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ABSTRACT 

 

Social enterprise is increasingly discussed in policy documents and academic literature, 

but there is poor understanding of how social enterprise organisations emerge and 

develop. A goal of this PhD study was to understand the emergence and nature of social 

enterprise, the promoters and barriers to its development in a specific context of the 

remote and rural North of Scotland and to investigate the extent to which social 

enterprise was being considered for health and care service provision. Giddens’ (1984) 

structuration theory provided a theoretical orientation for the work, facilitating analysis 

of relations between agents and structure.  

 

A qualitative approach to data collection was adopted. Views and perspectives from 

different social enterprise stakeholders were elicited. In the first stage of the study, 

thirty five individual in-depth face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were conducted; 

these were verified, confirmed and extended in the second stage of the study through 

three focus group discussions.  

 

The study contributes new knowledge around promoters and barriers to social 

enterprise, considering this from both theoretical and practice-oriented perspectives. 

These provide information to help those developing social enterprises. The study is 

important in the growing field of social enterprise literature as it adds another 

dimension of analysis; that is, findings are viewed through the analytical lens of 

structuration theory creating a different way of thinking about how social enterprises 

have emerged and the ideas have become fashionable. This element particularly looks 

at social enterprise from the perspective of different groups of agents to build 

understanding, exploring their influence in social enterprise development. The study 

also described the different roles of different types of agents and indicated suggestions 

regarding changes required in order to further develop the social enterprise sector.  
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1.1 THE THEME OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

The countries that make up the United Kingdom (UK) are experiencing a shift in policy 

concerning the design, organisation and delivery of ‘public’ services. Changes have 

primarily come about through the proposal that the welfare state in its ‘ideal form’ is 

unrealistic and unsustainable; as such, one outcome of changes initiated has been to 

look to ‘non-state actors’ to deliver social welfare provision (Scottish Government, 

2010b; Milligan & Fyfe, 2004; Fyfe, 2005). Organisations associated with the third 

sector and, in particular, social enterprises have become important contributors to 

public policy and are increasingly looked on to provide a proportion of social services 

themselves (DTI, 2002, 2003, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish 

Government, 2007a; The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 

2010b). In Scotland, the third sector, including social enterprises, plays a substantial 

role in the economy providing goods and services to communities (Scottish Executive, 

2003, 2007a; Scottish Government 2007, OECD, 1999). The view of the UK 

(Westminster) government is that the role of social enterprises could be even greater. 

The desire for an ‘enabling state’ (Osborne, 1998) is reflected in recent policy proposals 

(e.g. ‘The Big Society’ agenda) promoting the concept of the active citizen-consumer 

(Cochrane, 1998; Hjorth and Bjerke, 2006) who learns to participate in democracy 

through empowerment in local community development activities. Scottish and UK 

governments seek to promote and sustain social enterprise activity at local, regional and 

national levels (DTI, 2002, 2003, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish 

Government, 2007a, 2010a; The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 

2010a, 2010b) and further growth in the sector is encouraged. In political circles, social 

enterprises receive prominent attention in discussions relating to rebalancing the role of 

government and businesses, and strengthening civic society. Initiated at the end of the 

twentieth century by New Labour, ‘The Third Way’ (Giddens, 2000) which redefined  

the balance between markets, the state and the third sector, shares ideology about the 

role of the third sector and civil society as that of the Conservative government and its 

‘The Big Society’ movement in 2010 (The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b) which to 

aims to empower local people and communities, building a big society that will ‘take 

power away from politicians and give it to people’. This, coupled with encouraging 

communities to increase capacity and take collective responsibility for welfare needs 

(DTI, 2002, 2006), implies an increasingly significant role for social enterprises. Given 
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current economic trends, welfare reform appears unavoidable; a need for social, 

political and economic change has been identified for several years (Leadbeater, 1997), 

but it is only recently that the debate about active citizens has become enacted in a 

widespread fashion. New needs (or, more precisely, new circumstances) and ideological 

approaches to addressing these generates an evolving range of solutions. Social 

enterprise is often promoted as one solution to providing for people while 

simultaneously engaging with them for potential state, community and individual 

benefit. 

 

1.2 MAIN CONCEPTS AND CONTEXT 

Social enterprise  

A social enterprise is a business with primarily social objectives (DTI, 2002). This 

organisational format might be described as trading enterprises with a social purpose 

(Pearce, 2003) that address sustainable solutions and achieve public good (SSEC, 

2009). Social enterprises might be viewed as an innovative form of social businesses 

that tackles social issues through integrating social, economic and environmental 

activities and objectives.  

  

Recent UK and Scottish policy documents enthusiastically describe and promote social 

enterprises (DTI, 2002, 2003, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish 

Government, 2007a; The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 

2010b; OECD, 1999) but setting up and running these organisations might not be as 

straightforward as policy papers imply. Increasingly popular as an academic theme (see 

works of the pertinent writers: Dees, 1998a, 1998b; Dees et al., 2001; Anderson and 

Dees, 2002; Thompson, 2002; Pearce, 2003; Peredo and McLean, 2006; Mair and 

Marti, 2006; Shaw and Carter, 2007; Parkinson and Howorth, 2008; Nicholls and Cho, 

2008; Nichols, 2006, 2008; Kerlin, 2010), much energy has been expended in trying to 

explain and define social enterprises; but there are an emergent range of many types 

with the only real cohering features being that they explicitly seek to have a social role, 

that they utilise business principles and that techniques and profits generated should be 

re-invested for social good. While the literature continues to seek patterns and 

explanations as to what social enterprises are (a search for meaning), there is a need to 

move on to accept the diversity of the field, its common features, and to look at how 
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social enterprise – the concept – might be achieved. A goal of this study is to 

understand promoters and barriers to the development of social enterprise in a specific 

context.  

 

The study has been timely as evidenced by the factors already outlined above; however, 

the increasing level of interest in the topic has made it a difficult one to manage within 

the scope of a doctoral thesis. Many policy documents, proposals and academic studies 

have emerged since this study commenced. Social enterprise has become a fashionable 

theme which is a central tenet of current politics (i.e. the Big Society agenda) and it is 

often viewed as a way of dealing with public sector cutbacks necessitated by economic 

crisis (Boyle et al., 2010). Thinking about social enterprise continues to change rapidly 

making it difficult to stay up to date with evidence and policy. This study took place 

against a backdrop where social enterprise first emerged as a potential solution to 

welfare change but which has now become a featured solution to deal with retrenched 

welfare caused by economic failure. Thus, it might be proposed that social enterprise 

has moved from being a choice to a necessity.  

 

Social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs   

When considering social enterprise, it is impossible to ignore the central role of the 

concept of social entrepreneurship.  This is defined as an innovative, social value 

creating activity, embedded in social purpose and occurring in social enterprises (Austin 

et al., 2006) as well as other public and private sector organisations (Birch and 

Whittam, 2008). Simplistically, by implication, social entrepreneurship enacted by 

social entrepreneurs leads to social enterprise creation (Haugh, 2005; Austin et al., 

2006; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006; Sharir and Lerner, 2006; Nicholls, 2006, 2008, 

2010; Mair and Marti, 2006; Birch and Whittam, 2008, Teasdale, 2010). The ideas of 

social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs are considered in this study in relation 

to their role in producing new, socially orientated organisations.  

 

Rural context  

This study was funded by Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), a government 

funded organisation with a remit to develop sustainable economic growth of the 

Highlands and Islands region of Scotland (HIE, 2010), which was chosen as the area of 

study for this research.  The area has a population of 373,000, covers 39,050 square 
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kilometres and is one of the most sparsely populated areas of the European Union 

(having an average of 9.5 people per Km
2
 against the overall European average of 116 

people per Km
2
) (HIE, 2007). Thus, the study focused largely on social enterprise in a 

remote and rural area context.  The terms ‘rural’ and ‘remote’, have distinct 

implications (Hugo, 2005). In this study ‘rurality’ refers to low population density that 

brings with it a concomitant set of social living conditions (Shucksmith and Philip 

2000; Ryan-Nicolls, 2004). ‘Remoteness’ relates to relative inaccessibility of goods, 

services and opportunities for wide social interaction (Smailes et al., 2002). For service 

delivery, remote and rural communities experience challenges of having a small, widely 

dispersed clientele, limited human resources, physical, technical and economic barriers 

and distance from service centres (Bryant and Joseph, 2001). Despite this, there is 

evidence that rural citizens are more likely to engage in social entrepreneurship than 

urban dwellers (Williams, 2007) and this may be due to the strong social networks and 

embeddedness that are evident in rural and remote communities (Jack, 2002; Anderson 

and Jack, 2002). This study features a specific research context: there is only a small 

evidence base about social enterprise emergence and development in UK rural areas, 

and therefore the study is important in contributing to understanding in this context. 

  

Health and social care 

The study’s location at the Centre for Rural Health (CRH) in Inverness has interesting 

implications. The CRH mission is to meet challenges of health care provision of rural 

and remote communities across the region (CRH, 2010), thus the topics of health and 

social care were of particular interest. It is noteworthy that the importance of the 

application of social enterprise to ‘public’ health and social care provision has grown 

over the time of the study. Re-designed service delivery models are emerging in the 

NHS and the wider health and social care context, particularly in England where a 

mixed system of welfare provision is much more favoured than in Scotland (McCray 

and Ward, 2009). In 2007, a Social Enterprise Unit within the English Department of 

Health was established with the aim of supporting the creation and development of 

innovative social enterprises in English health and social care. It is argued that social 

enterprises increase capacity and choice of health and care services and have the ability 

to deliver services to those people who are not well served by traditional services (DH, 

2006a, 2006b, 2008a, 2008b, 2009). The potential for social enterprises to deliver 

health and social care services was highlighted, and thereafter supported, in England.  
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODS 

The study commenced with a fairly open brief of considering promoters and barriers to 

social enterprise, particularly for health and social care provision, within rural Scotland. 

Having reviewed the literature, research questions were formulated that were further 

honed within the early stages of the study, until the following six research questions 

emerged as those to be addressed – all of these within the context of rural Scotland 

2007-2009:  

 

1. What is a social enterprise? 

2. What are the promoters of social enterprise? 

3. What are the barriers to developing social enterprises? 

4. How do remote and rural settings influence social enterprise activities? 

5. Might social enterprise play a role in health and care service delivery? 

6. What is the role of social entrepreneurs?  

 

What is a social enterprise? 

The literature presents multiple definitions of social enterprise (Brandsen et al., 2005; 

Birch and Whittam, 2008; Shaw and Carter 2007). It was important, as a first stage in 

this study, to understand how social enterprise was viewed at the time within the 

Scottish Highland context by key social enterprise stakeholders.  

 

What are the promoters of social enterprise? 

Social enterprise is sometimes presented as a panacea for social, economic and 

environmental challenges (DTI, 2002, 2006). It is suggested that social enterprises bring 

a number of benefits to communities and individuals, and offer advantages to both 

citizens and the state (The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 

2010b). As social enterprise development becomes more commonly desired, it is 

important to identify social enterprise promoters enhancing their activities. 

Consequently, the study aims to identify promoters of social enterprise within the 

context of the Highlands and Islands.         

   

What are the barriers to developing social enterprises? 

Policy documents frequently emphasise a desire to maximise the impact of social 
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enterprises (DTI, 2002, 2003, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish 

Government, 2007a; The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 

2010b), however little attention is directed towards the challenges that these 

organisations face. In addition, there is an evident lack of robust and detailed research 

relating to these challenges. This study aims to address this gap by identifying and 

analysing barriers which hinder social enterprise development in the context of the 

Highlands and Islands.  

 

How do remote and rural settings influence social enterprise activities? 

Contextual factors influence social enterprise development. Rurality is a feature that 

might have impact on social enterprise activities and there is a deficit in literature which 

explores challenges for rural and remote social enterprises. As such, in this study all 

respondents were asked about their perception on setting up and running a rural social 

enterprise. Thus, this research question generates knowledge exploring and presenting 

promoters and barriers to developing rural social enterprises. 

 

Might social enterprise play a role in health and care service delivery? 

Social enterprises are encouraged to deliver health and care-related services but this 

‘encouragement’ might not be sufficient to accelerate the development of those 

businesses in the field. This study examines promoters and barriers to developing social 

enterprises in a health and care service provision in the context of the Scottish 

Highlands.  

 

What is the role of social entrepreneurs?  

Descriptions of the activities of social entrepreneurs are noted in the literature; 

however, there is less debate about the role of social entrepreneurs in generating 

individual social enterprises and the ‘climate’ for ongoing generation of new social 

enterprises. The study explores these issues in the context of the Highlands and Islands 

and considers the relationship between social entrepreneurs and the wider context. 

 

To address the research questions and provide an in-depth exploration of the field under 

investigation, 35 semi-structured interviews and 3 focus groups were conducted with a 

range of social enterprise stakeholders. Qualitative study was appropriate as the 

exercise sought to explore social enterprise and social entrepreneurship in a specific 
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context and also explore how it might address a specific area of service provision. 

 

Hence, this study examines promoters and barriers for emerging social enterprises in 

areas of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. The region has a population of 373,000, 

covers 39,050 square kilometres and is one of the most sparsely populated areas of the 

European Union (HIE, 2007). As such, selected study findings refer to rural issues 

associated with social enterprise development (i.e. geographical context). In addition, 

data collection included the capital of the region – Inverness city – revealing more 

general findings related to social enterprise growth. Finally, the study considers social 

enterprise in health and care service provision and explores specific market segments in 

which social enterprise can, potentially, develop.   

 

1.4 A THEORETICAL OVERLAY: STRUCTURATION THEORY  

The study of social enterprise has tended to adopt a pragmatic approach aimed at 

understanding social enterprise and related concepts, however there is a relative lack of 

theoretical consideration within the field of study (Weerawardena and Mort, 2006; 

Sharir and Lerner, 2006). Given that emergent issues of interest in this study were how 

social enterprise might proliferate, the role of individual social entrepreneurs and the 

role of contextual factors in promoting or hindering social enterprise, ‘structuration 

theory’ (Giddens, 1984) arose as a theoretical framework that showed promise in 

helping to analyse data and enhance understanding of the relationship between 

individuals and context in the social enterprise proliferation equation. The study accepts 

the concept of structuration theory, rather than testing it. Thus, this is a pragmatic piece 

of work using theory as a vehicle for understanding the findings. More precisely, 

structuration theory is used as a theoretical overlay through which to seek to understand 

the mechanisms by which social entrepreneurs, policymakers and other factors of 

context affect the emergence of a field and an ideological tenet. Structuration theory 

essentially considers the role of structure and agency in the development of an idea, 

policy or trend. In the discussion sections of this thesis, structuration theory is used to 

explain and conceptualise social entrepreneurs, the environment and the development of 

social enterprise as a field. 
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1.5 THESIS OUTLINE  

Having outlined the key concepts, motivations and ideas underpinning this thesis, the 

following describes the remaining chapters. 

 

Chapter Two presents a literature review on social enterprise providing essential 

background to the study. It describes current understanding of social enterprise situating 

this organisational form in the wider social economy and the third sector. Further, it 

shows historical perspectives on social enterprise including its origins and evolution. 

The chapter considers the role of policy in social enterprise development and describes 

the changing dimension of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs and emergence of social 

entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs. It also refers to factors affecting social 

enterprise development and the application of social enterprise in selected contexts (i.e. 

social enterprises in health and care service provision and rural and remote social 

enterprise). The chapter concludes with a proposition of utilising a theoretical 

framework of Giddens’ structuration theory (1984) which facilitates understanding of 

the theme under investigation. 

 

Chapter Three presents and justifies the methodological approach used to address the 

research questions. It describes the philosophical, ontological, and epistemological 

issues and argues that the utilisation of a phenomenological approach best fits the 

objectives of the study. Research design and methods adopted are identified. The 

chapter examines the quality of the study exploring its reliability and validity. It also 

demonstrates challenges, limitations and constraints of the methodology employed.   

 

Chapter Four describes the findings of the study and Chapter Five presents an 

interpretation of the findings through the lens of structuration theory. The final Chapter 

Six summarises the main conclusions emerging from the study including implications 

for theory, methodology, policy and practice, provides an account of the limitations of 

the study and presents suggestions for further research.  

 

1.6 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter has set out the foundations of the study. As such, it has identified the 

relation of the literature to the area under investigation and explained how it fits with 
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current knowledge regarding social enterprise. Further, it has described and justified the 

research context used to carry out the fieldwork; the contribution it makes to the current 

understanding of social enterprise; its methodological and theoretical orientation and, 

finally, its structure.  
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2.1 INTRODUCTION  

Chapter One provided the justification for the study and explained that the work is 

concerned with exploring a theme of social enterprise. To generate an understanding of 

the theme under investigation, the starting point for this study is to present the literature 

review in relation to the research topic. The literature offers a variety of approaches to 

the concept; in this chapter a range of selected themes will be presented, compared and 

critically examined. As such, the literature review aims to generate pre-understanding 

of the investigated areas. The various points in the literature are synthesised and provide 

the essences, commonalities and patterns from the literature. Consequently, the main 

objective of the literature review is to create an appreciation of the social enterprise 

field, synthesise knowledge in the field, identify gaps in understanding which this study 

can then address. The purpose of Section 2.2 is to use the literature to arrive at an 

understanding of the background of social enterprise. This is achieved by examining the 

significant amount of literature available in the subject area. This section presents 

existing definitions of social enterprise. It also demonstrates the diversity of social 

enterprise, indicating the complexity of the field. In addition, to explore the origins of 

social enterprise development, this section demonstrates that a variety of approaches 

have been used in the literature to explain the roots of social enterprise. Following on 

from this, Section 2.3 emphasises the role of political processes and the forces 

influencing social enterprise growth. This section also provides an analysis of the UK 

and Scottish policies and their impact on social enterprise growth. Section 2.4 describes 

the changing dimensions of entrepreneurship/entrepreneurs and the emergence of social 

entrepreneurship/social entrepreneurs. Section 2.5 presents current understanding about 

a range of factors affecting social enterprise development. Section 2.6 provides 

information on social enterprise in selected contexts, including remote and rural social 

enterprise and social enterprise in health and care service provision. Then, Section 2.7 

proposes that the theoretical lens of structuration might be used as a mechanism to 

explain the emergence of social entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurs and social 

enterprises. Finally, Section 2.8 summarises Chapter Two.     

 

2.2 UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

The understanding of what social enterprises are has evolved over recent decades. At 

the beginning of the 1990s, discussion focused on community and co-operative 
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enterprises and the term ‘social enterprise’ was not in common use. Instead, 

terminology such as ‘community enterprise’, describing organisations which required a 

public sector subsidy to allow them to provide their particular services, was being 

employed. The term ‘social enterprise’, characterising organisations sitting in the space 

between voluntary-run enterprises and independent, market driven community 

businesses, appeared at the end of the 1990s in the UK (Pearce, 2003). Since its arrival, 

the concept of social enterprise has seen a fundamental shift in the way the third sector 

is expected to work (Parkinson and Howorth, 2008). By the late 1990s, with the coming 

together of different traditions, including co-operatives, community enterprises, 

enterprising voluntary organisations and other forms of social business, the idea of 

social enterprise might be said to have arrived on the policy map (SEC, 2007, 2009), 

and started to be discussed in the academic literature (Leadbeater, 1997; Anheier and 

Ben-Ner, 1997; Zadek and Thake, 1997; Dees, 1998a, 1998b; Osborne, 1998; 

Etchartand Davis, 1999; Wallace, 1999; Zafirovski, 1999).  

