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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores startups and intellectual property: Addressing homelessness through innovative social enterprises. The confluence of 
startups, social impact, and Intellectual Property (IP) presents a dynamic avenue for transformative solutions. Robust IP frameworks safeguard 
innovations and attract investments crucial for sustainability. The paper underscores the need for tailored IP strategies that balance protection 
and accessibility, aligning with the unique goals of social enterprises. Six key suggestions are proposed: holistic IP education, platforms for 
collaborative IP sharing, government incentives, open innovation initiatives, legal aid for social enterprises, and impact investment ecosys-
tems. Together, these recommendations form a comprehensive approach to leverage IP in combating homelessness, fostering an ecosystem 
where innovation and social impact coalesce. This paper advocates for a paradigm shift that recognizes intellectual property as a catalyst for 
positive change, facilitating the creation of scalable, impactful solutions to address one of society's most pressing challenges; homelessness.  
 
 

KeyWords 

Homelessness, Social Entrepreneurship, Intellectual Property, Startups, enterprises, legal frameworks, financial sustainability.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 7, July 2024 
ISSN 2320-9186 1326

GSJ© 2024 
www.globalscientificjournal.com



  

 

1.1  INTRODUCTION 

 Homelessness in the United State (US) stands as a persistent and complex societal challenge, deeply entrenched and influ-
enced by historical, demographic, economic, and cultural factors. It is not merely an outcome of economic disparities but is convolut-
edly linked to issues such as mental health, substance abuse, domestic violence, and systemic inequalities [6]. Historical perspectives 
reveal the evolution of homelessness, shaped by societal shifts, economic downturns, and policy changes [8]. Demographically, home-
lessness affects diverse groups, with age, gender, ethnicity, and familial status playing critical roles [30]. Economic roots, including 
unemployment and housing affordability challenges, perpetuate cycles of homelessness, particularly during economic downturns [14].  

 Social and cultural stigmas further complicate the issue, influencing public policy, community support, and intervention effec-
tiveness (Cochrane Effective Practice and Organisation of Care, 2017). Evaluating past and current policy responses highlights the suc-
cesses and shortcomings in addressing homelessness [18], [29], [6] and [14]. An international lens reveals variations in approaches, 
emphasizing the interconnected nature of this global challenge [10]. A comprehensive understanding of homelessness's multifaceted 
nature is crucial for devising effective strategies. This backdrop establishes the context for exploring innovative solutions within the 
intersection of social enterprises and intellectual property. 

 This academic paper intends to delve into the dynamics of intellectual property within the context of startups addressing 
homelessness. By synthesizing and expanding upon research findings from reputable scholars and organizations, it aims to contribute 
nuanced perspectives on the intersection of innovation, social impact, and intellectual property, thereby facilitating informed discourse 
on this pressing societal issue. 

1.2  EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN HOMELESSNESS SOLUTIONS 

 In recent years, a transformative shift has occurred in the realm of homelessness solutions, marked by the ascendance of 
social enterprises [34]. These entities, embodying a hybrid model that integrates profit-making with social impact, represent a depar-
ture from traditional approaches [25]. The landscape of social impact has witnessed a notable evolution, with social enterprises as-
suming a pivotal role in addressing complex societal issues, notably homelessness. Rooted in sustainability, these enterprises leverage 
impact investment principles, combining financial viability with a commitment to positive social outcomes [30]. Noteworthy success 
stories, often characterized by innovative approaches and collaborative endeavors, underscore the efficacy of this model [40]. Exam-
ining these practices reveals replicable elements crucial for widespread impact [35]. Central to their effectiveness is community en-
gagement and empowerment, as demonstrated in initiatives such as those outlined by Dey, Steyaert, and Bouwen (2012). The involve-
ment of local communities not only enhances the success of homelessness solutions but also ensures their long-term sustainability. 
This evolution reflects a dynamic and adaptive response to the intricacies of homelessness, positioning social enterprises as instru-
mental actors in reshaping the landscape of societal problem-solving. 
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Figure 1: Homelessness Property Rights Integration for Marginalized Empowerment (HOMEPRIME) 
 
 
 
Historically, the government's role in addressing homelessness has evolved through various phases. In the early stages, community 

and charitable efforts played a significant role in providing support to the homeless [36].  The Great Depression marked a turning point, 
leading to increased government intervention through President Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal programs, which included initiatives 
to address housing and unemployment [41]. Post-World War II witnessed the expansion of federal housing programs, but challenges 
such as racial segregation in public housing projects emerged. The deinstitutionalization policies of the 1960s and 1970s, while aimed 
at promoting community-based mental health care, inadvertently contributed to the rise of homelessness. The 1980s brought a shift 
with reduced federal spending on social programs, leading to a surge in homelessness [42]. In response, the McKinney-Vento Homeless 
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Assistance Act was enacted in 1987, focusing on emergency shelter, transitional housing, and support services. In recent years, a Hous-
ing First approach, emphasizing stable housing as the primary solution, has gained prominence in federal initiatives, reflecting an 
evolving understanding of effective homelessness interventions. 

