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Abstract 10 

This study explores the role of authenticity in social enterprises. It argues that the quest for 11 

authenticity, which is composed of different constructs and entails several internal actions, helps a 12 

social enterprise navigate the typical risks inherent to its organizational form: mission drift and 13 

mission lock-in. Drawing on an inductive case study of a social enterprise which operates in the field 14 

of tourism, the study shows that the authenticity sought by the enterprise takes the form of 15 

consistency, conformity, connection, and exploration. This helps the social enterprise plot a course 16 

through the abovementioned risks.  17 
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 2 

1. Introduction  3 

 From ancient philosophers to current psychologists, the concept of authenticity has fascinated 4 

scholars across a wide variety of disciplines (Harter, 2002; Liedtka, 2008). Recently, this concept 5 

knocked on the door of several areas of management studies (Lehman, O’Connor, Kovács, & 6 

Newman, 2019). Entrepreneurship scholars have also recognized its importance in guiding 7 

entrepreneurial actions (O’Neil, Ucbasaran, & York, 2020; Wagenschwanz & Grimes, 2021). 8 

Similarly, in the field of tourism studies, authenticity has emerged as a relevant concept related to 9 

experiences, objects or places (e.g. Taheri, Farrington, Curran, & O’Gorman, 2018; Zhou, Zhang, 10 

Zhang, & Li, 2018). 11 

 This paper aims to explore the interplay between authenticity and the concepts of mission drift 12 

and mission lock-in in social enterprises (SEs) working in the tourism sector. SEs, considered as a 13 

fresh and novel way to tackle complex social issues, have received a great deal of attention in recent 14 

years (Mair & Martí, 2006; Defourny & Nyssens, 2010; Doherty, Haugh, & Lyon, 2014; Gupta, 15 

Chauhan, Paul, & Jaiswal, 2020). Among the plethora of studies, scholars have explored the risk of 16 

mission drift; i.e. “that self-interested values, motivations, and commercial objectives that are 17 

associated with the ‘business model’ could overpower the social mandate of a social enterprise” 18 

(Ramus & Vaccaro, 2017, p. 307-308; Battilana, Lee, Walker, & Dorsey, 2012; Battilana & Dorado, 19 

2010). This risk is connected to a loss of authenticity, which has been identified as an asset used by 20 

entrepreneurs to gain legitimacy among like-minded audiences (O’Neil et al., 2020). Mission drift 21 

might appear as a sign of inconsistency —and hence of inauthenticity– and result in negative external 22 

perceptions of the organization. On the other hand, although much less studied, mission lock-in is 23 

another important risk for SEs, occurring when “they systematically over-emphasize social objectives 24 

and lose sight of economic aspects” (Staessens, Kerstens, Brunel, & Cherchye, 2019, p. 32; 25 

Copestake, 2007). The rigidity associated with mission lock-in can also be perceived as a loss of 26 
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authenticity, insofar as it leads to inability to improve both social and economic performance 1 

overtime.  2 

 Given the double risk of SEs, how does the search for authenticity help avoid them in the field 3 

of tourism? To answer this question, we engage in an exploratory case study of a SE that consists of 4 

an online platform connecting visitors with local experiences to ensure they positively impact cities. 5 

The data analysis shows the relevance of three constructs of authenticity—consistency, conformity, 6 

and connection—previously identified in the management literature (Lehman et al., 2019), but not 7 

discussed specifically in the field of tourism. We also contribute by identifying a fourth dimension—8 

authenticity as exploration—unrecognized in previous studies in management or tourism. Finally, we 9 

suggest that the quest for authenticity in these different constructs helps the SE navigate between 10 

mission drift and mission lock-in. We discuss the implications for the field of social entrepreneurship 11 

and tourism management. 12 

   13 

2. Theoretical background 14 

2.1 Authenticity and entrepreneurship  15 

Entrepreneurship and management scholars have recently become “enamored by the topic” of 16 