 

Since its arrival, social enterprise has generated much discussion about lack of 

definition. Numerous writers have pointed out that there are difficulties in identifying 

and describing what a social enterprise is or what types of social enterprises there are 

(Neck et al., 2009; Townsend and Hart, 2008, Haugh and Kitson, 2007, Nicholls and 

Cho; 2008; Ridley-Duff, 2008, Teasdale, 2010; Kerlin, 2010). Broad definitions of the 

sector have resulted in questions about the fundamental nature and operations of social 

enterprise, with the classic description of the sector being a ‘loose and baggy monster’ 

(Kendall and Knapp, 1995:66). Now, the term ‘social enterprise’ is widely used by 

academics and policymakers and there is a certain acceptance of what it broadly is and 

an understanding that definitions and typologies are, to a certain extent, an exercise in 

navel gazing (e.g. a debate about what ‘entrepreneurship’ means began more than 250 

years ago but the term is still considered as being complex and it is eagerly re-defined 

by modern academics). The terms ‘social enterprise’, ‘social economy’ and ‘third 

sector’ (to see how the terms relate to each other see Appendix 1) frequently punctuate 

policy, media and research communication creating a contemporary ‘hot topic’ 

(Steyaert and Hjorth, 2006). Social enterprise is in fashion. When referring to and 

discussing these themes, terms such as ‘social enterprise’, ‘voluntary organisation’, 

‘social economy’ and ‘third sector’ are often interchanged so that the boundaries can be 

appearing to merge, which implies that all of these themes are part of a large and 
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inclusive family of social enterprise (Birch and Whittam, 2008).  

 

The UK government defines social enterprises as businesses that provide services, 

goods and trade for a social purpose and operate independently of the state (DTI, 2002). 

The need for social enterprises to deliver financial, social and environmental 

performance targets is referred to as a ‘triple bottom line’ (Harris et al., 2009; Boschee 

and McClurg, 2003; Elkington and Hartigan, 2008; Wallace, 2005; Jones and Keogh, 

2006; Huckfield, 2006; Reid and Griffith, 2006). The triple bottom line, described as 

‘People, Planet, Profit’, captures an expanded spectrum of values and criteria for 

measuring organisational and societal success - economic, environmental and social. It 

suggests a ‘win-win-win’ situation in which a creator of a social enterprise (a social 

entrepreneur perhaps) develops his/her business and by doing so, he/she fulfils 

social/environmental aspirations. Simultaneously, the profit or surplus from the 

business is used to support related or unrelated social aims and/or the business itself 

accomplishes social aims through its operation.  

 

The focus of social enterprises is on generating social benefits (i.e. activities enhancing 

wellbeing of people and communities) through enterprising activity. The most widely 

used, and intuitively acceptable definition, though by no means the only one, is from 

the UK Department of Trade and Industry (2002:7):  

 

‘A social enterprise is a business with primarily social objectives 

whose surpluses are principally reinvested for that purpose in the 

business or in the community, rather than being driven by the need to 

maximise profit for shareholders and owners.’  

 

Social enterprises have been described as organisations that aim to generate a profit, but 

operate on a not-for-personal-profit basis, applying any surplus they create to achieving 

social objectives. Social enterprises ‘put people first’ and, through their economic 

activities, seek to deliver employment opportunities and/or other social, environmental 

or community benefits (Borzaga and Defourny, 2001; Allen, 2005; Ridley-Duff, 2008).  

 

Shaw and Carter (2007) classify social enterprises in a three-way typology: as for-profit 

organisations which use their resources to creatively address social issues; as not-for-

profit organisations which help individuals to establish their own small for-profit 
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businesses or, as not-for-profit ventures which create economic value to fund their own 

programmes or to create employment and training opportunities for their client 

populations. Evans et al. (2000) define social enterprises as: not-for-profit organisations 

that seek to meet social aims by engaging in economic and trading activities, have legal 

structures which ensure that all assets and accumulated wealth are held in trust and for 

the benefit of those persons and/or areas that are the intended beneficiaries of the 

enterprise’s social aims; and have organisational structures in which full participation of 

members is encouraged on a co-operative basis with equal rights accorded to all 

members. The latter comment on equal membership rights aligns with Pearce 

(2003:191) who suggests that social enterprise is: 

 

‘the generic term for all trading enterprises which have a social 

purpose, are non-profit-distributing and have a democratic, 

accountable and common-ownership structure.’  

 

Pearce (2003) notes that democratic structures are not a definitive feature; a social 

enterprise may be run by an individual (a social entrepreneur) supporting a community 

and fulfilling social aims.  

 

Social Enterprise London (2006) suggests that social enterprises are: competitive 

businesses trading for a social purpose; directly involved in producing goods or 

providing services to a market which seek to be viable trading concerns, making an 

operating surplus; have ethical values and are accountable to their members and their 

wider community for their social, environmental and economic impact; and are 

autonomous organisations with governance and ownership structures based on 

participation by stakeholder groups.  

 

Overall, it can be seen that the common characteristics of social enterprises described in 

the literature include:  

a) enterprise orientation - the organisation is involved in producing goods or providing 

services to a market as well as seeking to make an operating surplus; social enterprises 

engage in economic activities by providing goods and services for which customers 

pay. They operate along ‘business lines’ and use business tools and approaches; they 

are interested in value creation and tolerate economic competition and risk. A trading 

income enables social enterprises to achieve their social objectives; 
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b) social objectives - which relate to ethical values and being accountable to the 

community for a social, environmental and economic impact; a community should 

benefit from a social enterprise activity. The activity of social enterprise has a social 

aim, mission or purpose that seeks to create and sustain social rather than private or 

economic value. Social enterprises generate profit for the benefit of communities and 

they do not aim to increase the personal wealth of those involved in them. As such, they 

have limited profit distribution; instead, profits are held or reinvested for community 

benefit or into further service developments; 

c) social ownership - which indicates that the organisation is independent and is not 

governed by the state. Social enterprises are ‘owned’ by communities (common 

ownership) or by individuals (in the form of a private company). They tend to be 

independent and have a high degree of autonomy. 

 

2.2.1 SOCIAL ENTERPRISE TYPES AND TYPOLOGIES   

Social enterprises have a range of forms, legal and organisational structures (see 

Appendix 2). Although classically working within the third sector, activities related to 

social enterprise can also exist within the public and private sectors.  

 

Pearce (2003) identifies a number of dimensions on which social enterprises might 

differ:   

- Size: the smallest social enterprises operate in local communities by providing local 

services (they generate some income contributing at a micro-level to the local 

economy). There are also large national and international social enterprises. 

Between these extremes, there exist medium size enterprises.  

- Employment: in less developed social enterprises, volunteers constitute the 

majority of the workforce. Well-developed social enterprises can afford to be 

staffed by paid employees. Many social enterprises have a mixture of both 

volunteers and employed staff. 

- Financial independency: the majority of social enterprises rely on grant aid and 

subsidies to some degree; some generate enough income to be self-sustaining.  

- People and profit orientation: most of the time social enterprises are people-centred 

and their activities are aimed at a social purpose. Sometimes, social enterprises 

generate profit which can be used to benefit people also.  
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- Formality of economic activity: the activities of social enterprises can be more 

formal or less so. Informal initiatives often lead to the creation of formal structures.  

- Mono- versus multi-functional enterprises: multifunctional social enterprises 

generate income through a variety of trading activities and projects. Mono-

functional social enterprises rely on a single activity.  

- From voluntary organisations to social enterprises: increasingly, voluntary 

organisations are engaging in trading activities. Instead of receiving grants, it is a 

goal to try to obtain contracts to provide services and by doing this, generate 

income. Trading activities become a way to achieve social objectives. This may 

redefine voluntary organisations and turn them into social enterprises. 

- Radical and reformist approach: a reformist stance represents social enterprises as 

an extension to the first and second sector. According to this approach, social 

enterprises fill a market gap and offer products/services which are neither delivered 

by the first sector (as it is not profitable) nor by the second sector (as it is too 

costly). The radical approach views social enterprises as a different way of doing 

things and evolving a political economy based on third sector values.  

- Individual versus collective initiatives: individual social enterprises are created by 

an energetic individual - a ‘social entrepreneur’ - who is driven to do good for 

others. Collective social enterprises, on the other hand, are conceived by a group of 

people willing to solve, collaboratively, local social, environmental and economic 

challenges.  

 

Depending on where a social enterprise lies on the spectrum of the above types of 

characteristics, social enterprises manifest and act differently. Legal structures and 

organisational formats tend to align with these characteristics of social enterprise.  

 

Legal formats  

There is no one compulsory legal form for social enterprises, rather they can operate 

within a variety of legal and organisational structures, including unincorporated 

associations, trusts, limited companies, some industrial and provident societies such as 

community benefit societies, charitable incorporated organisations and, created 

especially for social enterprise, community interest companies (Business Link, 2010).  
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The legal structure of a social enterprise determines and affects its activities including 

the way management decisions are made, ways of raising money, financial liability, the 

records and accounts that the organisation is obligated to retain, as well as the tax and 

National Insurance that it is required by law to pay. For a social enterprise, registering 

as a charity may bring a number of benefits, including tax relief, but on the other hand, 

this comes with increased regulation and less flexibility. The selected legal form of a 

social enterprise may influence its potential success or failure.  

 

The majority of legal forms available to social enterprises were not purposely designed 

for social enterprise activity, having been designed originally for different types of 

organisations. Due to the increasing importance of social enterprises and the distinctive 

environment in which they operate and act, a need to create a legal form specifically for 

social enterprises was identified. The report ‘Private Action, Public Benefit’ (Cabinet 

Office, 2002), indicated a gap in the range of options available to social enterprises that 

wished to be incorporated as companies. 

 

Developing interest in social enterprise and the attention of policymakers led to the 

creation of a new type of company; a ‘Community Interest Company’ (CIC), offering an 

extra choice of legal structure designed especially for social enterprises. CICs aim to 

meet the needs of organisations which trade with a social purpose or carry on other 

activities which benefit the community, but which also wish to enjoy the benefits of 

limited company status whilst making it clear that they are established for the benefit of 

the community rather than their members, and are not able, or do not wish, to become 

charities (Cabinet Office, 2007a; DTI, 2005a).  

 

As the core driver for social enterprise is the social problem to be addressed, the 

decision as to organisational form should be based on which format will most 

effectively mobilise the resources needed to address that problem (Austin et al., 2006). 

 

Social enterprise types 

Several researchers have proposed typologies of social enterprises which highlight their 

different characteristics: 
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Ridley-Duff’s (2008) typology characterises social enterprises in relation to the types of 

stakeholders involved in social enterprise creation/cooperation. Leadbeater (2007) 

identifies social enterprise as an integrated part of the market; he indicates a continuum 

of organisations from the private, public and third sectors that, to an extent, fulfils both 

social and economic functions.  

 

Several authors (e.g. Neck et al., 2009; Townsend and Hart, 2008, Haugh and Kitson, 

2007) offer a range of hybrid models and attempt to divide the field into either more 

profit-oriented or more socially-orientated organisations. Townsend and Hart (2008) 

argue that social enterprise founders appear to be organising under for-profit as well as 

non-profit organisational forms to engage in essentially the same activities, which 

indicates a lack of consistency regarding organisational form. Haugh and Kitson (2007) 

concur, saying that social enterprises are comparable with orthodox commercial 

businesses in terms of the business models that they use and/or the outputs they create.  

 

Although several authors conceptualise their research questions in subtly different 

ways, they are generally considering organisational models for social enterprises and 

attempting to typologise these by mission, goals and outputs. As such, they identify 

‘traditional’ profit-orientated companies and other organisations encompassing social 

aspects; the latter range from those in which social benefit is the only goal of the 

entrepreneurial undertaking to those in which social goals are somewhere among 

several aims. Peredo and McLean (2006) typologise by relative levels of social and 

financial/commercial outcomes.   

 

Zahra et al. (2008) consider that social enterprises address different levels of social 

challenge. Some address worldwide social challenges and mobilise forces to tackle 

them, whilst others focus on local issues. Still, all social entrepreneurs build 

collaborative relationships to introduce social initiatives and to tackle social injustice 

(Pearce and Doh, 2005). Both of these papers suggest that a social entrepreneur is a 

major force in creating social enterprise.  

 

Alter (2008) identifies mission-centric, mission-related and mission-unrelated social 

enterprises in which the enterprise idea is appropriately central, semi-related or 

unrelated to the organisational social mission (for instance, a social enterprise catering 
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company whose profits go to running the local youth centre would be a mission-

unrelated social enterprise). In addition, Alter (2008) extends the typology by designing 

numerous, more complex operational models which combine together social 

enterprises, social service organisations, target groups, private companies and, finally, 

the wider market. These are linked by product and service flow and financial exchange. 

In practice, only few social enterprises utilise models in their pure form. Most of the 

time social enterprise models are ‘combination enterprises’ (Alter, 2008) as they 

facilitate enterprise, increase revenues by entering new markets or businesses and 

maximise social impact by reaching people in need. Social enterprise models frequently 

become more ‘combination’ and less ‘pure’ types through a natural diversification and 

growth strategy as an organisation matures.  

 

These typologies provide interesting analytical frameworks, but they tend to neglect 

how social enterprises evolve over time in relation to stimuli (internal and external), and 

they ignore the effects of the policy context (promoting or hindering). The diverse types 

of social enterprises described in the literature could be caused by being subject to 

different legal forms or emanating from diverse origins.  

2.2.2 SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN THE SOCIAL ECONOMY   

The private, public and the third sectors are classically defined as mutually exclusive. 

As discussed previously, social enterprise inter-links and overlaps with all three sectors 

(Birch and Whittam, 2008; Defourny, 2001). As shown in Figure 1, social enterprises 

may co-operate with the state and co-produce public services (Paton, 2003; Harding, 

2004) or social entrepreneurship can emerge in and operate across both the state and 

commercial sectors (see Appendix 3 which indicates the cross-sectoral dimension of 

social entrepreneurship). 
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Figure 1 Three sectors including the private, public and third sector 

 

Source: Birch and Whittam (2008). 

 

The UK Department of Trade and Industry (2002) states that social enterprises possess 

the entrepreneurial skills of the private sector and a strong social mission that is 

characteristic of the third sector as a whole. This, however, means that social enterprises 

have to contend with a complex situation compared to private sector organisations, as 

they need to manage both social and commercial balance sheets (Harding, 2004; 

Defourny, 2001). Perhaps for this reason social enterprise can sometimes be regarded as 

a new type of organisational format that does not belong to any of the pre-existing 

sectors.  

 

Weerawardena and Mort (2006) discuss how social enterprises exist in the three sectors 

by summarising the literature in this area; their research is supported by the opinions of 

others (Leadbeater, 1997).  

 

The term ‘social economy’ dates back to the early 19th century, but in both academic 

research terms and policy terms, its true impact have emanated from the 1990s (Amin et 

al., 2002; Dart, 2004; Hudson, 2005; Teasdale, 2010). The social economy can be 

defined as: ‘that part of the third system or sector which is made up of organisations 

who to some degree engage in the sale of goods and services’ (Pearce, 2003:190). 
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Consequently, trading voluntary organisations, trading charities, social enterprises and 

any other organisations with a primarily social purpose, and which to some extent 

generate income through trade activity, are a subset of the social economy (Amin et al., 

2003; Arthur et al., 2003; Hudson, 2005; Defourny, 2001).  

 

2.2.3 SOCIAL ENTERPRISE: OLD WINE IN NEW BOTTLES?  

It could be argued that social enterprise has a provenance reaching back to the co-

operative movement and mutual organisations of the nineteenth century and the long-

standing trading activities of many charities (Pearce, 2003; Shaw and Carter, 2007; 

McElnea, 2005; SEC, 2009; Black and Robertson, 2009; Robertson, 2010). Reflections 

of these are drawn upon by contemporary governments and linked with a rise in 

‘ethical’ markets, fair-trade and ethical investments. Thus, it is suggested that social 

enterprises evolved from non-profit co-operative and main business (Defourny and 

Nyssens, 2006; Teasdale, 2010). Rather than viewing social enterprise as a novelty, 

perhaps it should be perceived as having a relatively long history.  

 

Activities related to social entrepreneurship and social enterprise can be found in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when philanthropic business owners and 

industrialists demonstrated a concern for the welfare of employees by improving their 

education, working and cultural lives. Robert Owen (1771–1858) is considered to be the 

father of the co-operative movement (Bloom, 2003). In his life, Owen supported 

workers in his factories by creating ‘a good environment’ with access to education for 

themselves and their children (Bloom, 2003; Carrasco, 2007). Owen desired to form 

‘villages of co-operation’ where workers would recover from their poverty-induced ill 

health by growing their own food, making their own clothes and ultimately becoming 

self-governing. Owen was concerned about the working conditions of his employees; he 

promoted the idea of ‘helping others’. 

 

William King (1786–1865) built on Owen’s ideas, founding a monthly periodical called 

‘The Co-operator’, the first edition of which appeared in 1828. This publication 

delivered a mixture of co-operative philosophy and practical advice about running a 

shop using co-operative principles. King’s recommendation was to form a society 

within a society (Simmons and Birchall, 2008; Pearce, 2003). 
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Further pioneers of social enterprise can be traced back to 1840s Rochdale, where a 

workers’ co-operative was established to provide high quality affordable food in 

response to exploitative factory conditions (SEC, 2009; Ghalib et al., 2009). The 

Rochdale traders decided to work together to open their own store selling food items 

they could not otherwise afford; as such, this co-operative had an impact on poverty 

reduction (Simmons and Birchall, 2008).  

 

Following Britain’s co-operative movement, the co-operative concept gained in 

popularity in many European countries by the end of the 19th century (Nayak, 1997). 

However, more recent roots of social enterprise can be associated with a political 

agenda, shared by neo-liberal governments, of encouraging alternative democratic 

structures and processes (Parkinson and Howorth, 2008; Black and Robertson, 2009; 

Robertson, 2010). Wallace (1999) traces the evolution of the current social enterprise 

paradigm in the USA through various movements including community activism and 

leadership, civic emancipation, economic empowerment, self-sufficiency, political 

mobilisation for neighbourhood improvement and self-reliance.  

 

To summarise, the critique of the literature on social enterprise demonstrates the 

distinct and diverse roots of social enterprise, its complex association with private, 

public and the third sectors and the variety of legal and organisational forms that exist. 

This demonstrates that defining social enterprise is not straightforward (Teasdale, 2010; 

Kerlin, 2010). As a consequence, through primary data collection, this study aims to 

address the question: What is a social enterprise?  