 The traditional approach to homelessness has often faltered due to its fragmented nature and singular focus on immediate 
shelter provision. This approach lacked a comprehensive strategy, leading to insufficient coordination among various services, such as 
mental health support, employment assistance, and long-term housing solutions [49] and [46]. This fragmented approach often re-
sulted in individuals cycling through emergency shelters without addressing the underlying causes of homelessness (National Alliance 
to End Homelessness, 2021).In contrast, hybrid social enterprise startups have emerged as dynamic agents of change, providing inno-
vative and holistic solutions to homelessness [43].These startups prioritize the "Housing First" principle, emphasizing the immediate 
provision of stable housing as a foundational step [29]. Notable examples include organizations like Common Ground and Community 
Solutions, which have successfully integrated social impact with entrepreneurial strategies to create scalable and sustainable housing 
solutions [19] and [20]. The integration of property rights law within the hybrid model plays a crucial role in ensuring the sustainability 
and success of housing solutions. By addressing property rights, these startups navigate legal complexities related to land use, tenancy, 
and ownership, providing a secure foundation for individuals transitioning out of homelessness [54]. This integration aligns with the 
broader movement towards social impact investment and aligning property rights with social objectives. Initiatives like the Social and 
Affordable Housing Fund in Australia demonstrate how legal structures can be adapted to encourage private investment in social hous-
ing while safeguarding the rights and dignity of individuals experiencing homelessness [56]. The success of hybrid startups lies in their 
collaborative and flexible nature (Craiget al., 2008). By engaging with local communities, forging partnerships, and leveraging technol-
ogy for efficient service delivery, these startups empower individuals experiencing homelessness to regain control over their lives (U.S. 
Interagency Council on Homelessness, 2012, De Beer & Bouchard, 2010). Through measurable social impact and a commitment to 
financial viability, hybrid social enterprises present a paradigm shift towards more effective, person-centered solutions to homeless-
ness [57]. 

 The traditional approach's failures are rooted in its disjointed nature and lack of comprehensive strategies. Hybrid social en-
terprise startups, on the other hand, showcase innovative, collaborative, and legally informed solutions that not only provide immedi-
ate housing but also address the root causes of homelessness [55]. Integrating property rights within this model ensures a secure and 
sustainable foundation for individuals to rebuild their lives, marking a significant departure from the shortcomings of traditional ap-
proaches [53] and [54]. 

 

1.3  ADDRESSING HOMELESSNESS SUSTAINABLY THROUGH PROPERTY RIGHTS    

 
 Addressing homelessness sustainably through property rights involves the integration of a hybrid model, combining social 

entrepreneurship, legal frameworks, and community engagement. This approach facilitates long-term solutions and empowerment for 
individuals experiencing homelessness. Startups employing a hybrid model can leverage social entrepreneurship to create self-sustain-
ing initiatives [26] Social enterprises like Common Ground [19] and Community Solutions [20] have successfully combined profit-mak-
ing strategies with social missions to address homelessness. By generating revenue through innovative approaches, these startups 
enhance their financial sustainability, ensuring continued impact. Legal frameworks play a pivotal role in securing property rights for 
homeless individuals. Collaborations with legal aid organizations such as the National Legal Aid & Defender Association [45] and advo-
cacy for legal reforms through the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty [44] strengthen the legal foundation. Ensuring that 
homeless individuals have clear property rights protects their interests and fosters stability. Community engagement is integral for 
sustainability [32].  Initiatives like those promoted by the Grounded Solutions Network (GSN, 2022) emphasize community-led devel-
opment, where residents actively participate in decision-making. This approach not only enhances the effectiveness of interventions 
but also ensures the long-term sustainability of housing solutions. The hybrid model brings about sustainability by combining social 
entrepreneurship, legal empowerment, and community engagement. This integrated approach fosters financial viability, legal protec-
tion, and community ownership, creating a foundation for sustained impact on homelessness. 

