has 
gained widespread attention from researchers and practitioners. 
Additionally, with the rising influence of media and SNS, teenagers have expressed a significantly vested interest 
for social issues. Beyond merely expressing concern over these issues, they have taken decisive action to solve 
these problems. For example, in the wake of the Parkland school shooting, high school students initiated the 
“#NeverAgain” movement to advocate for reduced gun violence. High school students are also provided more 
opportunities to learn how to initiate change as social entrepreneurship camps and programs are created. 
However, although social entrepreneurship has gained popularity among teenagers, there have been few studies on 
social entrepreneurship for high school students. The current study aims to explore the antecedents of SE 
intentions of high school students.  
Social entrepreneurship intention refers to the intent to pursue a social mission by starting a business or launching 
a social venture (Bacq & Alt, 2018). It can be described as a person’s intention to launch a social enterprise to 
advance social change through innovation (Prieto et al., 2012). SE intention is a good predictor of actual social 
entrepreneurship. SE intentions are a subject of growing interest in the entrepreneurship literature (Linan & 
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Fayolle, 2015). There has been plentiful research on the antecedents of SE intention including prior experience 
with social organization (Hockerts, 2015), social worth (Bacq & Alt, 2018), education and social capital (Ernst, 
2012), gender and personality (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010), proactive personality and hope (Prieto, 2011), 
emotional intelligence and creativity (Tiwari et al., 2017), and social innovation orientation and social vision 
(Cavazos-Arroyo et al., 2017). 
This study considers social justice advocacy and ethical sensitivity as antecedents of SE intentions. Ethical 
sensitivity refers to the ability to recognize that a decision making situation has ethical content and the ascription of 
importance to the ethical issues composing that content (Sparks & Hunt, 1998). Social justice advocacy refers to 
the attitude where an individual seeks to ensure that opportunities and resources are distributed fairly so that every 
person has the same right to assess resources regardless of gender, race, age, disability, religion, and education 
(Fouad et al., 2006). In the consideration of the nature of social justice advocacy and ethical sensitivity, it is highly 
likely that they are associated with SE intentions. However, these two variables were rarely studied as an 
antecedent of SE intentions. 
This study contributes to the existing literature on social entrepreneurship by filling the gaps: First, this study 
examined the influence of ethical sensitivity and social justice advocacy on SE intention. Second, this study 
expanded the scope of social entrepreneurship research to the high school population, which is not the traditional 
target population.  
The research questions of the current study are as followed: 
How do Ethical Sensitivity and Social Justice Advocacy influence SE intention? 
How will Empathic Concern influence Social Justice Advocacy? 
How will Perspective Taking influence Ethical Sensitivity? 
In the following section, the paper will discuss the development of the hypotheses, research methodology, findings, 
and conclusions. 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 SE intention 
Social entrepreneurship intention refers to the intent to pursue a social mission by starting a business or launching 
a social venture (Bacq & Alt, 2018). It can be described as a person’s intention to launch a social enterprise to 
advance social change through innovation (Prieto et al., 2012). SE intention is a good predictor of actual social 
entrepreneurship and it is a subject of growing interest in entrepreneurship literature (Linaan & Fayolle, 2015). 
According to the Planned Behavior Theory (PBT), intentions are assumed to capture the motivational factors that 
influence behaviors; they are indications of how hard people are willing to try. People with stronger intention are 
willing to apply more effort, which in turn results in higher performance (Ajzen, 1991). In the PBT, the first 
determinant is the person’s attitude, which is conceptualized as a positive or negative evaluation of performing of 
the behavior of interest (Jimmieson, Peach, & White, 2008). The second determinant of intentions is subjective 
norm, which reflects perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior (Jimmieson et al., 2008). 
The third determinant of intentions is perceived behavioral control. The perceived behavior control has been 
argued to indirectly affect behavior via intentions and/or have a direct effect on behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & 
Madden, 1986). 
Although the PBT was originally developed in the area of psychology, the standard model of PBT can be adapted 
and changed to the specific domain of the study accordingly (Krueger et al., 2000). Mair and Noboa (2006) 
advanced the literature on the SE intentions based on the traditional model of the PBT. They discussed four proxy 
factors for the determinants of SE intentions: empathy, moral judgment, self-efficacy and perceived presence of 
social support, which correspond to each dimension of the PBT. In their model, moral judgement corresponded to 
subjective norm in the PBT while empathy was equated to attitude toward behavior in the PBT. For perceived 
behavior control in the PBT, self-efficacy was credited for internal behavior control while presence of social 
support was considered a proxy for external behavior control. 
After Mair and Noboa’s model (2006), plentiful studies explored various antecedents of SE intentions: prior 
experience with social organization (Hockerts, 2015), social worth (Bacq & Alt, 2018), education and social 
capital (Ernst, 2012), gender and personality (Nga & Shamuganathan, 2010), proactive personality and hope 
(Prieto, 2011), emotional intelligence and creativity (Tiwari et al., 2017), social innovation orientation and social 
vision (Cavazos-Arroyo et al., 2017). 
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2.2 Ethical Sensitivity 
Ethical sensitivity is defined as the ability to recognize that a decision making situation has ethical content and the 
ascription of importance to the ethical issues composing that content (Sparks and Hunt, 1998). According to Blum 
(1991), one of the most important moral differences between people is between those who fail to see and those 
succeed in seeing various moral features of situations confronting people. Ethical sensitivity consists of two 
aspects: personal ethical sensitivity and interpersonal ethical sensitivity. Personal ethical sensitivity reflects “a 
person’s willingness to be in harmony with one’s convictions, principles and moral values in one’s choice while 
interpersonal ethical sensitivity reflects the external aspects of ethical sensitivity: utilitarian and behavioral 