 

 

2.3 HISTORY OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE – UK POLICY PERSPECTIVE 

Haughton (1998) situates the history of social enterprise in the UK within sustainable 

regeneration, representing it as a response to the failure of top-down urban policy 

approaches throughout the 1980s. It could be argued, therefore, that social 

entrepreneurship in the UK emerged and evolved out of structures aimed at anchoring 

the benefits of the local economy within communities. The emergence of social 

enterprise is then perhaps the result of a general shift over many years, particularly in 

the UK, from the community to the social era (Pearce 2003). Here, it is worth noting 
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that the emergence of social enterprises in the UK is associated with the political 

changes that occurred over more recent decades. 

 

Although organisations with a social purpose have existed for many years, they have 

recently received increasing attention at policy level, mainly due to their assumed 

potential to contribute to social, economic and environmental regeneration (which has 

in some ways led to a nurturing of this sector). Arguably, it could be claimed that 

politicians perceive social enterprise as a cheap method of service delivery in a 

challenging economy. Regardless of the real ‘agenda’, the UK and Scottish 

governments perceive an ever-increasing role for social enterprises in providing 

services to communities in partnership with the state (DTI, 2002; Scottish Executive, 

2007a). But what is it that really motivates policymakers in their attempt to boost social 

enterprises? When did a political interest in the third sector and social enterprises 

appear, and how did this interest influence social enterprise development? 

 

Political interest in ‘co-production’ – background   

In the UK, social enterprise is promoted as a component of wellbeing (DTI, 2002, 

2006). The primary reason for this has been a shift in policy concerning the way in 

which many public services were designed, organised and delivered, and the belief of 

prevailing neo-liberal governments (Harvey, 2007a, 2007b) that the welfare state in its 

‘pure’ form was unsustainable and, as such, required developing active ‘citizen 

consumers’ (Cochrane, 1998). Consequently, new solutions for service provision started 

being nurtured. For instance, there has been increasing interest in non-state players 

delivering social services (DTI, 2002, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a) and the 

UK governments exhibit a strong push towards the use of social enterprises, 

highlighting their role in providing services to communities in partnership with the 

state. The general flow of government policy  began to encourage voluntary sector 

organisations to become more ‘business-like’ (Scottish Executive, 2003) and the rapid 

expansion of social enterprises over recent years is testimony of their capabilities. In an 

environment where traditional providers including charitable and voluntary 

organisations have been criticised as bureaucratic and resistant to change and the public 

sector has become overstretched, social enterprises appear as organisations that can 

tackle unmet socio-economic needs in an innovative way (Leadbeater, 1997; Mulgan 

and Landry, 1995). 
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Citizen involvement in public services has been chronicled (Barnes, 1999; Needham, 

2007). Needham (2007) links it to the evolution of neo-liberalism from the 1970s, 

suggesting that disillusionment with the welfare state model led to development of new 

public service models that incorporated enhanced roles for the citizen. Right-wing 

politicians focused on a desire for individuals to exercise choice (thus pushing up public 

service quality and efficiency). Left-wing politicians began to suggest that greater 

participation by individuals would improve the appropriateness of services in meeting 

needs. Following the election of a Labour government in the UK in 1997, the popularity 

of public involvement in aspects of public sector provision increased (Rowe and 

Shepherd, 2002). Needham (2007) suggests that Labour, under Tony Blair, was 

oriented towards partnership and ‘co-production’ of services. An outcome of 

government thinking has been to consider a role for non-state actors in delivering 

elements of social welfare (Boyle et al., 2010; Scottish Government, 2010b; Milligan 

and Fyfe, 2004; Fyfe, 2005). In Scotland, policymakers’ support for social enterprise 

was expressed by the publication of the Social Enterprise Strategy (Scottish Executive, 

2007a). Policy desire for service co-production is now regarded as the dominant model 

for future service provision (Boyle et al., 2010; Giddens, 2002). Areas such as primary 

health care, social services, education and utilities have been identified as potential 

fields for growth of social enterprise (DTI, 2002, 2005b; Scottish Executive, 2003, 

2007a, 2007b). Yet, policy relating directly to social enterprise developed only fairly 

recently. To understand this, it is important to examine the political context, the theme 

of the third sector and their historical development. This enables us to observe 

processes which have been significant in the development of the ‘community sector’ 

and social enterprises.  

 

 

2.3.1 POLICY IN THE UK AND THE THIRD SECTOR DEVELOPMENT  

The delivery of public social and health policies is no longer a straightforward matter in 

the UK (Butcher, 2002). The last three decades of significant changes in UK policy 

reformed the public sector. In one way, this reform can be presented as the product of 

fiscal pressures and declining public financial resources. On the other hand, it can be 

portrayed as a period of ‘adaptive capacity reform’ (Toonen and Raadschelders, 1997). 
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Regardless of how it is viewed, reform has brought reductions in the direct provision of 

public services, the opening of services to private sector competition, and a rise in the 

level of ‘agencification’ (Clarke and Newman, 1997), whereby services are provided by 

agencies that are (at least) semi-autonomous from government (Pollitt et al., 2005).  

 

Political changes and the emergence of the third sector  

The importance of the third sector, and particularly social enterprises, began to increase 

a few decades ago. An increasing significance of ‘the community sector’ had been 

slowly emerging over many years. For instance, in 1978 the Wolfenden Committee 

Report, ‘The Future of Voluntary Organisations’, stressed the need for cooperation 

between the state and what could be described today as the third sector (Anheier, 2006). 

Back then, the collection of voluntary and other community organisations in the UK 

had not been considered as a unified sector. Hence, the Wolfenden Committee Report 

was the first within a theme which perceived the sector as a unified whole (Kendall, 

2000). Nevertheless, the long period of Conservative government (1979–1997) was 

associated with a growing but still ad hoc attention to the sector. The Conservative 

government, to some extent, intended to utilise the capacity of voluntary and 

community organisations as a supplier of some goods and services (Deakin, 2001). Yet, 

the dominant philosophy of government policy was to expand the scope and scale of the 

private sector and, by doing so, to restructure the economy. Privatisation aimed at 

restraining public expenditure and reducing public sector functions as a service 

provider. This in turn led to the creation of quasi-markets in areas such as health and 

social care (Bartlett and Le Grand, 1993).  

 

The last decade of the twentieth century brought significant changes to the political 

arena in the UK. At the beginning of the 1990s, the Labour government-in-waiting 

embraced Conservative economic policy and its support for markets, and the 

involvement of commercial organisations in some areas of service policy delivery. Yet, 

the Labour party’s commitment to social justice remained the same, giving a platform 

to declare a proactive stance identifying the benefits and potential contribution of a 

vibrant third sector. As a result, Tony Blair and his leadership of the Labour Party 

brought new interest related to the third sector and its potential to contribute to 

economy and society (Kendall, 2000; Labour Party, 1997).  
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 A meaningful moment that brought significant changes in economic policy in the UK 

was the election of the Labour government in May 1997. Similar to many other 

industrialised countries during the last quarter of the twentieth century, the promotion 

of self-interest, self-reliance and individual opportunity by the Conservative 

government had been at the expense of community and the promotion of public services 

(Inglehart, 1997). This shift in policy was captured by Margaret Thatcher’s observation 

that ‘there is no such thing as society’,  which idea brought about personal gain for 

those people able to capitalise on Conservative values but also led to rising economic 

inequality, social exclusion and an increased polarisation of society, dividing it between 

those who ‘have’ and those who ‘have-not’.  

 

To meet the needs of society, the incoming Labour government promised to implement 

new policies tackling economic inequality and social exclusion. At this point, the 

government embraced the third sector, creating policies directed at strengthening its 

role. It was New Labour that reviewed the institutionalised assumption of a two-sector 

economy based on either private or public ownership and control of production of 

goods and services. As described in Section 2.2.2, the private sector, comprising 

corporations, firms and entrepreneurs, is characterised by self-interest and focuses on 

profit maximisation or shareholder value. The public sector, on the other hand, provides 

goods and services to those likely to be underprovided for and to those unable to access 

private sector suppliers. Hence, a traditional approach viewed the market in a two-

sector framework (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 Key policy initiatives influencing third sector and social enterprise creation (England) 

 

 

Source: based on Haugh and Kitson (2007); Rifkin (1995); Kendall (2000, 2003); DTI 

(2002); OTS (2006). 

 

As noted by Haugh and Kitson (2007), a number of organisations that were neither 

profit-making nor statutory, and which aimed to deliver social and environmental 

benefits, would not fit into this classification. Instead, they operated outside, or 

between, the private and the public sectors. Such organisations have been referred to at 

policy level as the voluntary and community sector or, more generally, the social 

economy. Finally, in 1995, a new term - the third sector - describing non-profit 

organisations, charities, community groups and voluntary associations, was introduced 

in the UK (Rifkin, 1995). It is noteworthy that at that time the concept of the third 
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sector was not new: references to it had already appeared in the USA (Levitt, 1973) and 

in EEC/EC official documents of the mid 1980s (Kendall and Anheier, 1999). In a 

relatively short time, the third sector in the UK had received considerable government 

support (Kendall and Almond, 1999) that enabled it to move from the economic margin 

towards the mainstream (Kendall, 2000; Osborne and McLaughlin, 2004; Cairns et al., 

2005). Currently, it plays an increasing role in economic, political and social life.  

 

Third Way as a change driver 

As noted by Pearce (2003), the political idea behind community economic development 

was that there had to be a better way to run the affairs of communities; that economies 

should have been predicated on concepts of common good rather than unlimited private 

gain. The view that the only alternative to private ownership was state ownership, 

which had been seen as a precondition for achieving socialist objectives, became 

distinct to New Labour and its Third Way (Giddens, 1998, 2000).  

 

The Third Way became a political philosophy which tried to resolve the ideological 

disputes between liberalism and socialism. Moreover, it combined neo-liberalism with 

renewal of civil society and identified a new role for the state as an enabler. The Third 

Way believed in civic activism, suggesting that to create a strong economy and strong 

society, citizens should possess both rights and responsibilities. It also endorsed and 

promoted engagement with the voluntary and community sector to address a 

community’s needs (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). Hombach (2000:1) claims that the Third 

Way was:  

‘a path between competing ideologies, a system that represents a 

realistic response to the changes that have taken place in the world’ 

and which supersedes ‘the extremes of free market economics on the 

one hand and a centralised state economy on the other’.  

 

The capitalist structures, as well as the liberated markets which create a division 

between people in need and those who are successful and rich, were criticised; it was 

noted that there was a potential alternative to capitalism (Pearce, 2003; Amin, 2009). 

Combining economic and social goals, social enterprises could be perceived as an 

organisational exemplar of the third sector (Grenier, 2009; Haugh and Kitson, 2007). 

 

The appearance of the third sector in the UK could be associated with New Labour’s 
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philosophical stance - The Third Way (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). The new way, the 

Third Way, positioned New Labour to travel on the free market edge. In one way, New 

Labour’s policy embraced many aspects of Thatcherism, such as the primacy of free 

markets and the hollowing out of demand management policies (Kitson, 2004). On the 

other hand, however, there have been some shifts in policies, such as an increased focus 

on education, employability and innovation. It may be not surprising, then, that some 

academics describe social enterprise as a neo-liberal response to problems caused by 

neo-liberal policies (Affleck and Mellor, 2006; Blackburn and Ram, 2006). Regardless 

of people’s perceptions, the state’s role remained limited and demoted to acting as the 

lubricator of the market (Coates, 2002).  

 

New Labour and third sector development  

Shortly after the 1997 election, the new government began to initiate changes aimed at 

strengthening the third sector (e.g. new legislation), and in 1998 New Labour started co-

operating with groups representing the third sector (Home Office, 1998). This led to the 

promotion of the ‘community sector’ improving their relationship and mainstreaming 

the sector into the Government’s policy agenda. The Compact scheme, introduced by 

the UK Home Office in 1998, unified the government’s policies relating to the third 

sector and drew the latter into its central policy agenda (Kendall, 2000, 2003). 

 

Two policy initiatives undertaken by the end of 1998 encouraged the English 

government to create an administrative structure to deal with the enhanced role of the 

third sector, and in 1999 the Active Communities Directorate (ACD) was established at 

the Home Office (see Figure 2). The ACD formed the Voluntary and Community Unit 

and the Voluntary Services Unit with the aim of fostering and strengthening society 

(Kendall, 2000, Home Office, 2003, 2004b). The significance of the government and 

third sector organisations’ cooperation, and recognition that such organisations could 

deliver services on behalf of government, was made explicit.  

 

Further endorsement of the UK government’s support for the third sector took place in 

2002 when the Cross Cutting Review (HM Treasury, 2002) reported on the role of third 

sector organisations in the provision of public services in the UK. In the foreword to the 

review, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury wrote (p.4):  
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‘We believe that voluntary and community sector organisations have 

a crucial role to play in the reform of public services and 

reinvigoration of civic life.’  

 

This review made it clear that, in the near future, third sector organisations would play 

an important role in reforming public services and delivering statutory services 

(Osborne and McLaughlin, 2004). The review identified lack of funding to support 

development of third sector organisations. This, in turn, led to direct government 

investment and establishment of capital investment funds with the aim to support the 

third sector in public service delivery (for instance, in 2004 the fund Futurebuilders 

received £125 million to support English third sector organisations; the fund was 

focused on social enterprises that needed financial investment to become self-

sustaining).  

 

Reasons for collaborating with the third sector  

According to Haugh and Kitson (2007) a number of factors led New Labour to 

collaborate with the third sector. Firstly, the focus on efficiency of a free market led to 

attempts to ‘marketise’ the public sector. This created opportunities for different 

delivery mechanisms for the first sector as well as signalling the way for third sector 

organisations to work in partnership with the government, or other providers, to deliver 

public services. Secondly, following an increasing focus on local and regional delivery 

of policy, third sector organisations have become better positioned and viewed as 

locally embedded, and seen to be more likely to articulate the needs of local 

communities and focus on the final users. Moreover, there was an awareness that third 

sector organisations tend to be more flexible in providing services and goods when 

compared with centralised bureaucracy and that, although sometimes questionable 

(Davies, 2006), they engender more trust than the public and private sectors (Bubb, 

2006). This, however, might reflect the continued denigration of the public sector that 

was evident during the Thatcher period (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). Finally, a new policy 

agenda developed by the Labour government embraced issues of social exclusion and 

the environment; areas in which the third sector has had a strong presence, and where 

goods and services could be delivered at low cost to government. As such, it has been 

also noted that:  

 

‘the third sector has historically played an important role providing 
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public services, identifying needs, campaigning for change and 

developing dynamic, innovative solutions’ (HM Treasury and Cabinet 

Office, 2006:37).  

 

Due to its potential to deliver elements of public services, the third sector is supported  

by policymakers (DTI, 2002, 2006; HM Treasury, 2004, 2005) who are willing to even 

further enhance its economic impact (HM Treasury and Cabinet Office, 2006; The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b) and, in particular, to increase its delivery of services 

(HM Treasury, 2002, 2004, 2005). The financial constraints under which the third 

sector operates were recognised (SQW, 2007a, 2007b) and the need to enhance the 

cooperation between the third and public sectors was noted (HM Treasury, 2006; 

National Audit Office, 2007). Consequently, in October 2007, after reviewing the third 

sector, the UK government announced that it would invest over £515m in third sector 

programmes between 2008 and 2011. 

 

Yet, the ‘friendship’ between the public and the third sector, and support directed 

towards the latter, was well calculated. In reality it could be that New Labour, willing to 

follow the Conservative government’s spending plans, and to help expand the role of 

markets in the public sector, embraced the third sector. Consequently, while some 

perceive the rise of the third sector as a by-product of recent policies, others view it as 

central to them.  

 

Nevertheless, although it was New Labour that ‘gave a voice’ to third sector 

organisations, it was the third sector that proved to be industrious. The third sector 

influenced policy by exposing its potential. For instance, HM Treasury and Cabinet 

Office (2006:42) noted that:  

 

‘a narrow focus on financial efficiency and value for money in the 

delivery of public services may have unintended consequences for the 

third sector’s ability to help transform public services.’  

 

This, in turn, caused the creation of new policy initiatives further supporting the third 

sector and, in particular, social enterprises. 
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2.3.2 EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE POLICY 

The growing capacity of the third sector encouraged policymakers to consider it as an 

important part of the economy. The UK government recognised the entrepreneurial 

potential of the sector and established the Social Enterprise Unit (SEnU) at the 

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI, 2002). Shortly afterwards, in 2002, the DTI 

launched the social enterprise strategy (DTI, 2002), against which it published its first 

progress report in 2003.   

 

Social enterprise strategy  

The social enterprise strategy implied that successful social enterprises demonstrate 

four key values including: enterprise, competitiveness, innovation and social inclusion. 

The ‘enterprise’ dimension indicates social enterprises’ risk-taking approach. Social 

enterprises are considered to have a more dynamic, adaptable and flexible approach 

when compared with the public sector, which is more risk-averse (HM Treasury, 2002). 

The second value, ‘competitiveness’, links to social enterprises’ ability to provide the 

same quality of services for less than the current cost to the public sector. Following on, 

the aspect of ‘innovation’ means that social enterprises should be able to work 

creatively and find new solutions for service delivery problems through adapting 

quickly to changes driven by outside forces (Reed and Stanley 2005; Glor, 2002; OTS, 

2006). ‘Social inclusion’ suggests that social enterprises have a specific approach to the 

communities they serve which enables them to achieve a close understanding of and 

commitment to their client groups (HM Treasury, 2002). In addition, they are willing to 

include a diverse range of stakeholder interests in their governance structures (Turnbull, 

2001). However, measurement of the indicated elements was seen to be potentially 

problematic and was not specified (HM Treasury, 2002).  

 

At this time, the social enterprise strategy reflected the new approach of non-profit 

organisations, which, due to scarce financial resources, began to reject grant 

dependency and turned to pursuing financial independence through trading. Setting out 

its strategy for social enterprise, the government launched the Social Enterprise Action 

Plan in 2006 (OTS, 2006); its four main areas aimed to: foster a culture of social 

enterprise, especially by inspiring the next generation to start thinking about the social 

impact of business; improve the business advice, information and support available to 
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social enterprises; tackle the barriers to access to finance that restrict the growth of 

social enterprises; and enable social enterprises to work effectively with government to 

develop policy in areas of expertise (Cabinet Office, 2009a). The Social Enterprise 

Action Plan set out to raise awareness of social enterprises ensuring they had the right 

to support, advice and finance. As such, this represented a ‘quiet revolution’ in England 

which, in 2007, was mirrored in Scotland (see Chapter 2.3.3).  

 

Further, the increasing popularity of social enterprises brought creation of the Social 

Enterprise Coalition which became the UK's national body for social enterprise. Thus, it 

is the context as well as actors within this context that create and shape the 

environment; it seems to be an ongoing process where the context and actors co-

construct.  