1.4  THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN ADDRESSING HOMELESSNESS 

Addressing homelessness is a complex societal challenge necessitating innovative and sustainable solutions. Social enterprises have 
emerged as pivotal contributors, integrating business strategies with a robust social mission to develop impactful interventions (De-
partment for Business Innovation & Skills, 2011). Social enterprises represent distinctive entities that endeavor to tackle societal issues 
through entrepreneurial approaches [4]. In the context of homelessness, these organizations play a crucial role in providing alternative 
models to traditional interventions [5], [25]. The fundamental premise lies in combining the efficiency of market-oriented strategies 
with a commitment to social impact [4]. By doing so, social enterprises aim not only to offer immediate solutions to homelessness but 
also to create scalable and sustainable frameworks for long-term impact. 

 A pivotal study conducted by Smith et al. (2022) delves into the core aspects of social enterprises in combatting homelessness. 
This research illuminates the potential of social enterprises to be drivers of innovation in addressing the multifaceted challenges asso-
ciated with homelessness. This researcher tends to adopt a hybrid approach to examining the issues of homelessness as a multi-faceted 
phenomenon [2] and [5]. The study underscores the need for scalable and sustainable solutions, recognizing the unique capacity of 
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social enterprises to contribute to these imperatives [50].Moreover, the role of business strategies intertwined with social objectives 
is paramount in achieving scalable solutions. Social enterprises navigate the delicate balance between financial viability and societal 
benefit. Research by Mair and Marti (2006) reinforces the idea that the intersection of business and social elements is not only possible 
but essential for creating scalable models that can address the complex and evolving nature of homelessness [39].The emphasis on 
innovation within the nonprofit sector, as highlighted by Jones and Patel (2021), further accentuates the crucial role of social enter-
prises. Innovation is not only a buzzword but a necessity for organizations operating in the nonprofit sector, particularly those seeking 
to address homelessness [20]. The integration of innovative approaches allows social enterprises to adapt to changing circumstances, 
experiment with novel solutions, and continuously improve their impact [37].   

 In dissecting the significance of social enterprises, it's essential to understand the unique characteristics that set them apart. 
Unlike traditional nonprofits, social enterprises often employ market-driven strategies to achieve their social missions (NLCHP, 2022). 
This hybrid model allows them to generate revenue through business activities while remaining committed to addressing societal issues 
[11]. This financial sustainability is a key element in ensuring the longevity of interventions targeting homelessness [37]. A noteworthy 
example of a social enterprise contributing significantly to homelessness solutions is Common Ground. Common Ground employs 
innovative strategies, combining business acumen with a strong social mission. Their approach goes beyond immediate shelter provi-
sion, focusing on creating scalable solutions that address the root causes of homelessness [45] and [37].This organization serves as a 
testament to the potential impact that social enterprises can have on addressing complex social challenges [19]. 

 Community Solutions is another exemplar in the realm of social entrepreneurship addressing homelessness. Through a com-
bination of innovative business strategies and a commitment to social impact, Community Solutions has demonstrated how a hybrid 
model can drive scalable solutions. By leveraging partnerships, data-driven approaches, and community engagement, Community So-
lutions showcases the power of integrating entrepreneurial principles into the social sector [20].  Legal frameworks also play a pivotal 
role in the effectiveness of social enterprises addressing homelessness. Collaborations with legal aid organizations, such as the National 
Legal Aid & Defender Association (NLADA), contribute to establishing robust legal foundations. This collaborative effort ensures that 
homeless individuals not only have access to housing solutions but are also protected by clear and enforceable property rights. Advo-
cacy for legal reforms, as championed by organizations like the National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty (NLCHP), is integral. 
Legal reforms that strengthen property rights for vulnerable populations are crucial for the sustainability of social enterprise interven-
tions. The legal landscape must be conducive to the empowerment and protection of homeless individuals as they transition into stable 
housing [45] and [44]. 

 The significance of social enterprises in addressing homelessness is profound and multi-faceted. These entities, by amalgam-
ating business strategies with social objectives, present a dynamic model that not only provides immediate solutions but also contrib-
utes to scalable, sustainable, and innovative frameworks (Smith et al., 2022). Through collaborations with legal entities, a commitment 
to financial viability, and a focus on innovation, social enterprises stand as key agents in the ongoing effort to address homelessness 
and create lasting social impact [39].   

In the dynamic landscape of social enterprises, the convergence of intellectual property (IP) frameworks with the dual imperatives 
of fostering social impact and ensuring financial viability constitutes a critical determinant of sustained success [13] and [37]. This 
comprehensive exploration delves into the compelling need for intellectual property frameworks within social enterprises, drawing 
upon profound insights derived from academic research on the intricate interplay between IP strategies and the pursuit of social ob-
jectives [19]. Additionally, Sinkovics et al., (2014) opined that it navigates the nuanced adaptation of IP strategies to accommodate the 
unique challenges and objectives inherent in social enterprises, recognizing the imperative of striking an optimal balance for holistic 
and optimal outcomes. 