authenticity (Lehman et al., 2019, p. 3; O’Neil et al., 2020). Nonetheless, Lehman et al.’s review 17 

concludes that, despite apparent consensus, the term is used in very different ways by different 18 

authors. Authenticity has been examined as three distinct constructs: as consistency, where “an entity 19 

is authentic to the extent that its external expressions correspond with its internal values and beliefs”; 20 

as conformity, whereby “an entity is authentic to the extent that it conforms to the social category to 21 

which it has been assigned or that it has claimed for itself”; and as connection, where “an entity is 22 

authentic to the extent that it is connected to a particular person, place, or time as claimed” (Lehman 23 

et al., 2019, p. 6). 24 

Entrepreneurship scholars have studied authenticity mostly in terms of consistency and 25 

conformity. When internal values are aligned with external expressions of those values, entrepreneurs 26 
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behave consistently in their daily actions (Kernis & Goldman, 2006; O’Neil et al., 2020; Taylor, 1 

1991), running their businesses to reflect who they are (Powell & Baker, 2014). At the same time, 2 

when enterprises conform to social norms and expectations, they can also be defined as authentic 3 

allowing entrepreneurs to attract “kudos, legitimacy, or appreciation from audiences” (O’Neil et al., 4 

2020). Irrespective of the distinct connotations, entrepreneurship scholars agree on authenticity’s 5 

positive role in guiding entrepreneurial actions.  6 

 SEs have been appointed as one of the “organizational forms that may better lend themselves 7 

to authenticity” (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015, p. 148). Studying authenticity in this domain has the 8 

potential to provide “a powerful lens for management theorizing and practice—particularly at the 9 

intersection of discussions on ethics and management” (Liedtka, 2008, p. 237), since addressing 10 

neglected ethical and social problems using business mechanisms is the core of SEs (Mair & Marti, 11 

2006). Yet, precisely due to the combination of social mission and financial goals, authenticity might 12 

also be permanently at risk in SEs. This paper embraces the call to explore the relationship between 13 

this organizational form (SE) and the multifaceted concept of authenticity.  14 

 15 

2.2 Authenticity in tourism 16 

 The tourism industry is one of the fields in which authenticity has become a concern for 17 

various actors, as well as for scholars (Nguyen & Cheung, 2016), posing questions such as: Do 18 

tourists really look for authenticity? How is this perceived? Can one talk about “staged authenticity”? 19 

As a result, the concept of tourism authenticity “has been broadened, developed, and advanced 20 

towards a more holistic interpretation” (Taheri et al., 2018, p. 50) involving a number of perspectives. 21 

While some authors have suggested that authenticity reflects how experiences are perceived by 22 

tourists (Jiménez-Barreto, Rubio, & Campo, 2020), others have studied authenticity as something 23 

intrinsic to places and objects (Park et al., 2019). Furthermore, the topic of authenticity has been 24 

analyzed with reference to mass tourism and overtourism (Koens, Postma, & Papp, 2018). Scholars 25 

have pointed out that, beyond the tourism experience, aspects such as the social impact on host 26 
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communities and their participation become fundamental (Benner, 2020; Tosun, 2006). Accordingly, 1 

a search for responsible and sustainable practices in the tourism industry is imperative and requires 2 

looking for alternative organizational approaches (Aquino, Lück, & Schänzel, 2018). Among them, 3 

social entrepreneurship is often seen as having the potential to counter the negative externalities of 4 

the traditional business models employed in tourism and to stimulate sustainable tourism (Deborah 5 

& Rachel, 2017; Sheldon & Daniele, 2017; Zhang, Lu, & Sun, 2021). Tourism social 6 

entrepreneurship is rapidly growing, with the primary goal of adopting financially sustainable 7 

strategies to achieve social aims (Von der Weppen and Cochrane, 2012), such as empowering local 8 

communities or support sustainable regional development. According to Mody and Day (2014), 9 

tourism SEs face the typical challenges of SEs, above all the combination of different types of 10 

rationality to pursue simultaneously local social development and financial sustainability. Yet, the 11 

role of SEs in addressing social issues in tourism literature is still largely overlooked (Altinay, Sigala, 12 