 

Consolidation of the third sector  

In 2006, by combining the Active Communities Directorate and the Social Enterprise 

Unit, the Office of the Third Sector (OTS) was established under the wing of the 

Cabinet Office. The OTS obtained responsibility for the government’s work to support 

co-operation and enhance participation (through better regulation and investments) of 

the third sector organisations in delivering public services. This indicated that the policy 

was favourable towards, and keen to support, the development of organisations such as 

social enterprises. For instance, in one of the OTS reports, the former Prime Minister 

emphasised the role of social enterprise by saying: ‘we know that, throughout the 

country, there are programmes being delivered by social enterprises that work 

brilliantly. It is groups like these at the front line of delivery who know about what 

works and what doesn’t. Their creativity, their innovation, their energy, and their 

capacity to build trust are helping us to meet the tough challenges ahead and to drive 

improvements, to extend choice and to give a voice to the public’ (OTS, 2006:2). Also, 

a report commissioned by the DTI (ECOTEC, 2003:2) referred to social enterprise as 

the ‘trading’ arm of the third sector, and ‘that part of the social economy which is 

primarily engaged in trading’. It appears then that activities such as trading, enterprise 

and entrepreneurialism were deliberately promoted within a policy discourse (Birch and 

Whittam, 2008). A momentum had been generated and a push to identify ways to 

provide public services in partnership with social enterprise was being explored (e.g. 

Cabinet Office, 2002; DTI, 2003, 2006; OTS, 2006; HM Treasury, 2002).  
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As noted, the potential of the third sector was quickly detected by and incorporated into 

New Labour’s policy agenda. Yet, it took more time to incorporate it into Treasury 

policy. For example, the Treasury’s statement of the foundations of its supply side 

policy (Balls et al., 2004) did not emphasise the role of the third sector or social 

enterprises. Still, Chancellor Gordon Brown’s foreword to the statement, indicated that 

the government was ‘stepping up efforts to pioneer decentralised public service 

delivery’, which would include empowering ‘private and voluntary sectors to deliver 

services in innovative ways which meet local needs’ (Brown, 2004:xiii). Moreover, 

revealing his support, Brown called for more investment in social enterprises in the UK.  

 

By 2006, the economic role of the third sector and social enterprises was becoming 

more defined and explicit. According to Brown (2006a): The truth is that much of the 

best work in communities takes place through third sector organisations and their 

alliances with you, including social enterprise - a term not widely recognised five years 

ago. Fifty five thousand social enterprises founded for a social purpose, united by a 

commitment to social innovation and today finding new ways to tackle existing social 

challenges’. Later in that year he remarked (Brown, 2006b): ‘I am optimistic first of all 

because of the dynamism and power of what I see as the great forces of change today in 

British civic society: the growing role of social enterprise, the expanding corporate 

social responsibility of companies, the proliferation of local community and 

environmental action, the innovation and diversity of the third sector as a whole.’ 

Yet, according to Haugh and Kitson (2007) the outcome of social enterprises had been 

concentrated around social and environmental aspects; less attention was given to the 

real economic impact of social enterprise. They noticed that the Social Enterprise 

Strategy (DTI, 2002) rarely emphasises that social enterprises can ‘create new goods 

and services and develop opportunities for markets where mainstream business cannot, 

or will not, go’ (DTI, 2002:21). Instead, it stresses aspects of social exclusion, 

neighbourhood renewal, ‘bringing excluded groups into the labour market’ (p.7) and 

‘helping to develop an inclusive society and active citizenship’ (p.8). Also, a joint 

Treasury and Cabinet Office Report on the future of the third sector focuses on 

‘building social capital . . . providing community services . . . promoting participation 

and empowerment . . . (and) contributing to local regeneration’ and not on the direct 

economic impact of the sector (HM Treasury and Cabinet Office, 2006:11). Haugh and 
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Kitson (2007) claim that this reflects the fact that, prior to the creation of the Office of 

the Third Sector in 2006, the responsibility for third sector and social enterprise policy 

belonged to the ACD and the DTI, not with the Treasury, which, in reality, had ‘a 

virtual monopoly’ on the formation of economic policy.  

The United Kingdom general election of 2010 brought new changes and led to the 

emergence of the coalition government between the Conservatives and the Liberal 

Democrats. Still, the policy has clearly continued an initial interest in social enterprises 

and their development. Under the new government, the OTS was replaced by the Office 

for Civil Society (OCS) taking responsibility for charities, social enterprises and 

voluntary organisations in the Cabinet Office. Nick Hurd, who took the title of Minister 

for Civil Society explained that within the next few years, government policy will focus 

on placing more resources into the sector, strengthening its independence and 

resilience. It was announced that the OCS’s task is to make it easier for third sector 

organisations, including social enterprises, to work with the state (Mair, 2010; Teasdale, 

2010). Some claim that this ‘re-branding’ is an attempt by the new coalition 

government to distance themselves from the language of New Labour (Teasdale, 2010). 

Initiated by the New Labour government and its Third Way, the political movement 

empowering communities and promoting collaboration between the state and its 

citizens is now adopted and further developed by the Conservative government and its 

Big Society agenda. ‘Big Society’ advocates ‘a society where people come together to 

solve problems and improve life for themselves and their communities; a society where 

the leading force for progress is social responsibility, not state control’ (The 

Conservative Party, 2010a:1). Therefore, it is apparent that the government cannot 

respond to all social, political and economic changes on its own. Thus, empowering 

communities to transform public services has become a core element of the Big Society. 

There is a desire to give citizens, communities and local governments more power, 

information and responsibility to face local challenges. Also, a need to find ways to 

support and harness citizens groups and gear organisations up to provide public 

services, for example through social enterprises, had been identified (Cabinet Office, 

2010a, 2010b). As such, the Big Society encourages people to take an active role in 

their communities and get involved in planning and delivering services; hence, the 

government promotes ‘sustainable communities’ (The Conservative Party, 2010a, 

2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b). Thus, social enterprises might find positive 
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ground for their development in the era of the Big Society. The outcome of the latest 

changes is as yet unknown; what is certain is that the field is evolving and reshaping.   

Table 1 presents selected UK policy documents relating to development of social 

enterprises. 

Table 1 Selected UK policy documents relating to development of social enterprises  

Publication 

date  

Title Description and relation to social enterprise activities   

1978 The Wolfenden 

Committee Report - 

The Future of 
Voluntary 

Organisations 

Stresses the need for cooperation between the state and what could be 

described today as the third sector. The report was the first within a 

theme which perceived the sector as a unified whole. 

1997 Building the Future 

Together: Labour’s 

policies for 

partnership 

between the 

government and the 

voluntary sector; 

The Labour Party 

Brings new interest related to the third sector and its potential to 

contribute to economy and society. 

1998 The Compact; 

Home Office 

The Compact between central government and the voluntary and 

community sector in England and Wales, which sets out an agreement 

to improve their relationship for mutual benefit. The purpose of the 
Compact is to promote a better working relationship between the 

government and the voluntary sector, aiming to improve the quality of 

life of local people within local communities. A key priority for the 

Compact was the production of a good practice guide to funding and 

procurement.   

1999 Enterprise and 

social exclusion; 

HM Treasury 

The goal of this report is to identify how to generate more enterprise in 

deprived communities. That means getting more new businesses to 

start, and more businesses to grow and prosper. 

The document recognises that building human and social capital 

through enterprise activities makes local communities stronger and is 

essential for successful regeneration.  

2002 Private Action, 

Public Benefit: A 

Review of Charities 

and the Wider Not-

for-Profit Sector; 

Cabinet Office 

Indicates the economic and social contributions of charities and the 

wider not-for-profit sector to society. The paper states that the sector’s 

independence is vital to its success and that the government has an 

important role to play in setting the framework within which the sector 

operates. The government wants to support a not-for-profit sector 

which is modern, dynamic, innovative, accountable, and engages with 

diverse communities. 

The review aims to modernise charity law and status to provide greater 

clarity and a stronger emphasis on the delivery of public benefit; 

improve the range of available legal forms enabling organisations to be 
more effective and entrepreneurial; develop greater accountability and 

transparency to build public trust and confidence; and ensure 

independent, fair and proportionate regulation. Entrepreneurialism is 

encouraged, indicating that charities increasingly seek entrepreneurial 

ways to secure a sustainable income. This review proposes to provide 

greater freedoms by removing the requirement for trading charities to 

establish separate trading subsidiaries. 

2002 The Role of the Describes how central and local government can work more effectively 
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Voluntary and 

Community Sector 

in Service 

Delivery: A Cross-

cutting Review; 

HM Treasury 

with the sector to deliver high quality services. It recognises the need to 

build a new partnership using the sector’s strengths to challenge and 

stimulate new ideas, complement shared objectives and take forward 

the development of social policy. This partnership is about new ways of 

thinking through the role and structure of government and the voluntary 

sector and the method of public service delivery. The paper states that 

voluntary and community organisations including social enterprises 
have a key role to play. 

2002 Social Enterprise: a 

Strategy for 

Success; DTI 

This publication provided the first social enterprise strategy promoting 

social enterprise development. It defined social enterprises as 

‘businesses with primary social objectives whose surpluses are 

principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the 

community, rather than being driven by the need to maximise profit for 

shareholders or owners’. The strategy indicates that social enterprises 

‘create new goods and services and develop opportunities for market`s 

where mainstream business cannot, or will not, go’. It indicates that 

social enterprises play a role in helping to develop an inclusive society 

and active citizenship and ‘have the potential to a far greater role in the 

delivery and reform of public services.’ 

2003 The Financing of 

Social Enterprises; 
Bank of England 

(document 

commissioned by 

the government) 

Reports the discovery that the social enterprise sector has limited 

appeal to those private investors willing to consider venture capital 
investments, and recognises a lack of available external finance as a 

barrier to expanding trading activity of social enterprises. 

2003 Enterprise for 

Communities: 

proposals for a 

community interest 

company. Report 

on the public 

consultation and 

the government’s 
intentions; DTI, 

HM Treasury 

The concept of the Community Interest Company (CIC) was originally 

outlined in the Cabinet Office Strategy Unit report ‘Private Action, 

Public Benefit’. Following a positive response to that report, the 

government launched this technical consultation, aimed at further 

introducing CICs. It considers responses to the previous report and 

summarises the comments made by those respondents.  

2003 Guidance on 

Mapping Social 

Enterprise: Final 

Report to the DTI 

Social Enterprise 

Unit; DTI (by 

ECOTEC) 

This report was produced in response to the apparent lack of a 

comprehensive and consistent evidence base to support the on-going 

growth of the social enterprise sector at a UK national level. The 

guidance is designed to be of practical help in undertaking social 

enterprise mapping across a range of geographical scales and for any 

purpose. 

 

2003 There’s More to 

Business Than You 

Think; SEC 

Provides information about social enterprises in the UK, giving basic 

definitions and explanations of the legal and financial aspects of social 

enterprise. 

2004 Firm Foundations: 

the Government’s 
Framework for 

Community 

Capacity Building; 

Home Office 

Promotes the engagement of citizens and communities with public 

bodies in order to tackle problems together, highlighting the fact that 
the government can only achieve many of its objectives if it fully 

involves citizens and communities. This means investing in initiatives 

to build the skills, abilities, knowledge and confidence of people and 

community groups, to enable them to take effective action and to play 

leading roles in the development of their communities. It also means 

expanding learning and development within public services, so that 

professionals, practitioners and policy-makers are better equipped to 

engage with citizens and communities.  

2004 Think smart – think 

voluntary sector! 

Good Practice 

Guidance on 

Procurement of 

Government procurement policy requires that all procurement must be 

based on value for money. This document supports opening supply 

opportunities to voluntary and community organisations, building 

effective relationships with them, and removing some of the barriers 

they face in the successful delivery of government service contracts. It 
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Services from the 

Voluntary and 

Community Sector; 

Home Office 

also recognises the need of a new approach to the sector by government 

decision-makers, indicating that the potential contribution of the 

voluntary and community sector is often overlooked. 

2004 An Introduction to 

Community Interest 

Companies; DTI 

This publication began as series of fact sheets to promote CICs, to help 

people consider whether a CIC may suit their needs, and to allow them 

to register their interest. 

2005 More for your 

money - a guide to 
procuring from 

social enterprises 

for the NHS; SEC 

A guide to achieving better outcomes from NHS procurement and 

suggests how social enterprises as suppliers can help to achieve this. It 
targets those involved in procurement decisions and those involved in 

developing procurement policy, and illustrates how contracting with 

social enterprises has benefited a range of NHS organisations. 

2005 Exploring the Role 

of the Third Sector 

in Public Service 

Delivery and 

Reform; HM 

Treasury 

This report clarifies the scope of the third sector and the value it brings 

to the quality and effectiveness of public services. It identifies 

challenges that must be overcome, such as gathering better evidence 

and fostering awareness amongst policymakers.  

2005 A Survey of Social 

Enterprises Across 

the UK; DTI’s 

Small Business 
Service by IFF 

Research 

Details findings from a survey of social enterprises across the UK and 

aims to improve understanding of social enterprise activity. It provides 

an estimate of the number of social enterprises in the UK. The main 

objective of the survey is to understand the nature and extent of the 
social enterprise sector. 

2005 The Regulator of 

Community Interest 

Companies; DTI 

States that the government have created Community Interest 

Companies as a new type of company for those wishing to establish 

social enterprises. 

2006 Social enterprise in 

primary and 

community care; 

SEC 

Recognises that social enterprise has the potential to make a significant 

contribution to health reform, particularly around primary and 

community care, through its capacity to engage and empower patients, 

staff and other stakeholders in new models of delivery. 

2006 Our health, our 

care, our say: a new 

direction for 

community 

services. Health 

and social care 
working together in 

partnership; DH  

This document sets out a vision for the future of community services 

and creates respond to what people want and expect of services. The 

paper recognises a need to explore potential of community resources 

and social enterprises as health and care service providers. 

2006 Improving 

Financial 

Relationships with 

the Third Sector: 

Guidance to 

Funders and 

Purchasers; HM 

Treasury 

The aim of this paper is to set out best practice and provide guidance on 

effective and efficient use of public funds in a way that is consistent 

with the principles of public accountability. 

It states that social issues can be incorporated legitimately into the 

purchasing cycle where they are relevant to the subject of the contract. 

It supports thirds sector organisations and social enterprises. 

2006 Social Enterprise 

Action Plan, 

Scaling New 
Heights; Cabinet 

Office, OTS  

 

Indicates that the government is committed to working with the finance 

and social enterprise sectors to develop a scheme that improves the 

ability of social enterprises to access the finance they need. As part of 
that work, OTS allocated £10 million to addressing the equity gap 

faced by social enterprises when trying to expand their businesses. The 

plan sets out to raise awareness of social enterprises, emphasising their 

potential in tackling social challenges in innovative and enterprising 

ways.  

2007 Welcoming social 

enterprise into 

health and social 

care. A resource 

pack for social 

Aims to help social enterprises to understand and maximise the very 

real and growing opportunities in health and social care. 

It implies that more health and social care services will be provided by 

an increasingly diverse range of providers, in new and different ways, 

giving patients real choice over how and where they are treated, 
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enterprise providers 

and commissioners; 

DH, Social 

Enterprise Unit 

creating a system where organisations can push up standards, and  as a 

result, make services more convenient and effective for patients and 

service users. Social enterprises are recognised as innovative, flexible 

and non-bureaucratic organisations that have a potential to reform 

health and social care service provision. 

2007 The Future Role of 

the Third Sector in 

Social and 
Economic 

Regeneration: Final 

Report; HM 

Treasury and 

Cabinet Office  

Identifies the third sector as a player that contributes to building social 

capital, providing community services, promoting participation and 

empowerment and contributing to local regeneration. This report 
indicates a need to demonstrate the third sector’s impact more 

persuasively through a stronger evidence base. It stresses that the 

combination of producing social, economic and/or environmental 

returns through a business approach contributes to multiple government 

objectives around meeting social and environmental needs, increasing 

enterprise, improving public services and promoting ethical markets. 

The report states that there is benefit in government promoting 

enterprising solutions within the wider third sector, supporting 

organisations to achieve sustainability through diversification of 

income streams and development of trading strategies. 

2007 Research on Third 

Sector: Access to 

Finance; Report to 
the OTS by SQW 

This report identifies a significant transitional period that the third 

sector is facing in which many third sector organisations, including 

social enterprises, are moving from grant reliance to contract-based 
funding sources, leading to a more independent, self-determining 

financial basis, drawing, where possible, on organisationally generated 

reserves and debt finance. Barriers to accessing finance by the third 

sector organisations are indicated. 

2007 Consultation on the 

risk capital 

investment fund for 

social enterprise; 

Cabinet Office, 

OTS 

Demonstrates the existence of the equity gap faced by social enterprises 

recognising that the main evidence for the gap is derived from the 

experiences of mainstream small and medium sized enterprises. It looks 

to the market for further evidence to strengthen the case that social 

enterprises do encounter an equity gap when looking to expand their 

businesses. 

2007 Healthy Business, a 

Guide to Social 

Enterprise in 
Health and Social 

Care; SEC 

A guide for those interested in social enterprise and the benefits of 

working with, setting up or working for a social enterprise – 

particularly those operating in primary, community or social care. It 
includes case studies of social enterprises already providing health and 

social care services for the NHS and local authorities.  

2007 Social enterprise 

and social 

innovation: 

strategies for the 

next ten years; 

Cabinet Office of 

the Third Sector by 

Leadbeater, C. 

Recognises that the government faces rising challenges including the 

ageing society, climate change, the disaffection of some groups of 

people, and the rise of lifestyle-related long-term conditions; these 

require novel approaches and challenge existing public service 

institutions to innovate. It is speculated that this is a reason to expect 

social enterprises to have a continuing influence on business and 

politics. 

2007 What is the future 

of social enterprise 

in 
ethical markets?; 

Cabinet Office, 

OTS 

This report explores a range of new opportunities for social enterprises 

to create and enlarge ethical market activity in the UK. It indicates a 

need for social policy to address creatively the socially entrepreneurial 
processes that can develop these opportunities to ensure they maximise 

their ultimate impact. It also stresses that policy-makers must have the 

opportunity to play a crucial role in facilitating social entrepreneurs and 

promoting ethical markets. 

2007 How can 

innovation in social 

enterprise be 

understood, 

encouraged and 

enabled?; Cabinet 

Office, OTS 

This document states that a more nuanced look at how social 

enterprises meet their goals is required. Social enterprises are often 

responses to government and market failure. Many social enterprises 

respond to meeting needs that cannot be fully self-sustaining, or can be 

so only in exceptional circumstances, because they operate in weak or 

fragile markets. This publication raises the need for further exploration 

of different ways to support social enterprises and the social premium 

or added value that they produce.  

2007 What is the role of Emphasises the extensive roles for social enterprises in creating and 
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social enterprise in 

finding, creating 

and maintaining 

employment for 

disadvantaged 

groups?; Cabinet 

Office, OTS 

maintaining employment for disadvantaged groups. A range of 

mechanisms that could act as boosters to develop this market support is 

indicated.  

2007 Why measuring 
and communicating 

social value can 

help social 

enterprise become 

more competitive?; 

Cabinet Office, 

OTS 

This document states that better information relating to the impact of 
public spending on social inclusion and inequality is required. Social 

enterprises can influence, both through their work and their ability to 

measure social impact, the extent to which those spending recognise 

the relevance of social value. The paper indicates that social value 

could be released by the development of social accounting. 

2007 Social enterprise 

action plan - One 

year on; Cabinet 

Office, OTS 

Assesses the Social Enterprise Action Plan (2006) and aims to promote 

social enterprises and show a favourable environment for setting up and 

running social businesses.  