1.5  THE NECESSITY FOR INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY FRAMEWORKS IN SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 

Intellectual property frameworks are indispensable components within the operational toolkit of social enterprises, manifesting in 
patents, trademarks, copyrights, and trade secrets [33].  At their essence, these frameworks serve as protective mechanisms, shielding 
the innovations, technologies, or distinctive methodologies developed by social enterprises to address societal challenges, including 
but not limited to homelessness [30]. This protective layer not only safeguards intellectual assets from unauthorized use but also plays 
a pivotal role in cultivating a competitive edge in the realm of social entrepreneurship [19] and [48]. The necessity for robust intellectual 
property frameworks is underscored by their instrumental role in attracting investments [47], [15]. Investors, whether philanthropic or 
for-profit, seek assurance regarding the protection of intellectual assets when considering engagements with social enterprises [15]. 
Robust IP protection becomes a tangible indicator of the enterprise's commitment to preserving and leveraging its innovations, thereby 
fostering a conducive environment for financial backing [7], [17], [15], [22] and [33]. 

 Furthermore, intellectual property acts as a legal foundation for collaborative endeavors and partnerships. Social enterprises, 
often driven by a mission to maximize impact, find themselves in situations where collaboration with external entities is not only 
desirable but necessary [24]. In these instances, clear IP frameworks facilitate collaborations by delineating ownership, usage rights, 
and the terms of engagement [43], [46]. This collaborative potential becomes especially significant in the context of addressing home-
lessness, where interdisciplinary solutions often require a convergence of efforts from diverse stakeholders [28].  The strategic utiliza-
tion of patents, trademarks, and copyrights within intellectual property frameworks becomes a powerful tool for social enterprises 
seeking to maintain control over their innovations [23], [50]. For instance, a patented technology designed to enhance the efficiency 
of housing solutions for the homeless can be both protected from unauthorized use and selectively licensed to generate revenue, 
thereby contributing to the financial sustainability of the social enterprise. 
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1.6  INSIGHTS FROM ACADEMIC RESEARCH ON IP AND SOCIAL OBJECTIVES 

Academic research serves as an invaluable source of insights into the complex relationship between intellectual property and the 
pursuit of social objectives within the domain of social enterprises (De Silva et al., 2018). Studies elucidate the nuances associated with 
integrating IP frameworks into social entrepreneurship models, emphasizing the need for a tailored approach that aligns with the 
unique goals of these enterprises [39], [37], [2], and [5].  Research findings highlight the traditional focus of intellectual property 
models on profit-driven motives and necessitate adaptations to align with the distinct goals of social enterprises [20].  Conventional 
approach of IP protection primarily to secure exclusive rights for financial gain must evolve within the social entrepreneurship context 
to ensure sustainability [13]. Instead, IP frameworks should be designed to balance protection and accessibility, ensuring that innova-
tions are not only shielded but also disseminated for broader societal benefit. Moreover, insights gleaned from research underscore 
the need for IP frameworks that facilitate the dual bottom line inherent in social enterprises – the pursuit of both social impact and 
financial viability [14], [39]. This calls for a departure from rigid IP models that may inhibit the accessibility of innovations for the greater 
good. Instead, it advocates for a more flexible and dynamic approach that acknowledges the collective nature of societal challenges 
and the collaborative ethos intrinsic to social entrepreneurship [43]. 

 Research studies examining the effects of intellectual property rights on access to finance and investment for enterprises in 
various contexts, such as Munyua, Ahlstrom, and Wang's (2020) investigation in Kenya, shed light on the intricate dynamics at play. 
The findings indicate that the adaptability of IP strategies significantly influences the ability of enterprises, particularly small and me-
dium-sized ones, to secure financial resources for scaling their impact. This underscores the practical importance of aligning IP frame-
works with the specific objectives and challenges faced by social enterprises. 

1.7  ADAPTING IP STRATEGIES TO ACCOMMODATE SOCIAL IMPACT AND FINANCIAL VIABILITY 

 The adaptation of intellectual property strategies within social enterprises requires a nuanced and context-specific approach. 
The endeavor involves reconciling the protective nature of IP with the ethos of social entrepreneurship, where the goals extend beyond 
profit maximization to encompass positive societal change [32].  One pivotal approach to adapting IP strategies within social enterprises 
is the embrace of open innovation models [56], [31]. Traditionally, IP strategies have been perceived as mechanisms to safeguard 
proprietary knowledge and maintain a competitive edge [29]. However, in the realm of social entrepreneurship, where collaboration 
and collective problem-solving are paramount, open innovation models provide an alternative paradigm. 