motivations which are visible to others (Toti & Moulins, 2017). 
Ethical sensitivity is a prominent antecedent of ethical behavior. An individual with higher ethical sensitivity is 
likely to show concern over social problems and engage in more prosocial behavior to help people in need. Also, 
the operation of social entrepreneurship requires higher ethical standards compared with regular entrepreneurships. 
For example, the process to produce products and services should minimize waste or the emission of greenhouse 
gases and the enterprise should offer good compensation to the employees so that they are not exploited by the 
organization. An individual with low ethical sensitivity is less likely to develop the intention to establish social 
entrepreneurship because of its higher ethical standards in running the business. 
Based on the discussion above, the study proposes the following hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 1: High level of Ethical Sensitivity will have a positive association with SE intention. 
2.3 Social Justice Advocacy 
There are multiple definitions for social justice. Definitions differ in terms of the level of analysis or the emphasis 
on the outcome or process. Individual justice proposes that all individuals should have access to equal rights while 
distributive justice emphasizes that opportunities, resources, and power ought to be equitably distributed among 
individuals. A communitarian model of justice targets the decision-making process of how resources are 
distributed as key to social justice (Fietzeer & Ponterotto, 2015). However, most definitions state that social justice 
necessarily seeks to change the status of marginalized groups within a society due to different identity statutes 
including, but not limited to, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, and socioeconomic 
status (Constantine et al., 2007; Fouad et al., 2006). 
Social justice advocacy focuses on helping to ensure that opportunities and resources are distributed fairly to 
ensure equity when resources are distributed unequally and unfairly. This includes actively working to change 
social institutions, political and economic systems, and governmental structures that perpetuate unfair practices, 
structures and policies in terms of accessibility, resource distribution, and human rights (Fouad et al., 2006). The 
developmental model of social justice advocacy has been proposed wherein an individual (1) has contact with the 
reality of oppression and conflict, (2) develops an increased awareness of social injustice (3) formulates a sense of 
efficacy to bring about change, (4) develops a deeper understanding of the sociopolitical context of social issues, 
and (5) engages in advocacy to bring about change (Moeschberger et al., 2006). 
The main goal of social entrepreneurship is to reduce any form of social injustice such as poverty, discrimination,, 
education barriers, etc. Individuals who show a high level of social justice advocacy is more likely to engage in 
various activities to fix social problems, showing high level of SE intention. 
Based on the discussion above, the study suggests the following hypothesis: 
Hypothesis 2: High level of Social Justice Advocacy will have a positive association with SE intention. 
2.4 Empathic Concern and Social Justice Advocacy 
Empathy is defined as moral emotion (Moll et al., 2008), but is often regarded as a capacity to feel specific moral 
emotions (Haidt, 2003). Many empirical studies have shown that empathy fosters prosocial behavior while 
decreasing aggression and antisocial behavior (Batson 2010; Eisenberg, 2000; Tangney et al., 2007). Empathy 
consists of multiple dimensions: 1) perspective taking, 2) empathic concern, 3) fantasy, and 4) personal distress. 
Empathic concern, which refers to the capacity to feel compassion and concern for others, is one of the dimensions 
of empathy. Empathy-altruism hypothesizes (Batson, 2010) that empathic concern promotes a genuine altruistic 
motivation: a motivational state with the ultimate goal of increasing the welfare of other people. Thus, EC 
facilitates behavior which is directed to help a person in need. There are plentiful studies to show that empathic 
concern is the strongest predictor of altruism (FeldmanHall et al., 2015; Lim & DeSteno, 2016; Weng et al., 2015). 
Further, other studies have demonstrated that empathic concern is associated with the extent to which individuals 
are willing to sacrifice their own resources to help people in need (Edele et al., 2013). 
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The scale has seven items and measures the degree to which the participant is concerned over social issues and tries 
to engage in the activities. The sample questions include, “reading about social issues,” “volunteering your time at 
a community agency,” and “donating money to an organization committed to social issues.” The participants 
responded to the questions based on a seven-point Likert scale, with “1” representing “strongly disagree” and “7” 
representing “strongly agree”. The reliability of the current study is α = .86. 
Ethical Sensitivity. We assessed participants’ ethical sensitivity using the scale developed by Toti and Moulins 
(2017). The scale has seven items and the reliability of the scale is α =.81. The example items include, “It is 
important for me not to harm others,” “I consider the interests of others in my decision making,” and “I have 
respect for others’ culture, privacy, and personality, etc.” The items were assessed on a seven-point Likert scale, 
with “1” representing “strongly disagree” and “7” representing “strongly agree.” 
SE intentions. We assessed the participants’ SE intentions using the scale developed by Linan and Chen (2009). 
The scale has six items and the reliability of the scale is α =.87, showing high reliability. The example items 
include, “I have the firm intention to start a social enterprise someday,” “I am determined to have a direct social 
impact through my work in the future,” and “I have very seriously thought of working in a social enterprise.” The 
items were assessed on a seven-point Likert scale, with “1” representing “strongly disagree” and “7” representing 
“strongly agree.” 
4. Data Analysis 
4.1 Test of the Proposed Model 
Since all of our data was self-reported, we acknowledge the possibility of common method bias. Following the 
recommendation of Podsakoff and his colleagues (2003), a one-factor test was used to test for the presence of 
common method bias. In other words, in a factor analysis, one factor should not explain the variance across all 
items. If it does, then common method bias is present in the data. Of the five factors identified, the principal factor 
explained 29.5 percent of the variance. Since no single factor explained more than 50 percent of the variance, 
common method bias was not likely an issue in this data set (Podsakoff & Organ 1986). 
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and correlations analysis results. 
 