2007 Social enterprise 

and social 
innovation: 

Strategies for the 

next ten years; 

Cabinet Office, 

OTS 

This paper stresses that politicians, policy-makers and civic leaders can 

make a unique contribution by changing the way society frames its 
challenges and mobilises public, private and voluntary resources to 

meet them. It also states that the government needs a framework for 

social innovation in which social enterprise is likely to play a critical 

role. 

2007 Local Area 

Agreements and the 

Third Sector: 

Public Service 

Delivery; National 

Audit Office 

 

States that the government is keen for third sector organisations, 

including social enterprises, to play a greater role in public life building 

‘social capital’, promoting volunteering, representing the community 

and delivering public services. The focus of this report is on the impact 

which Local Area Agreements have had in increasing the role of the 

third sector in the delivery of public services. It indicates that the 

government has put in place a range of initiatives to support third sector 

organisations and to encourage public bodies to work with them, 
particularly focusing on changes to public procurement and grant 

funding, which put third sector organisations on an equal footing with 

other suppliers. 

2008 High Quality Care 

For All - Final 

Report; DH 

This report recognises a need for change – locally-led, patient-centred 

services. In relation to social enterprises it encourages and enables staff 

to set up social enterprises by introducing a staff ‘right to request’ to set 

up social enterprises to deliver services. 

2008 Social Enterprises: 

Diversity and 

Dynamics, 

Contexts and 

Contributions; 

SEC/ESRC 

Presents a review of selected academic research and policy documents 

relating to social enterprise and the third sector. Acknowledging the 

diversity within social enterprises, moving beyond the definitional 

debates and recognising particular sub-types of social enterprises for 

what they are, is indicated as important.  

2008 NHS Next Stage 
Review. Our vision 

for primary and 

community care; 

DH 

Sets out the Department of Health’s vision for primary and community 
care services and a strategy to support patients and the public, 

clinicians and the local NHS in achieving continuous improvements in 

the quality of services. Social enterprises are indicated as potential 

contributors to improved and modernised service delivery.  

2008 Social enterprise 

action plan - Two 

years on; Cabinet 

Office; OTS 

Describes progress made since introducing the Social Enterprise Action 

Plan launched in 2006, indicating that a positive environment for social 

enterprise development does exist. 

2009 Real Help for 

Communities: 

Volunteers, 

Charities and 

This document portrays social enterprises as organisations that 

contribute to a wide range of government agendas. Innovative and 

entrepreneurial third sector organisations are presented as important in 

delivery of future policy. The emerging needs and untapped potential 
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Social enterprises; 

HM Government, 

OTS, Cabinet 

Office 

of the third sector are identified. 

 

2009 Empowering 

communities to 

influence local 

decision making - 
A systematic 

review of the 

evidence; 

Department for 

Communities and 

Local Government 

This review aims to identify mechanisms empowering communities, 

showing that community management and/or ownership of assets and 

social enterprise encourages community participation and enhances 

empowerment. The importance to provide ongoing support to 
individuals and communities is noted. 

 

2009 Leading the way 

through social 

enterprise - The 

Social Enterprise 

Pathfinder 

Programme 

evaluation; DH 

Provides guidelines and recommendations for those involved in setting 

up a social enterprise to deliver health and social care services. It 

identifies ingredients for success, benefits of the social enterprise 

model and challenges existing in the field. 

2010 Big Society, Not 

Big Government: 

Building a big 

Society; The 

Conservative Party 

This document advocates ‘a society where people come together to 

solve problems and improve life for themselves and their communities; 

a society where the leading force for progress is social responsibility, 

not state control.’ To make these reforms work, social enterprises, 

charities and voluntary groups are encouraged to develop and deliver 

innovative and high quality public services. Specifically, new policies 

provide social enterprises with the start-up funding and support they 

need to bid for government contracts or work towards delivering 

services under a payment-by-results model. 

2010 Invitation to join 

the government of 

Britain; The 

Conservative Party, 
The Conservative 

Manifesto 

This publication states that a country is at its best when the bonds 

between people are strong and when the sense of national purpose is 

clear. It recognises that Britain’s economy is overwhelmed by debt, 

social fabric is frayed and political system has betrayed the people. The 
paper emphases that these problems can be overcome if citizens and 

government work together. Big Society encourages people to take an 

active role in their communities and get involved in the planning and 

delivering services; hence, the government promotes ‘sustainable 

communities’. 

 The Manifesto proposes a public service reform programme enabling 

social enterprises, charities and voluntary groups to play a leading role 

in delivering public services and tackling deep-rooted social problems. 

2010  The Coalition: Our 

programme for 

government; HM 

Government, 
Cabinet Office 

 

The Big Society is part of the wider localism and devolution agendas, 

though it has impacts across the majority of policy areas because it is 

about local people getting involved in their communities and in the 

planning and delivery of services. The document suggests giving local 
communities greater control over public health budgets with payment 

by the outcomes they achieve in improving the health of local residents. 

It also suggests giving public sector workers a new right to form 

employee-owned co-operatives and bid to take over the services they 

deliver. 

2010 Building the Big 

Society; Cabinet 

Office  

The government cannot respond to all social, political and economic 

changes on its own. A need to find ways to support and harness citizens 

groups and gear organisations up to provide public services, for 

example through social enterprises, is identified. Building the Big 

Society states the Government’s desire to ‘put more power and 

opportunity into people’s hands’. The document outlines some agreed 

policies giving communities more powers; encouraging people to take 

an active role in their communities; transferring powers from central to 
local government; and supporting co-operatives, mutuals, charities and 
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social enterprises. 

2010 No More Business 

as Usual - A Social 

Enterprise 

Manifesto; SEC 

States that current economic challenges require a greater plurality of 

businesses that operate for more than profit alone, that foster social and 

environmental innovation, that are ethical in their motivations, and 

accountable to their employees, consumers, and communities. It 

highlights priority areas that are fundamental to increasing social 

enterprises’ contribution to the UK.  

 

2.3.3 POLICY IN SCOTLAND 

For a number of years Scottish policy was in line with UK national policy. Following a 

referendum on devolution proposals in 1997 and the Scotland Act 1998, the devolved 

Scottish Parliament was created in 1999. This brought (decentralised from the UK 

government) powers to make primary legislation in certain policy areas; for instance, 

the Scottish Parliament attained control over many aspects of local economic 

development. As such, two main development bodies in Scotland, including Scottish 

Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise, attained responsibility for a range of 

economic activities and elements of social and community development.  

 

Social economy in Scottish policy   

At the beginning of the new millennium, and following the national trend, the Scottish 

Executive (under the Labour government), began reviewing policies to promote the 

social economy; at that time, the Scottish Executive Development Department and one 

of its agencies - Communities Scotland – recognised, and planned to strengthen, the 

role of the third sector. Although it could be argued that Scottish policy extended New 

Labour government developments, in Scotland for a long time an emphasis was placed 

on the wider social economy and not, specifically, on social enterprise (Birch and 

Whittam, 2008). Hence, in 2004, Local Social Economy Partnerships (LSEP), 

supporting and coordinating activities of social economy organisations, were created in 

every local authority in Scotland (Scottish Executive, 2004a, 2006c). The process was 

supported by the £18 million Futurebuilders Scotland programme and the Social 

Economy Unit in Communities Scotland. Like the English Futurebuilders fund, 

Futurebuilders Scotland was aimed towards ‘investment’, ‘training’ and ‘support’, and a 

large proportion of this funding (£12 million) was designed to enable medium and 

large-sized organisations (already providing services) to promote ‘capital investment 

and to encourage them to operate in a more business-like fashion’ (Scottish Executive, 

2004a:4). In accordance with UK policy, the Scottish Executive believed that social 
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economy organisations could contribute to the improved delivery of public services 

(Communities Scotland, 2007a, 2007b) and become an effective player in delivering 

some goods and services (Scottish Executive, 2003).  

 

Political support for social enterprise is Scotland  

As noted, English and Scottish policies regarding social enterprise differ. Nevertheless, 

although it had no jurisdiction over Scottish legislation, the Department of Trade and 

Industry (England) worked closely with Scotland supporting and influencing 

enterprising third sector organisations. As a result, ‘Better business – a strategy and 

action plan for social enterprise in Scotland’ was published in 2007. For the first time 

in Scotland, social enterprises received direct attention in policy papers. Thus, Scotland 

followed England which recognised the potential of social enterprises and, thereafter, 

made it distinctive in their policy documents (DTI, 2002, 2006; Haugh and Kitson, 

2007).  

 

The creation of the Scottish social enterprise strategy followed a wide consultation and 

was the result of close partnership between the Scottish Executive, Communities 

Scotland, Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise as well as social 

enterprise representatives. Supporting the strategy, Ian Mitchell, former director of 

Communities Scotland, noted: ‘we expect the combined efforts of the group, with the 

backing of the strategy, to act as a launch pad to make social enterprise a core 

consideration for those people responsible for buying goods and services in both the 

public and private sectors’ (Scottish Government, 2007b). He added that ‘the social 

enterprise sector deserves recognition and development support, but has the potential 

to expand on its own merit.’ The social enterprise strategy and action plan for Scotland 

(Scottish Executives, 2007) highlights the contribution social enterprises make in 

relation to economic growth and business development while simultaneously meeting 

social objectives. In line with the English social enterprise action plan, this document 

aims at: raising the profile and demonstrating the value of social enterprise; opening up 

markets to social enterprise; increasing the range of finance available to social 

enterprises; and developing the trading capacity of social enterprises through better 

business support. The social enterprise strategy for Scotland could be perceived as a 

first step towards radical changes in the field by creating appropriate ground for 

development of social enterprises. 
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Drawing on the English Social Enterprise Coalition, the Scottish Social Enterprise 

Coalition (SSEC) became the national collective lobbying and campaign voice for 

social enterprise in Scotland (SSEC, 2009). The SSEC represents the needs and 

interests of social enterprise to politicians, policy makers and opinion formers. It aims 

to promote social enterprises and wants ‘Scotland's people and political leaders to 

recognise and value social enterprises as high quality businesses with a difference, 

using their 'more than profit' ethos to meet Scotland's social needs’ and views social 

enterprises as ‘a thriving and entrepreneurial sector of the economy, successfully 

trading in a range of markets and able to access the support and resources they need to 

compete, grow and flourish’ (SSEC, 2009). Acting as a voice for social enterprises, The 

SSEC identified key policy challenges including: finance and a need for new 

investment models tailored to key stages in social enterprise development; business 

support tailored to the business profile; procurement and policy which recognises the 

added value delivered by social enterprises and their contribution to public service 

delivery; business growth and related to it a joined-up growth strategy to support 

expansion in key areas such as health, recycling and childcare; enhancing skills 

development, learning and knowledge transfer to enable growth of social enterprises; 

impact measurement and a need to create robust, widely accepted models of measuring 

social, environmental and economic impacts delivered by social enterprises; and profile 

raising activities.  

 

Scottish Government and social enterprise  

Further development and an increasing interest in social enterprises continued after the 

General Election of 2007 when the first ever pro-independence Scottish Government 

under the Scottish National Party was established. The significance of social enterprises 

was discovered, possibly due to numerous findings indicating the importance and the 

contribution that those organisations make to the national UK and Scottish economy. 

For instance, according to research conducted for the Scottish Government, in 2008 the 

turnover of the third sector in Scotland reached £3.87bn. Moreover, it was estimated 

that social enterprises – including co-operatives, housing associations, development 

trusts, social firms, and recycling businesses - contributed two thirds of that figure with 

a combined turnover of around £2-2.5bn (SSEC, 2009). According to the DTI Small 

Business Service survey 2005, there were nearly 1,100 social enterprises in Scotland, 
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with £1.26bn turnover, 20,900 employees and 18,500 volunteers (DTI, 2005b). Two 

years later, there were more than 3,000 social enterprises in Scotland (Scottish 

Executive, 2007a). It could be perceived from these statistics that the number of social 

enterprises has been rising, although the measurements and definitions used in both 

surveys could differ, which could lead to a false impression being given. Nevertheless, 

the Scottish Government believes that social enterprise can contribute more to the 

delivery of better public services (Scottish Government, 2011). To benefit from social 

enterprise, however, the government must create appropriate ground for its 

development (Communities Scotland, 2007).  

 

Currently, the Scottish Government is committed to the development of an enterprising 

third sector in Scotland and this support is expressed through available funding (£93 

million up until 2011 and further £7 million between 2011 and 2014). Evidence of this 

can be found in the Enterprising Third Sector Action Plan 2008-2010 that was launched 

in 2008 and other policy documents (e.g. Just Enterprise Fund and the Enterprise 

Growth Fund, Scottish Government, 2011). These documents aim to inform the creation 

of the right conditions for third sector organisations (including social enterprises) 

promoting social entrepreneurship, opening markets to an enterprising third sector and 

raising the profile of enterprise in the third sector. They also recognise the importance 

of the third sector in helping the Scottish Government achieve its purpose of creating a 

more successful country with opportunities for all to flourish, through achieving 

sustainable economic growth (Scottish Government, 2010a, 2011; Nicholls, 2006, 

2008). Also, financial support for social enterprises is available through initiatives such 

as the Scottish Investment Fund, Third Sector Enterprise Fund, the Social Entrepreneurs 

Fund and Just Enterprise and Enterprise Growth Fund (SSEC, 2009; Scottish 

Government, 2011). 

 

Socially entrepreneurial Scotland  

Scotland appears to be receptive to the idea of social enterprise (Scottish Executive, 

2007a). In one way, it could be perceived that this interest in social enterprise originates 

from UK national policies promoting enterprising third sector; on the other hand, 

however, it could be driven by concerns with financial self-sufficiency of both the 

organisations themselves in terms of grant dependency (Jones et al., 2007), as well as 

for local communities in relation to government funding, and the implementation of 
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government policy (e.g. public service reform) through social enterprise (Ridley-Duff, 

2007; Birch and Whittam, 2008). McGregor et al. (2003) note that social enterprise type 

organisations can be used by the government where the public sector is unable or 

unwilling to take on the full costs of service delivery. As a result, organisations 

associated with the third sector and social enterprise have become important players and 

contributors to public policy and are increasingly looked on to provide a significant 

proportion of social services (Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007b, Scottish Government, 

2010a). For instance, in the Highlands and Islands, third sector organisations are 

particularly active in complementing statutory public service provision: housing, social 

care, healthcare, community development, employment and child-care (SQW, 2002). 

Consequently, although not verified by research, this could suggest that local authorities 

are becoming aware that social enterprises can be effective and cost-efficient delivery 

agents.  

 

The following Table 2 presents selected Scottish policy documents relating to 

development of social enterprises. 

Table 2 Selected Scottish policy documents relating to development of social enterprises  

Publication 

date  

Title Description and relation to social enterprise 

activities   
2000 The Way Forward: 

Framework for 

Economic 

Development in 

Scotland. Edinburgh: 

Scottish Executive 

Recognises the reduction of poverty and social exclusion can be 

achieved through the integration of all people who have the 

capacity to work into the mainstream of economic activity. The 

Framework recognises that programmes and policies that seek to 

integrate all in society into the mainstream of economic activity not 

only bring important social benefits - the reduction of poverty and 

social exclusion - but they are important contributors to the broad 

economic growth objectives of the Executive; there are instruments 

of economic development that can be deployed to encourage and 

promote the economic strength of the more deprived areas within 

Scotland. 

2002 The Social Economy: 
A literature review;  

Communities 

Scotland 

This document reviews research into the ‘social economy’, and 
aims to generate an improved and shared understanding of the 

social economy as the basis for a joint action in the interests of the 

third sector. 

2003 A Review of the 

Scottish Executives’ 

policies to promote 

the  Social Economy;  

Scottish Executives 

This report sets out a strategic framework for strengthening social 

economy organisations. It states that good relationships between 

social economy organisations and the public and private sectors are 

vital in order to use their complementary strengths. The document 

encourages voluntary sector organisations to become more 

‘business-like’ and relates to social enterprise activities. The 

Review envisages more social economy organisations taking on 

service delivery, more diversification, and a culture of continuous 

improvement in service quality.   

2004 Futurebuilders This review recognises that the social economy is active in many 
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Scotland – Investing 

in the Social 

Economy, Scottish 

Executives 

areas that contribute to the Executive’s strategic objectives. It states 

that the social economy is often at the forefront of developing 

innovative services in areas such as child care, health care and 

housing that help to close the opportunity gap and contribute to 

community regeneration. 

2004 Closing Opportunity 

Gap; Scottish 

Executives 

Recognises social inequalities. It states that volunteers and 

voluntary organisations are key elements in healthy and inclusive 

society. The paper foresees working in partnership with the 
voluntary sector and supporting it within the framework established 

by the Compact between government and the sector.  

2004 A Smart Successful 

Scotland; Scottish 

Executives 

This document aims to improve the quality of life through 

increasing the economic opportunities for all citizens. It recognises 

that the social economy in Scotland grows and employs a large 

number of people. The paper identifies a need to facilitate the 

development of social economy organisations which present 

growth potential.  

2005 Choosing our Future 

– Scotland’s 

Sustainable 

Development 

Strategy; Scottish 
Executives 

This strategy recognises that Scotland's greatest resource is its 

people. It states that businesses, community and voluntary sector 

organisations contribute towards sustainable development and 

promotes partnership. 

2005 A Vision for the 

Voluntary Sector – 

The Next Phase of 

our Relationship; 

Scottish Executives 

Emphasises the contribution the sector makes to Scotland including 

its role in service delivery. The paper discusses ways of assisting 

the sector to grow this role and explores this as part of a strategic 

discussion on public service reform. 

2006 Changing Lives - 

Report of the 21st 

Century Social Work 

Review; Scottish 

Executives 

This document sets out a compelling and challenging vision for the 

future direction of social work services. The report recognises a 

need for effective communication and partnership between the 

Scottish Executive, national agencies, local authorities, their 

partners in the public, voluntary and private sectors, and with 

people who use services and their carers. 

2006 Workforce Plus: an 

Employability 

Framework for 
Scotland; Scottish 

Executives 

This paper promotes economic growth, sustainable development 

and aims to reduce disadvantage and inequality. One way of 

tackling these is through employability. The document states that 
employability is a key function for many social economy 

organisations, including social firms and social enterprises. 

2006 Transforming Public 

Services: The next 

phase of reform; 

Scottish Executives 

Indicates the need to create more flexible and user-centred services. 

It promotes a smart successful economy and protects the most 

vulnerable, delivering social justice and quality of life, and 

safeguarding the living standards of citizens. A need to work with 

communities, learn from and collaborate with voluntary and private 

sectors, whilst respecting what is valuable about the public service 

ethos, is noted. 

2006 People and Place – 

Regeneration Policy 

Statement; Scottish 

Executives 

States that successful regeneration – the lasting transformation for 

the better of places and communities – is central to achieving the 

Executive’s main goal of sustainable economic growth. The paper 

indicates that the growth and development of the social enterprise 
and social economy might help in achieving those goals.  

2006 Perceptions of the 

Social Economy; 

Communities 

Scotland  

This publication examines perceptions of what is understood by the 

term ‘social economy’, the services provided by the sector and the 

quality and quantity of these services. The report concludes that the 

profile of the social economy in Scotland is low and a lack of 

clarity about the term exists.  