 In an open innovation model, social enterprises leverage intellectual property frameworks to collaborate with external part-
ners, including other enterprises, academic institutions, and non-profit organizations [2]. This collaborative approach may accelerate 
the development of impactful solutions by tapping into a diverse pool of expertise and resources. Social enterprises can strategically 
share their intellectual assets with partners, fostering a collective approach to addressing societal challenges. 

 Flexible licensing arrangements represent another facet of adapting IP strategies within social enterprises. The use of licenses, 
particularly creative commons licenses, enables social enterprises to strike a balance between protection and dissemination [26].  Cre-
ative commons licenses allow innovators to define the terms under which their work can be shared, reused, or modified [12]. For social 
enterprises, this flexibility in licensing empowers them to disseminate innovations widely, contributing to societal benefit, while still 
retaining control over how their intellectual assets are utilized [21]. The utilization of creative commons licenses aligns with the collab-
orative ethos of social entrepreneurship [26]. It allows social enterprises to contribute to a collective pool of knowledge and solutions, 
fostering a culture of shared innovation [35]. This approach not only enhances the impact of individual social enterprises but also 
contributes to a broader ecosystem of innovation addressing homelessness and related challenges [30], [34] and [19].   

 Empirical studies on the effects of open innovation and flexible licensing on the performance of enterprises further corrobo-
rate the viability of such strategies [23]. For instance, research by West and Bogers (2014) explores the leveraging of external sources 
of innovation through open innovation practices. The findings underscore the positive impact of open innovation on the performance 
of organizations, indicating that collaborative approaches can enhance innovation outcomes. Additionally, research by De Beer and 
Bouchard (2010) delves into the emergence of a secondary market for patents and its effect on the performance of patenting firms. 
While the focus is on for-profit entities, the insights gleaned can be extrapolated to underscore the strategic importance of adaptive 
IP strategies in navigating evolving markets. 

 Therefore, the adaptation of intellectual property strategies within social enterprises is not a one-size-fits-all endeavor. It 
requires a meticulous understanding of the specific objectives, challenges, and ethos of each social enterprise [40].  By embracing open 
innovation models, flexible licensing arrangements, and aligning IP frameworks with the dual bottom line of social impact and financial 
viability, social enterprises can effectively leverage intellectual property for holistic and optimal outcomes [38] and [25]. The practical 
integration of these strategies aligns with the collaborative nature of social entrepreneurship, contributing to a vibrant ecosystem of 
innovation that addresses complex societal challenges, including homelessness. 

1.8  CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the intersection of innovative social enterprises, startups, and intellectual property (IP) represents a promising fron-
tier in the ongoing battle against homelessness. The multifaceted challenges posed by homelessness necessitate dynamic solutions 
that blend business acumen with a profound commitment to social impact. As intellectual property becomes a linchpin in shaping and 
safeguarding these innovative initiatives, it is clear that a strategic approach to IP is paramount in ensuring sustained impact. 
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1.9  SUGGESTIONS  

1. Implement comprehensive educational programs and support systems to enhance understanding of intellectual property 
rights within the social enterprise sector, providing resources for startups and social enterprises on navigating patents, trade-
marks, and copyrights. 

2. Establish centralized platforms facilitating collaborations between social enterprises, startups, and stakeholders in the fight 
against homelessness, serving as marketplaces for intellectual property to streamline sharing, collaboration, and IP agree-
ments. 

3. Advocate for government incentives, such as tax breaks or grants, tailored for startups and social enterprises developing im-
pactful solutions for homelessness to encourage innovation, attract funding, and create a supportive environment for lever-
aging intellectual property. 

4. Encourage open innovation initiatives where social enterprises, startups, and businesses contribute intellectual property as-
sets to a shared pool, accelerating the development of scalable solutions for homelessness while ensuring broad accessibility. 

5. Establish legal aid programs or partnerships with legal organizations to provide pro bono legal support for social enterprises 
addressing homelessness, assisting in navigating intellectual property laws, drafting agreements, and ensuring legal frame-
works align with the social mission. 

6. Foster impact investment ecosystems prioritizing social enterprises addressing homelessness, encouraging investors to con-
sider social impact alongside financial returns, and providing avenues for startups to showcase their intellectual property 
portfolios, making them more attractive to impact-focused investors. 
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