& Waligo, 2016). In sum, given the social challenges posed by the phenomenon of tourism, it is a 13 

relevant field in which to explore the question of authenticity in SEs that informs this study. 14 

 15 

2.3 Mission drift and mission lock-in in SEs  16 

Over the last decades, SEs have increasingly attracted the interest of scholars (e.g., Dees, 17 

1998; Mair & Martí, 2006). Being enterprises with an embedded social purpose, maintaining an 18 

equilibrium between their financial and social goals is extremely challenging. These goals are not 19 

necessarily aligned, thus resulting in instability (Staessens et al., 2019) and internal tensions. When 20 

a SE gradually abandons its social mission in favor of the economic one, it is exposed to mission drift 21 

(Battilana et al., 2012). A growing number of studies have theoretically and empirically examined 22 

mission drift in SEs, providing an understanding of the trade-offs between economic and social 23 

missions and of the strategies SEs can adopt to prevent it (e.g., Ramus & Vaccaro, 2017). By contrast, 24 

mission lock-in occurs when a SE significantly increases its focus on its social objectives and 25 

performance, systematically losing sight of economic sustainability and growth (Copestake, 2007; 26 
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Staessens et al., 2019). Although much less studied, mission lock-in is equally relevant for SEs. 1 

According to some scholars, it may even be a bigger threat than mission drift (Copestake, 2007) since 2 

SEs need to maintain their attention to their economic mission to achieve long-term sustainability and 3 

continue having social impact (Staessens, et al., 2019).  4 

Authenticity has been regarded as an asset that affords legitimacy to the enterprise (O’Neil et 5 

al., 2020). When an organization fails to align with its identity, external audiences start questioning 6 

its authenticity and a loss of perceived legitimacy occurs (Whetten, 2006). Grimes et al. (2019) 7 

suggest that inconsistent actions encourage external perceptions of mission drift. Thus, mission drift 8 

“might be best understood in terms of perceived organizational authenticity” (Grimes et al., 2019). 9 

Similarly, we argue that mission lock-in can entail a perception of authenticity loss, insofar as: a) it 10 

might lead in the long run to the unsustainability of the SE; and b) it might be perceived as a sign of 11 

rigidity, which goes against the innovative character expected from SEs. These risks, as well as the 12 

different constructs of authenticity, have not been applied to expand our knowledge of SEs in the 13 

field of tourism. Thus, given the importance of authenticity in tourism and following the call for 14 

further exploration of the relationship between SEs and authenticity (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015), 15 

this paper examines the following research question: How do authenticity and the risks of mission 16 

drift and mission lock-in interplay in SEs in the field of tourism?  17 

 18 

3. Methods and data 19 

3.1 Case selection  20 

Given the lack of empirical research and theoretical understanding on the role of authenticity in social 21 

entrepreneurship in the field of tourism, we chose to address the research question through an 22 

exploratory case study. This method is appropriate for a new and poorly understood phenomenon 23 

(Eisenhardt, 1989), “for building theory in situations where there is either no theory or a problematic 24 

one” (Gehman, Glaser, Eisenhardt, Gioia, Langley, & Corley, 2018, p. 287), or when processes are 25 

complex. Moreover, case studies are not at odds with generalizing findings (Flyvbjerd, 2006; Gehman 26 
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et al., 2018), and hence we believe our research can advance the knowledge of tourism-related SEs.  1 

The chosen case study is Authenticitys, a tourism-related SE, which through a platform curates and 2 

co-designs social impact experiences for people to travel, share, and learn together in several cities. 3 

Although it operates internationally, most of the data collection was narrowed to the context of 4 

Barcelona – the headquarters of the enterprise –, a city often cited as a salient example of overtourism 5 