2006 Making the Case, 

Social Added Value 

Guide; Communities 

Scotland 

 A guide to assist social enterprises and voluntary organisations 

within Scotland to understand and identify social added value tools 

that would best suit them in securing investment or proving their 

impact from delivering public services. The document indicates 

that social economy is made up of social enterprises and voluntary 
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organisations that use a business-like approach to delivering goods 

or services. It promotes sustainable social businesses indicating that 

they are becoming increasingly important for the social economy. 

2006 A social enterprise 

strategy for Scotland: 

a consultation; DTI 

This document brings increasing focus on social enterprise and 

recognises the contribution that social enterprises make. The paper 

describes social enterprise as a business model where social, 

community or environmental purpose is the most important factor. 

2007 Better value: 

purchasing public 
services from the 

social economy; 

Communities 

Scotland 

Demonstrates the social, economic and environmental advantages 

associated with contracting social economy organisations 
delivering public services. An accompanying document - Better 

Value - the social economy delivering public sector contracts - 

contains case studies of social economy organisations successfully 

delivering contracts in Scotland. 

2007 Better business. A 

strategy and action 

plan for social 

enterprise in 

Scotland; Scottish 

Executives  

Represents the first social enterprise strategy for Scotland; social 

enterprises receive direct attention in policy papers (before the 

publication, Scottish policy used to blend social enterprise into the 

broader social economy). The strategy presents social enterprise as 

a dynamic, sustainable and credible way of doing business, 

delivering services and actively improving Scottish communities.  

2007 Better health, better 

care; Scottish 

Government 

Recognises the role of the voluntary and community sector in the 

design and delivery of health-related services.  It promotes 

collaboration between the government, private and voluntary 
sectors in order to tackle health inequalities.  

2007 All Our Futures – 

Planning for a 

Scotland with an 

Ageing Population; 

Scottish Executives 

This document identifies challenges associated with ageing 

population. It states that the government, all local authorities, 

public agencies, the private sector and the voluntary sector should 

work together to develop health and care services. It also indicates 

that voluntary organisations should search for new opportunities to 

offer community-based and tailored care and support services to 

people. Building capacity to increase participation of voluntary 

organisations is noted. 

2007 Bigger, Better, 

Bolder. Social 

enterprise solutions 

for Scotland; SSEC 

Promotes social enterprises and states that the sector can be bigger 

(social enterprises seek to deliver the greatest possible benefit to 

their community and drive change faster and wider), better (social 

enterprises are community focused, promote participation and are 

sustainable – making them better equipped to deliver long-term 
change) and bolder (their independence enables social enterprises 

to be innovative and ambitious). Right support and political is 

noted as essential for social enterprises to develop. The document 

calls for delivering 10% of public spending through social 

enterprise by 2012. 

2007 The government 

economic strategy; 

Scottish Government  

This document focuses on creating a more successful country with 

opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish through increasing 

sustainable economic growth. The strategy foresees support for 

social enterprises and investments in an enterprising third sector 

ensuring the provision of start-up assistance. 

2007 How social 

enterprises can 

deliver for Scotland?; 
SSEC 

Suggests that social enterprises can contribute to policy agendas 

creating wealthier, fairer, healthier, safer, stronger, smarter and 

greener Scotland.  

2008 Scoping Study: 

Support for 

Social Enterprise 

Start-ups; Scottish 

Government 

This paper examines the support available to start-up social 

enterprises in Scotland. The document states that the government is 

well placed to help to create an environment that allows social 

enterprises to emerge and flourish.  

2008 Trading for 

transformation. A 

briefing on reserved 

UK policy issues 

affecting Social 

Calls for an appropriate use of fiscal incentives which could 

stimulate the growth of social enterprises by enhancing 

competitiveness, encouraging investment, and promoting 

innovation.  
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Enterprises in 

Scotland; SSEC 

2008 Enterprising Third 

Sector Action Plan 

2008-2011; Scottish 

Government 

This document aims to create the right conditions for third sector 

organisations (including social enterprises) promoting social 

entrepreneurship, opening markets to an enterprising third sector 

and raising the profile of enterprise in the third sector. It also 

indicates that collaboration and joint working across the public, 

private and third sectors needs to be improved.  

2010 Enterprising Third 
Sector Action Plan - 

Progress Report; 

Scottish Government 

This progress report recognises the importance of the third sector 
(including social enterprises) in helping the Scottish Government to 

achieve sustainable economic growth and build more successful 

country. 

 

 

2.3.4 DOES THE POLICY MATTER? 

Changes in political environments 

Policies have progressed since the enterprise culture of the Thatcher era. In one way, 

post-1997 Labour aimed at developing a culture of science enterprise and, on the other 

hand, that of social enterprise. Science enterprise policies had been designed to improve 

the UK’s competitive position on the world stage (DTI, 1998). In contrast to this, the 

government’s social enterprise strategy addresses a wide range of social and 

environmental issues. Clearly, New Labour brought significant changes and moved the 

third sector from the economic periphery towards the socioeconomic centre. Third 

sector organisations are presented as an important wellbeing contributor to reducing 

social exclusion, poverty and environmental degradation as well as enhancing social 

capital and the delivery of public services (Evers, 2001). Although the evidence tells of 

‘struggle and limited achievement’ (Amin et al. 2002:116), the third sector is perceived 

to have economic impact reducing official, and more importantly, hidden 

unemployment by helping those marginalised by the labour market to re-enter 

employment. The concern, however, is that policymakers might take advantage of the 

third sector (and in particular social enterprises) and withdraw public service provision. 

As noted by Leadbeater (2007), social enterprises are proposed as the answer to the 

limitations of public service provision and needs that governments cannot or do not 

reach.  

 

It seems that a lesson (i.e. the importance of the public and the third sector co-

operation) of the past has been understood and incorporated into current policy. For 
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instance, modern ‘enterprise education’ is promoted as an agent of change and vehicle 

of development. Yet, there is no sense of the ‘born entrepreneur’, or the single-minded, 

confident individual determined to ‘do it alone’. Instead, in policy papers (as opposed to 

academic literature) there seems to be a wider approach being promoted and supported - 

one where people work collaboratively creating value and wealth for their communities. 

This ‘community’ approach requires a set of appropriate skills, a marketable 

opportunity and resources in order to establish a sustainable social enterprise. Hence, 

enterprise culture is a very malleable construct, moulded to the vagaries of the political 

climate and institutional influences that endeavour to shape its meaning for particular 

social and political ends. Although according to Leadbeater (2007) social enterprises 

make up a small part of the third sector, they matter in overall business ecology as they 

are pioneering in showing how business can operate successfully whilst also taking into 

account social and environmental aspects. While the political dialogue around 

‘enterprise’ varies in some notable respects from that of Thatcher (i.e. individualism is 

de-emphasised and ‘team-enterprise’ promoted), the over-inclusiveness of the concept 

remains.  

 

What is the future of social enterprise? 

It seems that the government recognises the contribution of social enterprise foreseeing 

its growth. Social enterprise policy is orientated around the promotion of social 

enterprises as they enhance public services, social cohesion and regional regeneration 

(The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b; Scottish 

Government, 2010a, 2010b, 2011). The document: Big Society, Not Big Government: 

Building a big Society states that: ‘We will use the state to help stimulate social action, 

helping social enterprises to deliver public services’ (The Conservative Party, 2010a, 

p.37). Hence, the importance and demand for social enterprise is likely to grow. The 

issues that social enterprises deal with (such as social justice, inequality and inclusion, 

community integration, environment, trade justice and development) will not 

‘disappear’. Instead, the government faces rising challenges including the ageing 

society, climate change, the disaffection of some groups of people, and the rise of 

lifestyle-related long-term health conditions (Boyle et al., 2010). All these require novel 

approaches and challenge existing public service institutions to innovate (Leadbeater, 

2007). As a result, social enterprise is now promoted at the national level (The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b; Scottish Government, 
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2010a, 2010b, 2011). The policy is part of a neo-liberal shift concerning the way in 

which public services are to be organised and delivered, with the down-sizing of the 

welfare state. Non-state players are being stimulated to deliver social services (Boyle et 

al., 2010; Leadbeater, 2007) and the UK governments suggest a role for communities in 

developing social enterprises to provide services. Both Scottish and UK governments 

want social enterprises to grow their contribution to the economy (The Conservative 

Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b; Scottish Government, 2010a, 

2010b, 2011). Policy support is manifest in social enterprise strategies (DTI, 2002, 

2006; Scottish Executive, 2007a) and the currently favourable policy climate may be 

the most important factor underpinning the rise of social enterprises in the countries 

constituting the UK. Yet, it is important to distinguish between policy agendas (i.e. 

discursive claims) and policy initiatives (i.e. implementation). Public bodies have to 

understand the social, economical and environmental benefits for communities, the 

society and the government generated by social enterprise. The government needs to 

ensure that the sector retains its unique capabilities and does not absorb and replicate 

the business objectives and strategies of the private sector. Policymakers should not 

perceive social enterprises as a cut-price source of welfare provision to those unable to 

access the goods and services they require and are entitled to.  

 

Social enterprise and possible policy directions  

In collaboration with the Cabinet Office, Leadbeater (2007) pictured likely directions of 

public policy for the next decade of social enterprise. To do this, however, he related to 

past events indicating that there is a continuity of events which produces a cause-effect 

relationship (see Table 3).  
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Table 3 Likely directions of public policy  

 
 

Leadbeater (2007) questions whether policy-makers in central and local government 

have the tools and the power to bring about change. Yet, it seems that the field needs 

more time to develop and the development process needs to be incremental rather than 

rapid. Leadbeater (2007) developed ‘the chain of events’, arguing that the growing 

number of social enterprises can bring more positive impact (Figure 3). Yet, he also 

noticed that the whole process should not be simply about more social enterprises, but 

also about stronger social enterprises which create more sustained social impact.  
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 Figure 3 Relation between number of social enterprises, social entrepreneurs and social impact 

 

 

Based on: Leadbeater (2007) 

 

The emergence of social enterprise in the UK is set to grow as the government seeks to 

promote and sustain social enterprise activity at national, regional and local levels (DTI 

2002, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish Government, 2007a; The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b, 2011). Contributions 

to public service delivery are a particular area identified for growth (Boyle, 2010). 

Within this context, the social enterprise is identified as playing an important role in 

engaging with the public to deliver innovative services, contributing to the delivery of 

public policy objectives such as modernisation and generating opportunities for 

individuals and communities by engaging local people and enhancing individual skills 

and creating social capital (Scottish Executive, 2003; Evers, 2001). The value of third 

sector organisations to service provision has also been identified by independent 

research (JRF, 2005). In particular, the desire to ‘harness the contribution’ of unpaid 

social care has been noted (Scottish Executive, 2003), as demographic trends indicate 

the need for unprecedented levels of services for an ageing population.  

 

It could be argued that a political will to support third sector organisations has evolved 

over the years and that the context as well as the actors have played a major role in this 

development; it seems that, fairly recently, there has been significant progress in policy 

relating to social enterprises. Yet, there are many questions which remain unanswered. 

Is the policy agenda really following changes in the environment? Are policymakers 

sufficiently supportive? Are communities ready to take partnership with the state in 

service delivery? Can the whole concept of social enterprise actually work? The 

important issues relating to community capacity level as well as community readiness 
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should be also explored. It is also important to look at barriers to developing social 

enterprises and act to remove them. It might appear that, sometimes, policy is 

overenthusiastic or maybe even unrealistic. It is necessary to be aware of existing 

barriers and promoters for social enterprise development; if the accurate support to 

social enterprises is provided and if the major barriers to their development are 

overcome, social enterprises could thrive.  

 

2.4 SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS 

For many years, entrepreneurship research has given little attention to the process of 

entrepreneurship in a social context (Shaw and Carter, 2007). Yet, policymakers do 

seem often to use terms associated with commercial entrepreneurship for social 

entrepreneurship and, indeed, imply that some activities in which both forms of 

entrepreneurship are involved are similar, if not the same (DTI, 2002, 2005b). Some 

claim that, over the years, traditional entrepreneurship evolved and adopted a social 

dimension (Shaw and Carter, 2007; Carrasco, 2007; Bruchell and Cook, 2006). 

Consequently, to understand the meaning of social entrepreneurship it is helpful to 

consider what the term ‘entrepreneurship’ encompasses. 

 

Entrepreneurship was first defined more than 250 years ago (Austin et al., 2006). As 

with most social phenomena, the concept is complex (Berglund and Johansson, 2007; 

Gartner, 1990). According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, entrepreneurship is: 

 

‘…any attempt at new business or new venture creation, such as self 

employment, a new business organisation, or the expansion of an 

existing business by an individual, team of individuals or established 

business’ (Harding, 2006:7).  

 

The activity of entrepreneurship is concerned with the ‘discovery and exploitation of 

profitable opportunities’ (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000:217). As a process, 

entrepreneurship involves knowledge, information, innovation, change, creativity, 

discovery, development, movement, virtue, action, risk, uncertainty and exploitation 

(Berglund and Johansson, 2007). Some conceptualisations of entrepreneurship focus 

their attention on economic functions, representing it as an engine of economic 

development (Acs and Audretsch, 2003) and a process through which the economy as a 

whole is advanced (Schumpeter, 1934). Being seen as a process taking place in various 
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spaces and dimensions, and due to a diversity of definitions, Parkinson and Howorth 

(2008:289) speculate that entrepreneurship is essentially an ‘indefinable concept that is 

idiosyncratic, perpetually morphing and intrinsically unstable’.  

 

It is pertinent to highlight that, in recent years, commercial entrepreneurship itself has 

taken a social turn, with social outcomes increasingly desired as by-products or foci of 

entrepreneurial activity. Carrasco (2007) claims that enterprises are part of society and, 

as such, they need to consider social demands. Shaw and Carter (2007) indicate a 

growing number of businesses that combine business generation with social objectives. 

It is claimed that, although the entrepreneurial process is value-gathering, it cannot be 

treated in a purely isolated economic sense. Many writers conclude that it is sustained 

by, and anchored in, the social context (Johannisson et al., 2002; Bruchell and Cook, 

2006; Sarason et al., 2006; Jack and Mouzas, 2007; Jack and Anderson, 2002). The 

social products of entrepreneurship have a positive impact on societal development by 

bringing employment and innovation. According to Jack and Mouzas (2007), actors do 

not make decisions in a vacuum but rather consult others, and are influenced by others 

in their environment; thus, more recognition should be given to the influence and 

impact of the social context and the embedded nature of economic behaviour 

(Granovetter, 1985; Aldrich and Zimmer, 1986). Therefore, entrepreneurship could be 

described as a ‘social undertaking’ and one which must be understood within the 

context of social systems (Sarason et al., 2006:287). Bruchell and Cook (2006) provide 

evidence that commercial entrepreneurship is becoming more socially aware, with the 

emergence of a movement towards corporate social and environmental responsibility. 

 

Social entrepreneurship  

The late 1990s heralded a new term, ‘social entrepreneurship’, in the literature (Dees, 

1998a, 1998b; Johnson, 2000; Thompson, 2002, 2008; Zadek and Thake, 1997; 

Pomerantz, 2003; Harris et al., 2009). Although the popularity of considering social 

entrepreneurship is growing, the understanding of it has been characterised as being 

‘limited to anecdotal case studies and instrumental analyses of efficiency and 

operational best practices’ (Nicholls and Cho, 2008:99).  

 

As previously described regarding the emergent concept of social enterprise, the term 

‘social enterprise’ has emerged as a new ‘catch-all’ label for describing the work of 
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community, voluntary and public as well as private organisations (e.g. social enterprise) 

working for social rather than for-profit objectives (Shaw and Carter, 2007). It might be 

summarised as entrepreneurial activity with community goals, generating profit for re-

investment in the social enterprise or in the community (Harding, 2006).  

 

Austin et al. (2006:1) state that social entrepreneurship is:  

 

‘an entrepreneurial activity with an embedded social purpose’ and 

define it as: ‘an innovative, social value creating activity that can 

occur within or across the non-profit, business, or government 

sectors.’ 

  

It could be argued that as ‘entrepreneurship’ is regarded as a mechanism through which 

temporal and spatial inefficiencies in an economy are discovered and mitigated, ‘social 

entrepreneurship’ could be understood as a process that recognises social inequalities, 

imperfections and market failures and sets out to address them in an entrepreneurial 

way (Kirzner,1997). 

 

Hence, social entrepreneurship refers not only to the establishment of social enterprises 

(Haugh, 2005; Mair and Marti, 2006; Birch and Whittam, 2008), but also to a range of 

activities underpinned by the principles of utilising opportunities to create social value 

and the creation of social purpose organisations to pursue social gain. In this context, a 

definition proposed by Nicholls (2008:23) might be most promising; it states that social 

entrepreneurship is a set of:  

 

‘innovative and effective activities that focuses strategically on 

resolving social market failures and creating new opportunities to 

add social value systemically by using a range of resources and 

organisational formats to maximise social impacts and bring about 

social change.’   

 

In other words, developing a new social enterprise is only one facet of social 

entrepreneurship. Another facet, for example, is maximising revenue generation by 

applying principles from for-profit business without neglecting the core mission. So, 

generating income might be an important part of the concept (Pomerantz, 2003).  

 

One view indicates that ‘social entrepreneurship is about finding new and better ways 
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to create and sustain social value’ (Anderson and Dees, 2002:192) rather than making 

money for a social good. Another approach articulates the importance of the 

‘enterprise’ aspect of social enterprises and their obligation to simultaneously pursue 

financial as well as social returns on investment (Peredo and McLean, 2006). So, 

‘social entrepreneurship is emerging as an innovative approach for dealing with 

complex social needs’ (Johnson, 2000:1) as it utilises business tools in order to find 

solutions to persistent social problems. Hence, it is important to remember that the 

central objective of commercial entrepreneurship is the attainment of economic returns 

as opposed to social entrepreneurship in which the main interest is the 

social/environmental value creation (Sharir and Lerner, 2006).   

 

Despite the fact that definitions and descriptions may appear fairly broad, there do seem 

to be common themes. Social entrepreneurship could be described as a movement that 

makes entrepreneurship social. In other words, this movement enables entrepreneurship 

to invent new possibilities, contribute to its heterogeneity and democratic spread in 

society, and to reach out for the idea of well-being (Steyaert and Hjorth, 2006). 

 

Steyaert and Hjorth (2006) indicate that social entrepreneurship represents a chance to 

change current understanding of entrepreneurship, stressing that entrepreneurship is 

connected to social change and societal transformation. Further, they argue that, by 

connecting entrepreneurship with social change, the ‘space’ of entrepreneurship 

becomes disclosed as part of society. Therefore, from a social science perspective, this 

‘societal’ entrepreneurship is linked with concepts of sociality such as relation, 

community, legitimacy, spatiality, resilience, citizenship and the public. In other words, 

‘sociality’ can be defined as the extent to which an organisation intentionally and 

effectively pursues the advancement of social objectives, and ‘entrepreneurialism’ as 

the ability to take risk, make profit and be innovative (Nicholls and Cho, 2008). 