Table 1. Summary of descriptive and correlations analysis 
 Mean s.d. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.Gender n.a. n.a.        

2. Age 15.3 1.14 .06       

3. Race n.a n.a -.05 -.18*      

4. Empathic Concern 3.80 .67 .29** .02 -.07     

5. Perspective Taking 3.58 .69 .04 -.05 -.08 .29**    

6. Social Justice Advocacy 4.23 1.13 .22** .06 -.21** .33** .29**   

7. Ethical Sensitivity 5.39 .90 .21** .00 -.06 .43** .33** .46**  

8. Social Entrepreneurial 

Intention 
4.04 1.27 .06 -.02 -.10 .29** .24** .47** .39** 

 
For the test of the proposed hypotheses, path analysis was conducted using SmartPLS3 with 5000 re-samples 
(Peng & Lai, 2012; Hair et al., 2012). The results were presented in Figure 1. 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that social justice advocacy is positively related to SE intention. According to the figure, 
social justice advocacy was positively associated with SE intention (β=.44, p<.01). Thus, hypothesis 1 was 
supported. 
Hypothesis 2 predicted that ethical sensitivity has a positive association with SE intention. The result indicated that 
ethical sensitivity is positively related to SE intention (β=.30, p<.01), supporting hypothesis 2. 
Hypothesis 3 proposed that empathic concern is positively related to social justice advocacy. The result 
demonstrated that empathic concern has a positive association with social justice advocacy (β=.33, p<.01). Thus, 
hypothesis 3 was supported. 
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Education and training programs can play a critical role in developing high school students’ ethical systems or 
attitudes toward social justice. Many studies have demonstrated that education and training can foster ethical 
sensitivity and social justice advocacy even for college students (Miller et al., 2009; Nilsson et al., 2011). There 
should be more emphasis on ethics and social justice in the curricula of high schools. 
Currently, various organizations exist (e.g., Ashoka, Skoll, Schwab foundation) to support social entrepreneurs. 
These organizations provide training, develop social entrepreneur community, offer grants or loans, and develop a 
network among stakeholders. They provide a wide variety of services, but their target audience does not 
encompass high school students. If an individual is exposed to social entrepreneurship at an earlier age, he or she is 
more likely to develop an interest in social entrepreneurship. Thus, these organizations need to expand their target 
audience to high school student groups. 
7. Limitations 
The current study must address its weaknesses. Firstly, one limitation of this study is the sole use of self-reported 
measures, which can cause common method bias. To confirm whether there is common method bias, we did one 
test which was suggested by Podsakoff et al. (2003), finding that no single factor explained more than 50 percent of 
the variance. Thus, common method bias was likely not an issue in our data set. However, future research needs to 
collect data from various sources to test the hypotheses. 
Secondly, the participants for the study are high school students who reside in metropolitan areas in the east coast 
of the U.S. There will be limitations in generalizing the results of this study to populations of different ages or 
geographic areas. 
Thirdly, we collected cross-sectional data to test the suggested hypotheses. The results showed that ethical 
sensitivity and social justice advocacy influence SE intention. However, there is a possibility of reverse causal 
relationship among the variables. To avoid this issue, future research needs to test this relationship by using 
longitudinal data. 
8. Future Research Issues 
This study targeted the population of high school students. Future research needs to replicate the findings in this 
study with different populations including college students and adult groups. This study considered ethical 
sensitivity and social justice advocacy as the prominent antecedents of SE intention. Future research needs to 
explore more possible antecedents of SE intentions such as the exposure to social entrepreneurship, the experience 
in purchasing social enterprise products, or the exposure to social problems. As it is mentioned in the limitations 
section, this study collected cross-sectional data which can cause a reverse causal relationship between the 
variables. Future research needs to collect longitudinal data to test the relationship between the antecedent and its 
consequences, avoiding the reverse causal relationship. We proposed that education and training programs can 
foster high school students’ SE intentions. Future research needs to conduct an experiment to test whether a 
training program can foster high school students’ SE intention. 
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