(Benner, 2020). Given its name, mission and context, it is a revelatory case, particularly well-suited 6 

for addressing the research question. By its nature as a SE, the typical risks of this type of 7 

organization—mission drift and mission lock-in—are likely to occur. The study design was inductive 8 

and open-ended in order to allow themes to emerge from the data, and was based on material covering 9 

the period from January 2014 to June 2021.  10 

 11 

3.2 Data collection  12 

 As appropriate in an exploratory case study, data on Authenticitys came from a variety of 13 

sources. Data collection was conducted by the first author, who had unique access to the company’s 14 

numbers and business strategy-related information, as well as doing non-participant observation on 15 

tours organized by Authenticitys. An important part of the data came from semi-structured interviews 16 

with the founder, team members, advisors and key collaborators, and tourist guides. A total of 12 17 

interviews were conducted, by the first author, from February 2019 to June 2021, and were recorded 18 

and transcribed. We continued to collect data until we felt that most perspectives were covered and 19 

that saturation was reached, as no new evidence appeared in later interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998; 20 

Suddaby, 2006). In addition, we were provided with five interviews carried out by other researchers 21 

in past years. While interviews were used as the main source of data, secondary sources (website, 22 

reports, podcasts, blogposts and other sources) were very useful for triangulation and as 23 

supplementary sources providing additional perspectives on key issues (Corley & Gioia, 2004). Table 24 

1 provides a summary of all data sources.  25 

 26 
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[Table 1 about here] 1 

3.3 Data analysis  2 

 Once the data had been collected, it was analyzed inductively, following Gioia et al.’s 3 

methodology (2013) and identifying threads of inquiry that might help understand the role of 4 

authenticity in SEs. A three-step procedure was followed aimed at identifying (i) general first-order 5 

codes – open coding –, (ii) second-order themes – axial coding –, and (iii) aggregate dimensions 6 

(Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To reduce the risk of personal bias, the analysis consisted 7 

of a back-and-forth process, with each author separately creating a list of codes from the data (open 8 

coding) in the first step, followed by several discussions among the authors about the emerging 9 

patterns, contrasting opinions and results to resolve discrepancies of interpretation and coding 10 

inconsistencies. In the second and third steps, we worked together to establish similarities and 11 

aggregate them into themes and dimensions. Table 2 illustrates the data structure.  12 

 13 

[Table 2 about here] 14 

 15 

4. Findings  16 

4.1 Constructs of authenticity in SEs 17 

   “Be authentic”: this was what Elena – the founder – and her team believed in and claimed to 18 

use every day as a guide when making decisions and developing new tourism experiences. Yet what 19 

does looking for authenticity and being authentic mean? Our analysis leads to four different 20 

constructs, which we illustrate with some quotes from our data. 21 

 22 

4.1.1 Authenticity as consistency 23 

 The first understanding of authenticity – consistency between one’s external actions and one’s 24 

internal values and beliefs – was invoked repeatedly by the SE both at the individual and at the 25 

organizational level. One example is a document used as a brief presentation:  26 
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 1 

We call a brand or a person authentic when they’re consistent, when they act the same way 2 

whether or not someone is looking. Someone is authentic when their actions are in alignment 3 

with what they promise. Keeping promises. (PDF – Authenticitys at a glance) 4 

 5 

References to this aspect of authenticity were also made by the informants when talking about Elena 6 

and her imprint on the company: 7 

 8 

One thing that’s easy to admire about Elena is that she walks the talk. You know what I mean? 9 

That she is very much aligned. And in that sense... for me that gives her a lot of credibility. 10 

(Daniela)  11 

  12 

4.1.2 Authenticity as conformity 13 

 Secondly, Authenticitys is a SE, and wants to be recognized by others as such: not as a fake, 14 

but as an authentic SE. It publicly displayed its social category. To strengthen its identity and 15 

visibility, it also attached value to obtaining the certification “B-Corporation”. According to this 16 

understanding of authenticity, it is important to find others that recognize and support one’s efforts 17 

rather than trying to be authentic on one’s own:  18 

 19 

Another thing you have to learn to maintain your authenticity is to sort of find this ecosystem. 20 