Consequently, social entrepreneurship presents entrepreneurship as a complex social-

creative process that influences, multiplies, transforms, re-imagines and alerts outlook 

of the space of society in which it is at once grounded and contextualised (Steyaert and 

Hjorth, 2006). Traditionally, entrepreneurs were identified as ‘men of action’ motivated 

by a desire to ‘demonstrate to the world their success’, their independence and 

ambitions to make money (Schumpeter, 1934). More recent perspectives view the 

entrepreneur as emergent from their social world (Johannisson et al., 2002). The 
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number of individuals identified as social entrepreneurs is reported to have significantly 

increased in recent years (Mort et al., 2003; Roberts and Woods, 2005).  

 

Peredo and McLean (2006) explain the origin of the word ‘entrepreneur’, claiming that 

it comes from the French ‘entreprendre’ and the German ‘unternehmen’, both of which 

mean literally ‘to undertake’, as in accepting a challenging task. As entrepreneurship is 

‘the process of attempting ... to make business profits by innovation in the face of risk’ 

(Tan et al., 2003:10), entrepreneurs appear to be risk-takers and innovators who, when 

successful, contribute to creating economic value. Their main distinctive quality is their 

ability to mobilise resources to produce business from opportunities (Shane and 

Venkataraman, 2000). Berglund and Johansson (2007) emphasise the entrepreneur as a 

creative person who inspires hope and confidence in the future.  

 

Entrepreneurs are not homogeneous but multi-faceted and multi-talented (Shane and 

Venkataraman, 2000; Allinson et al., 2000; Brigham et al., 2007; Cools and Vermeulen, 

2008). Consequently, there might be different ‘types’ of entrepreneurs with different 

business motivations and spheres of operation.  

 

Dees et al. (2001) argue that social entrepreneurs are one species in the genus 

entrepreneur: entrepreneurs with a social mission; entrepreneurs are perceived as people 

who ‘mobilise the resources of others to achieve their entrepreneurial objectives’ and 

social entrepreneurs as people who act as ‘change agent[s] in the social sector’ (Dees et 

al., 2001:4). The authors suggest that social entrepreneurs act boldly without being 

limited by the resources at hand and exhibit a heightened sense of accountability to the 

constituencies served and for the outcomes created.  

 

Social entrepreneurs are often portrayed as agents who engage in entrepreneurial 

activity that contributes to social capacity-building, with economic development as an 

adjunct rather than a primary focus (DTI, 2002). They can be classified as people who 

initiate and make things happen: ‘the community leaders and community activities’ 

(Pearce, 2003:66) as well as ‘people with new ideas to address major problems who are 

relentless in the pursuit of their visions’ (Bornstein, 2004:1). Nicholls (2006, 2008) 

notes that social entrepreneurs work towards a merged value proposition that blurs the 

traditional view that the creation of economic value is separate from its social 
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equivalent. Value creation could include service delivery, empowerment and system 

innovation. In other words, social entrepreneurs seek to create social impact not only as 

a result of an operational process but also as a part of the process. It means that they 

look for opportunities to add social impact throughout their entire value chain.  

 

Importantly, and somewhat confusingly, social enterprises can be run either by social 

entrepreneurs or by (socially entrepreneurial) community groups. Interestingly, the 

majority of policy documents (DTI, 2002, 2006) emphasise the role of communities in 

running and developing social enterprises. Conversely, researchers are often interested 

in individuals – social entrepreneurs. This situation requires exploration. Pearce (2003) 

claims that it is important to recognise the difference between the person who is the 

innovator, who gets something going, and the person(s) who can sustain an enterprise. 

He also notes that, in many cases, people who start things are not the best people to 

sustain them on an ongoing basis. Starting, and then sustaining, a social enterprise may 

require different people, with different qualities and skills. This issue remains 

unexplored in social enterprise research (Sharir and Lerner, 2006).  

 

The shared term ‘entrepreneur’ implies common aspects held by social and commercial 

entrepreneurs (Cools and Vermeulen, 2008). Blair (1999) described entrepreneurs as 

people who ‘achieve extraordinary things in difficult circumstances’. This could apply 

to social and commercial entrepreneurs; both possess leadership, vision, drive and 

opportunism (Nicholls, 2006, 2008). Social and commercial entrepreneurs differ 

because of the different mission and distinctive challenges they face. Social 

entrepreneurs are frequently characterised as having a socio-moral motivation (Austin 

et al., 2006; Harris et al., 2009). This contrasts with aspects of Schumpeterian 

entrepreneurship (1934) presented in Friedman and Phillips’ (2003) work on mission 

orientated entrepreneurs in which: first, the entrepreneur defines success primarily in 

financial terms; second, the entrepreneur is strongly motivated by self interest; and 

third, the entrepreneur is focused on the process of achieving rather than achievement 

itself.   

 

Friedman and Phillips’ (2003) description of the entrepreneur is distinct from that 

representing the social entrepreneur as ‘romantic hero’: the creative, risk-taking actor 

who tackles social problems using new approaches, untapped resources, and ‘his or her 
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bare hands’ (Nicholls and Cho, 2008; Bornstein, 2004; Dees, 1998a, 1998b). In fact, 

Nicholls and Cho (2008) claim that, in many cases, social entrepreneurs develop and 

spread innovative approaches that differ significantly from existing methods of service 

delivery. However, according to Pearce (2003), people characterised today as social 

entrepreneurs have existed for many years, as the long and rich history of co-operatives 

and community enterprise testifies. The adoption of a new name is more a case of 

rebranding, emphasising the social purpose as well as the business role of the 

entrepreneur. It might be related to the contemporary political ethos that business 

techniques are the best way to run organisations.  

 

As noted previously, it tends to be assumed by academics studying entrepreneurship, 

that social entrepreneurship is exercised by individuals (Peredo and McLean, 2006). 

However Thompson (2002) notes this is a false generalisation. Entrepreneurship can be 

thought of as an extended activity which may be carried out by a team or a group of 

people (Stewart, 1989). Thus, it could be that it is a community group that acts as 

entrepreneurs/social entrepreneurs suggesting that a group of people could possess the 

range of needed entrepreneurial qualities.  

 

Differences between social and commercial entrepreneurs  

Barber (1998:467) defines an ‘entrepreneur’ as ‘a person who starts or organises a 

commercial enterprise, especially one involving financial risk.’  In relation to this 

interpretation, a social entrepreneur could be simply someone who establishes a social 

enterprise (Peredo and McLean, 2006). Based on Say’s (the 19
th

 century French 

economist) suggestion that a commercial entrepreneur creates new value by shifting 

economic resources out of an area of lower yield onto an area of higher productivity 

and greater yield (Malloch, 2005), Dees et al. (2001) claim that social entrepreneurs 

also create new (social) value by gathering resources and utilising them in effective 

ways to address social issues. Hence, it might be a commitment to providing social 

value that marks the divide between social and commercial entrepreneurs (Peredo and 

McLean, 2006). As argued by Sharir and Lerner (2006), to be a social entrepreneur 

means being an individual, a member of a group, or an organisation who/which carries 

out the work of identifying and creatively pursuing a social goal. 

 

Cognitive style is proposed as a way of recognising entrepreneurs (Allinson et al., 2000; 
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Cools and Vermeulen, 2008). The cognitive approach considers the knowledge 

structures and mental models used to make judgements and decisions involving 

opportunity evaluation, venture creation and growth (Mitchell et al., 2002). Cools and 

Vermeulen (2008) compared similarities and differences in the cognitive approach of 

commercial and social entrepreneurs, investigating three aspects proposed as related to 

‘entrepreneurial orientation’: risk-taking propensity, proactiveness (inclination to be 

opportunity-seeking and forward-looking) and innovativeness. In relation to cognitive 

style, they concluded that there are no significant differences between social and 

commercial entrepreneurs. They did find, however, that social entrepreneurs engage in 

apparently less innovative and risk taking approaches in activating their business 

compared with their commercial counterparts. Thus, willingness to engage in and 

support new ideas, creative processes and experimentation and to make large, risky 

commitments without knowledge of the probable outcome is less likely to occur in 

social enterprises. Cools and Vermeulen (2008) suggest that differences may be caused 

by the different orientation of social and commercial enterprises. Mitchell et al. (2002) 

support this perspective, stating that the environment frames entrepreneurs’ thinking. 

Corbett and Neck (2006) also concur, suggesting that corporate entrepreneurs possess 

the same cognitive ‘scripts’ as entrepreneurs starting independent businesses, but they 

act differently because they operate in different settings. Thus, it is possible that, when 

it comes to entrepreneurial orientation, social and commercial entrepreneurs are not 

necessarily different in their propensity to take risks. Instead, their risk aversion might 

be conditioned by an environment where being a social entrepreneur is not associated 

with accepting high financial risk.  

 

Entrepreneurs have a noted tendency towards a high tolerance for ambiguity, and learn 

how to manage the outcomes of risk-taking as learning experiences (Dees, 1998a, 

1998b). In his or her environment, the social entrepreneur can be the focal point for a 

needy group of people who have invested their personal faith in the social enterprise. 

Seeking funding for the idea of the social enterprise might require buy-in from public 

sector or third-sector agencies whose governance is in the public domain. There may be 

less hiding space for the social entrepreneur, who may operate quite visibly within and 

for their own community. This might exert a very personal pressure. Consequently, for 

social entrepreneurs, failure is not a private experience, but could cause disappointment 

to other people. Hence, Brinckerhoff (2000:1) claims that: social entrepreneurs are 
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‘people who take risk on behalf of the people their organisation serves.’  

 

Cools and Vermeulen (2008) propose that innovativeness is another aspect that 

differentiates commercial and social entrepreneurs. Interestingly, by declaring that one 

of the most important functions of entrepreneurs is to reform or revolutionise the 

patterns of production, Schumpeter (1934) proposes that innovation is at the heart of the 

entrepreneurial approach. Dees et al. (2001) note that, when compared to commercial 

entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs search relentlessly for new and better means for 

delivering social value. In this case, the notion of innovation itself may require 

unpacking in the context of social entrepreneurship. Social enterprises may not 

introduce innovative products or services, but they may produce previously tried 

organisational types, products and services in settings previously considered 

uneconomical or with staff groups previously considered unemployable. Their outputs 

may represent a social bonus. It might be argued that producing under a social banner 

utilising commercial tools is innovative in itself. Casson (1995) differentiates two types 

of entrepreneurship: first, ‘high entrepreneurship’ which involves a substantial degree 

of innovation; and second, ‘low entrepreneurship’ which is concerned with creating 

new enterprises replacing an existing model with no significant innovation. According 

to this categorisation, social entrepreneurship might represent a low type of 

entrepreneurship. Conversely, it might be a different environment and challenges 

‘shaping’ the characteristics of a social entrepreneur. This is supported by Mort et al. 

(2003) who claim that social entrepreneurs exhibit, in the social arena, the risk-

tolerance, innovativeness and pro-activeness displayed in a similar way by commercial 

entrepreneurs in their setting.  

 

Turning to opportunity perception, social entrepreneurs may see places for business 

where others do not because of their life and work experiences, beliefs and attitudes. It 

is suggested as mistaken to view opportunities as objective phenomena, separated and 

distinct from the entrepreneur (Shane, 2000; Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). Rather, 

opportunities should be conceptualised as occurrences, which are viewed and 

interpreted differently by different individuals. They take form as the entrepreneur 

defines them and the entrepreneurial process emerges through defining and evaluating 

perceived opportunities. Thus opportunities should not be viewed as an interpretation of 

a singular social and economic gap, but as an individually idiosyncratic 



64 

 

conceptualisation of an instantiated social and economic system (Sarason et al., 2006). 

Within this argument, it could be suggested that social and commercial entrepreneurs 

are ‘the same’ in that they identify opportunities; it is simply that their individual 

backgrounds, experiences and beliefs allow them to perceive opportunities in different 

places.  

 

Dennis (2000) and BarNir and Smith (2002) suggest that social entrepreneurs build 

networks and utilise them as an important strategic tool in a far broader range of 

contexts than commercial entrepreneurs. Social entrepreneurs employ networks for two 

reasons: to pool resources and strengthen their own venture and to deliver impact and 

create social value. A social entrepreneur’s approach to enterprise growth differs to that 

of a commercial entrepreneur; the former is focused primarily on social impact rather 

than profit maximisation (Austin et al., 2006; Anheier and Leat, 2006). As noted by 

Nicholls (2006, 2008) the drive to scale may not be the most appropriate option and 

maximum impact may best be achieved by staying small and local, deepening rather 

than broadening activities.  

 

Finally, Sahlman’s (1996) model captures the key elements critical for commercial 

entrepreneurship: the people, the context, the deal and the opportunity. These elements 

are used by Austin et al. (2006) to compare commercial and social entrepreneurship. 

Both, it is argued, are concerned with customers, suppliers, entry barriers, substitutes, 

rivalry, and the economics of the venture. Social and commercial entrepreneurs interact 

with these aspects differently because of differing missions and challenges. Social 

entrepreneurs may choose, for example, to pursue opportunities within an inhospitable 

environment because they have a social goal. Therefore social entrepreneurs may react 

in apparently perverse ways to adverse contextual conditions compared with their 

commercial counterparts who must make economic returns (Austin et al., 2006).  

 

Cools and Vermeulen (2008) note that research about social entrepreneurs is 

rudimentary. Poor identification and definition mean it is hard to compare literature that 

purports to describe social entrepreneurs (Thompson et al., 2000, Thompson, 2007). 

Thus it is important to evolve an understanding about those individuals who play a role 

in forming and shaping social enterprises. As such, it is essential to consider the 

question: What is the role of social entrepreneurs?  
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2.5 FACTORS AFFECTING SOCIAL ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT  

Having considered in some depth the current state of understanding of social enterprise, 

social entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurs, the review now moves to a 

consideration of factors affecting the extent to which social enterprises will grow and 

flourish. 

 

Sustainability  

When describing social enterprise, Birch and Whittam (2008) focus on the 

sustainability issue as a particular type of activity in which earned income aims to fulfil 

social objectives and represents a drive towards financial self-sufficiency. The UK 

Department of Trade and Industry (2002, 2005) states that social enterprises are 

organisations which, like mainstream businesses, trade in order to build long-term 

sustainability. It is suggested that social enterprises frequently evolve from voluntary 

organisations seeking financial stability:  

 

‘some social enterprises start off as businesses, most are in transition 

from their beginnings as voluntary sector organisations, dependent 

largely on grants and volunteers and working to increase traded 

income’ (DTI, 2002:13).  

 

The capacity to be sustainable is a key aspect promoting the survival of individual 

social enterprises. The general environment and context for social enterprises will have 

an impact on the extent to which social enterprises are sustainable. 

 

Some researchers claim that social enterprise is a consequence of a move from 

government grant-funding to contracts (Peattie and Morley, 2008). Alter (2007) 

explains that social enterprise could equally be an evolved solution to the ongoing lack 

of finance for voluntary sector organisations. Social enterprise could be perceived as a 

venture (perhaps within an organisation) that advances its social mission through earned 

income strategies (Seanor, 2006; Low, 2006; Bull and Crompton, 2006). 

 

It is estimated that as much as one-third of the revenue income of voluntary 

organisations comes from the sale of goods and services (Pearce, 2003) so many are 

well prepared to move into social enterprise. Figure 4 (from Dees 1998b) highlights the 

range of ways that social enterprises can generate finance. 
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Figure 4 Social enterprise hybrid spectrum  

Source: Dees (1998b:60) 

 

Figure 4 illustrates that social enterprises need to generate income and compete with 

other organisations in order to ensure their continued survival. The Department of 

Trade and Industry (2002:70) suggests that social enterprises should generate at least 

50% of their funding through trade; at the same time, however, it states that:  

 

‘for some [social enterprises] the social cost of their business will 

always be too great to permit the business to generate sufficient 

surpluses unless that cost is paid for, at least in part, by some other 

means.’  

 

Hence, social enterprises need, as suggested in the literature, to attempt to generate a 

mix of income from different sources. Pearce (2003) identifies a number of ways to 

generate financial resources; some of these relate to economic/commercial activities 

(trading on the open marketplace, tendering for public and commercial contracts), and 

some to social/philanthropic activities (fundraising, philanthropic donations, grants, 

subsidies, free work provided by volunteers). The UK Department of Trade and 

Industry (2002:29) says social enterprises:  

 

‘must see themselves as business, seek to become more professional 

and continuously raise their standards of performance and their 

ambitions’.  

 

Communities Scotland (2007) states that traditional terms such as ‘not-for-profit’ are 

less relevant to modern social economy organisations, many of which were established 

with a strong business drive. It is argued that ‘more than profit’ is a more appropriate 
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description as they trade in order to generate surpluses to reinvest.  

 

Needs and challenges  

Haugh and Kitson (2007) identify a number of challenges that the third sector must face 

before it can reach its full potential, stating that the government needs to provide 

commitment and develop a constructive partnership with the sector. The authors 

emphasise that an expansion of the third sector might encourage policymakers to use it 

as the instruments for the marketisation of the Welfare State and the privatisation of the 

public sector. It is suggested that despite existing funding opportunities, many social 

enterprises deal with under-investment which, in turn, can lead to a re-orientation 

towards market objectives in order to obtain finance. Consequently, the government 

should create policies that provide realistic assessment of the financial costs of services 

provided by social enterprises (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). Moreover, the ability to 

develop and grow a social enterprise, and its further success, depends on local leaders 

as well as their skills and vision. In many cases, such leaders acquired their knowledge 

in the workplace. Yet, to enhance their performance, the government should support 

training initiatives and teach future leaders in the sector how to obtain the balance 

between the multiple outcomes expected of third sector organisations. Following this, a 

threat of over-dependence on the third sector in delivering public policy objectives 

should be minimised. Governments must aim to achieve a balance between encouraging 

third sector organisations to expand in regions where they are under-represented, and 

supporting the further efficiency of the sector in places where it is well established.  

 

Here, it needs to be mentioned that, in its first UK social enterprise strategy (DTI, 

2002), the government recognised a number of major barriers to social enterprise 

growth. The strategy stated that there was a poor understanding of the particular 

abilities and value of social enterprises: policymakers had not considered social 

enterprise as a potential solution to a wide range of social and economic problems; 

business support providers had not targeted social enterprise or been able to offer 

available advice; finance providers had been unsure of the risk and appropriateness of 

lending to the sector; mainstream business had not seen the potential for new 

partnerships; voluntary organisations had not recognised the potential social enterprise 

offers them to move from reliance on grants towards greater self-sufficiency and people 

had not been inspired to set up social enterprises or see that as a valid career or 
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employment option. The strategy found little hard evidence to demonstrate the impact 

and added value of social enterprise: It also identified fragmented availability of 

accessible, appropriate advice and support that could address social enterprise needs. 

Difficulties in accessing appropriate finance and funding appeared to be another barrier 

hindering social enterprise growth. It was noted that assessing social enterprise risk 

profile and lack of a proven track record meant that lenders were unwilling to invest 

and financially support these businesses. Finally, Social Enterprise: a strategy for 

success (DTI, 2002) stressed that social enterprises had not always been good at 

presenting themselves coherently to policymakers, financiers and business support 

providers; this, combined with a lack of clarity regarding what social enterprises were 

had diluted the impact of the sector and made it more difficult for their needs to be 

identified and met. The document states:  

 

‘If a social enterprise is to be sustainable, its managers need to 

possess good business, financial and personal management expertise. 