It’s just like communities and families that are kind of thinking aligned with who you are, 21 

because you are disrupting in a new place. (Elena) 22 

 23 

Along the same lines, the SE was seen as part of a larger movement, as recognized by one of the 24 

participants in a podcast launched by the organization: 25 

 26 

I really believe in, as you Elena, to see hospitality as a very important part of the puzzle in 27 

order to create a more regenerative society and inspiring the way of being (Charles Michel-28 

Apex Hearts, experience designer, podcast #2) 29 
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 1 

Furthermore, driven by the resolve to fight overtourism and following the expectations from the 2 

category of impact tourism, Authenticitys produced a Social Impact Report. 3 

 4 

4.1.3 Authenticity as connection 5 

 The third construct of authenticity related to the tourism experience provided by the 6 

organization in terms of connection to people and places. Perceptions of authenticity were often 7 

mentioned by tourists in relation to the uniqueness of the place, connection with locals, embracing 8 

and preserving local culture, and even the relationships among tourists created during the experience 9 

itself, as explained by Carlota during one of the tours in Barcelona: 10 

 11 

I think the most authentic thing we have here is the place where all the fishermen work. It is 12 

a really old place. […] It’s a special point, place, for a small group, where you can really see 13 

and appreciate the beauty and authenticity of it. (Carlota, tour guide)  14 

  15 

In addition, authenticity is mentioned in relation to feelings and social interactions that arise when 16 

meeting local communities: 17 

 18 

I really believe we need to go back to the values that a place is able to offer. And the 19 

community, especially. Bring more from the foreground, because is where true authentic 20 

connection happens. (Barbara Neuhofer, Tourism Advisor, podcast #10) 21 

 22 

This connection was intended to trigger in tourists the desire to preserve local culture, which is one 23 

of the aspects that those advocating a sustainable form of tourism want to emphasize.24 

 25 

4.1.4 Authenticity as exploration 26 
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 A fourth construct of authenticity emerged from our analysis: it entails generating a new self, 1 

re-inventing from past experiences, and sitting on the edge. Authenticitys made constant efforts to 2 

promote a new way of thinking and behaving at both the individual and organizational levels:  3 

 4 

And you constantly explore as you express yourself. You’re adjusting fields. The act of 5 

crossing the fence multiple times a day; it happens constantly. I think about it this way. I am 6 

sitting on the fence I made myself. (Elena)  7 

 8 

Generating a more aligned, more authentic organization comes through a process of trial and error. 9 

According to Sandra (COO), being pioneers in defining social impact experiences, they had to create 10 

everything from scratch as nothing along these lines existed yet. It was described as a continuous 11 

process of “prototyping”, involving both practicality and creativity. In other words, they felt as 12 

walking in unchartered territory: 13 

 14 

What I mean with “sitting on the edge” is the idea that you don’t bring out the product and 15 

that’s it, it’s done. It’s more the concept that you always try to see how you are evolving, and 16 

how you best can evolve with your clients and their needs (Elena). 17 

 18 

 19 

4.2 Entrepreneurial actions to navigate mission drift and mission lock-in in SEs 20 

4.2.1 Dodging mission drift 21 

 Since 2014, when Elena founded the company, she and her team made efforts to bypass the 22 

risk of neglecting their social mission in order to secure profits. For example, the desire to stay true 23 

to itself—authenticity as consistency—led the SE to decide not to collaborate with some investors. 24 

Selecting the right team members and partners since the beginning was another fundamental path to 25 

avoid mission drift. As Daniela explained:  26 

 27 



 

 12 

If you have to partner, you have to look for partners that are aligned with your mission, vision, 1 

etc. […]  If you partner with the wrong person, you lose authenticity. (Daniela, Tourism 2 

Advisor) 3 

 4 

Furthermore, the team was very aware that their growth had been, at least in the first years, 5 

slow. They could have pushed more aggressively into the market, but they would probably have had 6 

to sacrifice quality, which would have endangered authenticity as connection. As Sandra put it, the 7 

“gold model” – i.e., scaling up, attracting investors, and growing as quickly and as big as possible – 8 

simply “doesn’t fit”. 9 

   10 

4.2.2 Dodging mission lock-in 11 

 Authenticitys’ desire to conform to the SE category implies maintaining profitability as a basic 12 

goal, together with pursuing social goals. Three related elements emerged from data analysis: 13 

awareness of the importance of scaling up, denying the trade-off between impact and money in the 14 

long term, and declaring that “making a profit is not a sin”. The team reached a point where they 15 

realized they had to scale up if they wanted to survive and continue making a positive impact on 16 

society. It was Manolo, their finance and strategy advisor, who helped them become aware of this:   17 

 18 

I think she [Elena] can remain true to her values and scale up, but she has to find a way to do 19 

it. Authenticitys gives as much money as possible to the indigenous community. But they 20 

cannot get more money from one experience. They have to scale it up and sell thousands of 21 

experiences. 22 

  23 

Developing alternative strategies to grow would be in line with the understanding of authenticity as 24 

exploration, in contrast to sticking to one’s initial ideas or recuperating conventional ways of acting:  25 

 26 

What is not working anymore with sustainability? We need an upgrade. And this upgrade is 27 

a shift paradigm (Anna Alaman, experience designer, podcast #3) 28 
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 1 

Analysis of Authenticitys confirms that when aiming to make a real impact on society, SEs attach 2 

importance to having a robust financial basis and avoid prejudices about money. Profit cannot be 3 

perceived as a sin: “It’s sort of being a non-profit, but for profit and for purpose” (Cristina, Sales 4 

and Client Manager).  5 

 6 

5. Discussion 7 

An interplay between authenticity – in all its constructs – and the risks to incur in mission drift 8 

and mission lock-in emerges from our findings. Thus, we propose a conceptual model to summarize 9 

how the quest for authenticity helps social entrepreneurs navigate mission drift and mission lock-in 10 

represented by Fig. 1.   11 

 12 

[Figure 1 about here] 13 

 14 

Over the years, Authenticity risked to incur in mission drift and mission lock-in, the two tendencies 15 

of SEs which make it difficult to maintain an equilibrium between their financial and their social 16 

goals. In Fig. 1 this is represented by a pendulum that moves depending on the actions the enterprise 17 

takes and may swing from one extreme to the other. We suggest that the quest for authenticity helps 18 

SEs avoid going too far towards one end or the other, and keep the equilibrium between their goals. 19 

As we saw, the desire to remain true to one’s original views (authenticity as consistency) and to be 20 

aligned with the SE category (authenticity as conformity) drove Authenticitys to collaborate with 21 

certain types of investors while rejecting others, to apply for B-Corporation certification, and to be 22 

part of a social ecosystem. This enabled the SE to hold to its social purpose and avoid mission drift. 23 

Searching for authenticity in terms of connection to places and communities also played a role in 24 

avoiding a “’business model’ [that] could overpower the social mandate” (Ramus & Vaccaro, 2017, 25 

p. 307-308). Thus, we argue that entrepreneurial actions pursuing authenticity as consistency, 26 
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conformity and connection enable the SE to avoid the pendulum being trapped in the extreme of 1 

mission drift. Thus, we make the following proposition: 2 

  3 

 4 

Proposition 1: The quest for authenticity in terms of (i) consistency, (ii) conformity, and (iii) 5 

connection helps the SE avoid mission drift.  6 

 7 

 When the risk of mission lock-in looms, efforts to conform to the SE category can also help 8 

the SE remind itself that it has two types of goals and that, as expressed by one interviewee, “profits 9 

are not a sin”. The desire to continuously explore, innovate, and look for original solutions to 10 

challenges, rather than clinging to the initial ways to achieve the social mission, also helps avoid 11 

mission lock-in. Thus, entrepreneurial actions which pursue authenticity as conformity and 12 

exploration help the SE’s pendulum not being stuck in the other extreme. This leads to the second 13 

proposition: 14 

 15 

Proposition 2: The quest for authenticity in terms of (i) conformity and (ii) exploration helps 16 

the SE avoid mission lock-in.  17 

 18 

These findings advance knowledge on the role of authenticity in the fields of both social 19 

entrepreneurship and tourism. While it has been established that authenticity plays a role in guiding 20 

entrepreneurial actions (O’Neil et al., 2020), further exploration has been called for about the 21 

relationship of SEs with authenticity (Mazutis and Slawinski, 2015). In particular, no research has 22 

previously explored the potential of authenticity at the intersection with the risks of SEs. Our research 23 

provides a step forward in filling this gap: the quest for authenticity in its four different constructs 24 

helps the SE navigate mission drift and mission lock-in. The study found evidence that the three 25 

fundamental but distinct constructs of authenticity – consistency, conformity and connection 26 

(Lehman et al., 2019) – are important to navigate these risks and can appear simultaneously in a SE. 27 

Furthermore, we contribute to this literature with an additional construct that emerges from our 28 
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analysis: authenticity as exploration. This new understanding shows how the quest for authenticity 1 

implies constant openness and evolution. Although applied to a very different context, this dimension 2 

echoes the existentialist philosophy of Sartre and Heidegger (Liedtka, 2008; Wang, 1999), insofar as 3 

it is experimental, open to different possibilities, and questions established ways, in addition to being 4 

“a continual, reiterative, and ongoing process” (Demetry, 2019; p. 957). The true and authentic SE is 5 

not a priori defined, but rather is continuously renewed. Yet, as the other constructs of authenticity 6 

remind us (as connection and conformity), the quest for authenticity also implies a dialogical process 7 

with others and shared “horizons of significance” that, as communitarian philosophers emphasize, 8 

come from belonging to particular social and cultural contexts (Taylor, 1991).  9 

 Finally, our findings suggest that the pursuit of authenticity in tourism is not limited, as usually 10 

studied, to the perceived experience (Jiménez-Barreto et al., 2020), or to objects and places (Park et 11 

al., 2019), but can also lie within the organization itself. Organizations might be able to create settings, 12 

business models and business practices in order to make an environment that contributes to the 13 

emergence of authenticity. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to assess whether the SE under 14 

study can deliver all its promises, the research suggests that authenticity may also be inside the 15 

organization; that organizations need to be the host of authenticity, not its enemy (Taylor, 1991). 16 

Authenticity plays a role in the organizational backstage, providing a way to navigate mission drift 17 

and mission lock-in and thus, we argue, a guide for social entrepreneurs in the field of tourism to act 18 

and make decisions. 19 

  20 

6. Limitations and perspectives for future research 21 

 The current study is not without limitations. Being a single exploratory case study, the findings 22 

and the conceptual model we draw are based on both a limited amount of data and a limited number 23 

of interviews which reflect the perceptions and opinions of the respondents. However, these 24 

limitations can turn into avenues for future research. We believe our results about the quest for 25 

authenticity and how it helps avoid mission lock-in and mission drift can be generalized to other types 26 
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of SEs working in the tourism industry, insofar they pursue economic and social goals. Other analyses 1 

may continue exploring whether the four constructs of authenticity—as consistency, conformity, 2 

connection, and exploration—are relevant in different areas of tourism, including other countries and 3 

other highly popular tourist destinations which suffer from overtourism. Finally, new studies may 4 

contrast this paper’s findings studying SEs in other sectors, different from the tourist industry, and 5 

explore contextual and internal dimensions that might facilitate the quest for authenticity in its 6 

different dimensions.7 
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Figure 1. The interplay of authenticity and mission drift/mission lock-in.  1 
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