Because of the social purpose that drives the organisation, those 

supporting and training the sector need to be aware of both the 

‘money’ and ‘mission’, and work with social enterprises to find 

effective ways of handling these dual priorities. Social enterprises 

must see themselves as businesses, seek to become more professional 

and continuously raise their standards of performance and their 

ambitions’ (DTI, 2002:29). 

 

In a similar way, the Scottish strategy and action plan for social enterprise (Scottish 

Executives, 2007a) identified challenges to the growth of social enterprise in Scotland. 

The strategy aimed to address those challenges by: a) raising the profile and the value 

of social enterprise; b) opening markets to social enterprise; c) increasing a range of 

finance available to develop social enterprise; and d) developing the trading capacity of 

social enterprises by providing better business support. This means that policymakers 

are aware of the key issues that Scottish social enterprises face i.e. a) lack of 

recognition of social enterprises and the value they produce (e.g. economic, 

environmental, social and added value); b) problems with winning public contracts and, 

as such, achieving good sources of income; c) insufficient financial support offered to 

social enterprises and, finally, d) low trading capacity and inadequate business support.  

 

The report produced for Senscot and Communities Scotland (Haldane Associates, 2006) 

provided information on the support needs for social enterprises in Scotland. The report 
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stated that the main gap in support was appropriate and adequate funding including 

access to business growth development funding and a more flexible arrangement for 

funding. Another need identified by the report was practical one-to-one and longer term 

mentoring support; such support should be funded by the state and should come from 

social enterprise intermediaries, the private sector and statutory agencies. A need for 

more coordination of support services was also noted. The report stressed that the 

‘cultural gap’ needed to be tackled in order to improve understanding between the 

statutory and social enterprise organisations at local levels, with better marketing, 

improved skills and knowledge amongst social enterprises and much greater 

preparedness of the statutory sector to overcome apparent prejudices and include social 

enterprises as partners. Human resource capacity issues including challenges in 

recruiting qualified staff and experienced business advisors was emphasised. Finally, 

the report identified a need for an accurate evaluation that would take into account the 

social, environmental and community benefits produced by social enterprises.   

 

Thus, a number of factors and challenges influence the growth of social enterprises. As 

shown, some of the barriers hindering social enterprise development were repeatedly 

noted in different documents. The literature, however, emphasised that identified 

challenges belonged to the key barriers and that more challenges may exist. Hence, the 

following two questions need to be explored: 1) What are the promoters of social 

enterprise? and 2) What are the barriers for developing social enterprises?   

 

 

2.6 APPLICATIONS OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

Social enterprises comprise a diverse group of organisations (Cabinet Office, 2002). As 

previously noted, it is claimed that a social enterprise is not defined by its legal status 

but by its social aims and outcomes, the basis on which its social mission is embedded 

in its structure and governance and the way it uses the profits it generates through 

trading activities (New Economics Foundation/Shorebank Advisory Services, 2004). 

Social enterprises may address community needs by creating and retaining jobs, 

delivering new and improved local services, promoting economic development and 

tackling social issues (DTI 2002, 2006). Social enterprises are likely to provide a means 

for individuals and communities to improve their local neighbourhood, develop the 

skills and talents of local people, bring excluded groups into the labour market, create 
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wealth and jobs, deliver value-for-money services in a wide range of sectors, promote 

active citizenship and catalyse innovative solutions to local needs. They may be active 

in diverse industry sectors, including the environment, social care, information and 

communications technology, food, tourism, the arts and media, transport, childcare, 

housing, fair trade and access to finance (Social Enterprise London, 2006). Social 

enterprise action plan - Scaling new heights published by the Office of the Third Sector 

(2006) indicates 31 social enterprise case study examples showing a range of sectors 

they are involved in. The common theme is that they are explicitly concerned with 

improving the social context developing geographical areas or population groups (DTI, 

2002).   
 

Social enterprises may contribute to local development and regeneration through 

providing services and facilities which support local economic activity. They often co-

operate with organisations from, for example, the public sector (Kay, 2003). For 

instance, a number of social enterprises are involved in the provision of services for 

those with disabilities, those suffering mental ill-health, the elderly and those dependent 

on child-care. These social enterprises, in particular, are of interest to the government as 

they possess the potential to modernise delivery of public services (Pearce, 2003).  

 

It is noted that social enterprises may deliver services that have been traditionally 

provided by the public sector or they may help to improve and support public sector 

provision. It is suggested that, in many cases, social enterprises can produce better 

outcomes than private, profit making enterprises. In fact, various rationales are offered 

for a preference for social enterprise. Seddon et al. (2004) claim that existing welfare 

responses within the public and private sectors are less than optimal or even deficient 

(particularly in relation to regenerating deprived communities and addressing inequality 

and disadvantage). They note that social enterprises can ‘fill gaps’ where ‘market 

failure’ has occurred (in addition to services formerly provided by public bodies, social 

enterprises may deliver other services which, due to low profitability, are not delivered 

by commercial enterprises; thus, social enterprises create response to unsatisfied local 

needs) and that the independence and innovation associated with social enterprise 

means that they can more appropriately and effectively respond to community needs. 

Seddon et al. (2004) state that socially orientated organisations are associated with the 

promotion of diversity within a mixed economy of welfare thus they promote greater 

choice. As such, the Office of the Third Sector (2009) has portrayed social enterprises 
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as organisations that contribute to government agendas. In the UK, social enterprises 

have been heavily promoted and supported as sites for policy intervention (Teasdale, 

2010). 

 

Social enterprise provision is suggested to benefit communities because the 

embeddedness of these organisations means they grow out of, and will reflect, local 

community needs. By involving local people, social capital (defined as networks of 

relationships that constitute, or lead to, resources that can be used for the good of the 

individual or collective (Daklhi and de Clercq, 2004)), is said to be built (Scottish 

Executive, 2003; Kay, 2003). In relation to social capital (Lin, 2002; Evers, 2001), the 

activity of social enterprise has two major functions in community development. One of 

them is the binding of different groups together in a network within specific places such 

as local communities at the regional and national scale. The other function relates to the 

linking of diverse and, in many cases, disparate normative frameworks (e.g. mutualism 

and profit-seeking) and structures (e.g. social firms and private companies), which 

generate new insights and resources through inter-group learning. This bridging process 

necessitates activities across a number of different spheres (e.g. social, economic, 

political) (Pearce, 2003). Social enterprise is able to bridge diverse groups and bind 

actors together (Hudson, 2005). As a result: 

 

‘social enterprises can be seen as the process through which actors 

can embed themselves in a network of relationships that help to 

promote the process relationship that helps to promote the successful 

pursuit of certain objectives: social, ecological, community, or 

otherwise’ (Birch and Whittam, 2008:444).  
 

According to the Scottish Social Enterprise Coalition (2009), in an age of economic 

downturn, social enterprises are at the forefront of tackling unemployment and 

providing meaningful employment, often to those furthest from the labour market. It is 

argued that social enterprises not only provide work within the competitive market 

place but also tackle the causes of long-term unemployment and through local 

programmes contribute to sustainable development (Nicholls, 2006, 2008; SSEC, 

2009). Interestingly, a YouGov poll released in 2007 found that over 60% of the British 

public would prefer their local services to be run by a social enterprise rather than the 

government, private profit businesses or traditional charities. Activities provided by 

social enterprises would have social effects (e.g. social exclusion reduction) as well 
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economic effects (e.g. by raising the trend-level of growth, reducing the equilibrium 

rate of unemployment and the fiscal burden, and by helping to reduce regional 

disparities).  

 

UK governments have been willing to engage social enterprises in service provision and 

support them, believing that they ‘have the potential to a far greater role in the delivery 

and reform of public services’ (DTI, 2002:24). Haugh and Kitson (2007) say 

government interest in social enterprise is as a new means of delivering welfare 

services.  

 

Social enterprise and the national economy 

It is useful to look at the scale of, as well as the contribution to, UK national output of 

social enterprise. Data indicate that, in 2004, the turnover of UK social enterprises 

reached nearly £18 billion (IFF, 2005). According to figures from the UK Department 

of Trade and Industry’s Annual Small Business Survey 2005, there were at least 55,000 

social enterprises in the UK employing 20,000 staff, using 18,000 volunteers and 

accounting for 5% of all businesses with employees. In 2006, social enterprises 

generated more than £27 billion in turnover and contributed approximately £8.4 billion 

to Gross Domestic Product, almost 1% of annual GDP (Office of the Third Sector, 

2006, HM Treasury and Cabinet Office, 2006). The most up to date estimates suggest 

that there are approximately 62,000 social enterprises in the UK, contributing £24 

billion to the UK economy (Cabinet Office, 2009b). Reliable estimates about the size of 

social enterprise’s contribution to the UK economy are limited because it is not easy to 

distinguish between the contributions of the third sector. Social enterprise is diversely 

defined at different stages and by different bodies (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). 

Consequently, it is challenging to measure the impact and role of social enterprise 

(Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005; Gray, 2001; Lyon et al., 2010). 

 

The Social Entrepreneurship Monitor completed a survey indicating that 1.2 million 

individuals, or 3.2% of the working age population, were involved in social enterprise 

(Harding, 2006).  

 

Pearce (2003:70) notes there is a danger of using social enterprise only to support 

disadvantaged people, thus forming a type of social exclusion or differentiating between 
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the way that services should be provided for different societal groups: ‘the most 

disadvantaged in the poorest areas, mopping up the problems of society as cheaply as 

possible by using voluntary and work-for-the-dole labour’. Indeed, 29% of social 

enterprises are located in the top 20% of deprived wards in the UK and 22% in the next 

quintile of deprived areas (IFF, 2005). This links social enterprise with social exclusion 

and deprivation. In response, the UK government’s social enterprise policy has been 

oriented around the promotion of social enterprises as a way of tackling social and 

environmental issues across areas and groups in society (Birch and Whittam, 2008).  

 

In spite of policy directed towards larger involvement of social enterprises in public 

service delivery, the public sector and social enterprise face a long process of learning 

about each other (Simmons, 2008). As noted, the use of social enterprises for delivering 

public services has often been hampered by uncertainty regarding survival/performance 

of service, ethos of the organisation and ‘cultural fit’ as well as the accountability and 

other partnership factors (DTI, 2003). One way of raising the profile and growing social 

enterprise in public service delivery would be to ‘demonstrate the third sector’s impact 

more persuasively through a stronger evidence base’ (Treasury/Cabinet Office, 

2006:42) but, the identification of social enterprise impact (including social, economic 

and environmental outcomes) is problematical (Arthur et al., 2003).  

 

The enthusiasm of governments regarding social enterprise is observed with suspicion 

in several quarters. There is a concern that social enterprises are used to reduce costs 

rather than to deliver best value (Pearce, 2003). On the other hand, it is claimed that the 

UK possibly offers the most developed institutional support structure for social 

enterprise in the world (Nicholls, 2010; Teasdale, 2010).  

 

Hudson (2005) notes that social enterprises should complement the roles of the market 

and the state. Over-emphasising potential and unrealistic expectations may be harmful 

to social enterprise development.  

 

2.6.1 SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE SERVICES  

Primary health care supports activities that keep people healthy, happy and maintained 

in their own communities (World Health Organization, 2008). As such, state of health is 
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perceived as a product of individual, community and contextual factors. Consequently, 

attention to the role of communities in co-constructing health and the interplay between 

health, sustainability and the environment is growing and coming from sectors 

including policy, professions and community advocacy groups (Baum, 1998). Policies 

suggest that individuals and communities have responsibility for maintaining health 

through adopting healthy lifestyles and self-managing chronic conditions (Scottish 

Government, 2007c). Citizens are encouraged to participate in social actions (e.g. being 

involved in social enterprise activities) in their communities (Scottish Executive, 

2004b; DTI, 2003, 2005b; Scottish Government 2007) as this is seen as one way to 

achieve both mental and physical wellbeing for individuals and communities 

(Borgonovi, 2008; Bridger and Luloff, 2001; Kawachi and Berkman, 1998; Kay, 2003).  

 

According to the UK governments’ policies (DH, 2008a, 2008b, 2010; DTI, 2006; 

Scottish Executive, 2003, 2007a; Scottish Government, 2008a), social activities 

contribute to community ‘resilience’, enhancing individual and community wellbeing. 

A movement linked to communities ‘doing it for themselves’ (Farmer and Kilpatrick, 

2009) that has emerged in the UK (DTI, 2002; Scottish Executive, 2007a) encompasses 

a range of activities associated with the concept of social enterprise. 

 

It is clear that English government policy strongly encourages the development of 

social enterprises in health and care service provision. For instance, one of the first 

policy papers identifying social enterprises as key means of delivering high quality 

health and social care services tailored to the needs of communities was the White 

Paper, 'Our Health, Our Care, Our Say' (DH, 2006b). The document states that ‘one 

way of introducing high quality provision will be to promote better use of health and 

social care ‘third-sector’ providers’ (DH, 2006b:175). In 2007, a Social Enterprise Unit 

was established within the English Department of Health with the aim of supporting the 

development of social enterprises in health and social care. The unit, together with 

Social Enterprise Investment Fund, created a support mechanism for promoting social 

enterprises in health. Policy on social enterprise in health care in Scotland is less clear 

and, although general claims are made that also in Scotland social enterprises are 

welcome to deliver health-related services (SSEC, 2009), less encouragement and 

assistance is offered to the social enterprise sector in this regard.  
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Re-designed service delivery models are emerging in the NHS and the wider health and 

social care context (McCray and Ward, 2009; Lewis et al., 2006). Social enterprises are 

suggested as contributors to models for health and care service provision as part of a 

general move to individualised, home and community-centred care (Ward, 2008; RCN, 

2006; Lewis et al., 2006).  

 

Neo-liberal governments’ ideology of minimisation of the state role in service provision 

and a shift of some responsibilities to the private sector and third sector organisations 

has created a new impetus for collective action (Quiggin, 2005). This transition 

(associated with the earlier described ‘Third Way’ and more recently with the 

conservative government’s ideas about the ‘Big Society’ (The Conservative Party, 

2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b)) have encouraged development of 

partnerships between the third sector and governments (Bovaird, 2005; O'Toole et al., 

2010) in many areas including health and care service delivery. 

 

The UK government perceives social enterprises as an integral part of community 

wellbeing. A social enterprise model is viewed as a vehicle for the delivery of 

personalised care of the modernised NHS. It is argued that delivering health and social 

care services through social enterprise has a number of benefits; for instance, the ethos 

and values of the social enterprise model are seen as a catalyst for improving choice, 

equality and access to services enabling services to be delivered in an innovative and 

efficient manner; by understanding of what specific groups and communities need they 

enhance quality by tailoring services to meet patients' needs. Social enterprises are not 

seen as being commercially driven and, as such, they are more acceptable within a 

movement of taking the NHS from a pure public sector to a mixed form of welfare 

delivery (DH, 2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2010; RCN, 2006).  

 

It is argued that third sector organisations, including social enterprises, offer strengths 

and experience in delivering services to those people who are not well served by 

traditional services. Introducing social enterprises in health and care service provision 

might increase capacity and choice of services offering more convenient opening times, 

tailored specialist services or co-location with other relevant services (DH, 2006a, 

2006b, 2008a, 2008b, 2009). As social enterprises re-invest surplus profits into the 

community or into service developments, they bring benefits to communities as well as 
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the people who use their services. It is viewed that social enterprises offer health and 

social care organisations the opportunity to deliver high quality services in ways that 

are flexible, non-bureaucratic and have the potential to deliver good value for 

money. As staff members have a stake in social enterprise organisations, they are 

committed to the aims of the service and, therefore, facilitate organisational 

performance (DH, 2008b, 2009, 2010). 

 

There are a number of challenges hindering a ‘social enterprise movement’ in health 

and social care delivery. For example, current service delivery and professional practice 

largely takes place in the government-funded NHS. Those strongly embedded in a 

public sector ethos might disapprove of social enterprise participation in service 

delivery, perceiving it as a factor dismantling NHS structures. Although the social 

enterprise model appears to fit well with staff principles, the potential loss of NHS 

branding and the feeling of no longer being within the ‘NHS family’ is a concern (DH, 

2009). McCray and Ward (2009) identify the need for a change of organisational 

culture (Rainey and Han-Chun, 2007), the adaptation of collaborative skills and 

knowledge (McCray, 2007) and a re-examination of public sector values (Kirkpatrick et 

al., 2005).  

 

Establishing social enterprises in health and care may have associated risks. Walsham et 

al. (2008) recognise a need for social enterprise employees to instil a commercial focus. 

Social enterprise managers need to be innovative (Borins, 2002), adjust their behaviour 

to the external environment and needs of stakeholders (Boyett, 1997).  

 

McCray and Ward (2009) state that, although social enterprises offer an alternative to 

bureaucratic public services, in order to grow and maximise their businesses, they must 

achieve buy-in and support from service user stakeholders in communities. They 

identify tensions for public sector professionals in social enterprise in health care in the 

UK. From an employment perspective, pensions and employment rights appear to be a 

critical issue (Harris, 2007). There is a need to clarify issues around pensions and health 

and care service providers employed by social enterprises who are not entitled to the 

NHS retirement pension. Also, for those NHS employees prepared to respond to the 

social enterprise agenda, a new range of skills, including financial accounting, business 

planning, advanced networking and enhanced collaborative skills, is needed (Regine 

and Lewin, 2000).  
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Currently, in the healthcare sector, social enterprises tend to be small (McCray and 

Ward, 2009). The small-sized social enterprise cannot use the economies of scale 

required to make services financially viable (Meier and Hill, 2007). It is often argued 

that social enterprises generate social capital and engage those isolated and 

disadvantaged in social enterprise activities, yet the benefits of the social enterprise 

model are not always clear to service commissioners or staff and stakeholders. Better 

means of measuring social enterprise outputs may be required to persuade people to 

move from public sector to third sector service provision (DH, 2009).  

 

Building good relationships and accessing marginal groups in society is time-

consuming and requires appropriate skills; a lack of funding may lead some social 

enterprises to be unable to collaborate as effectively as they would like with service 

users (McCray and Ward, 2009). The timescale needed to establish a social enterprise is 

often underestimated; a social enterprise can take between 3 and 5 years to establish and 

begin to trade (DH, 2009).  

 

In spite of the challenges, a growing role for social enterprises in the health and care 

sector is anticipated by government (DH, 2009). It is believed that social enterprises 

have a role in reform.  

 

The Department of Health (2006a, 2006b) identified that the third sector, together with 

the private sector, provides over 70% of social care in England. More than 6,000 social 

enterprises deliver health and social care (SEC, 2009), and the UK government would 

like this number to rise. As has been described, there are entry barriers to the third 

sector in providing NHS and local authority services (DH, 2009). This study considers 

stakeholders’ perceptions of the role of social enterprises in health and care service 

provision at an early point in the development of the idea and in a rural region of 

Scotland. As suggested, social enterprises are currently encouraged to coproduce 

services that were traditionally delivered by the state. Social enterprises that contribute 

to the creation of community wellbeing might also have a role to play in future service 

co-production. Consequently, the following question emerges: Can social enterprises 

play a role in health and care service delivery? 
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2.6.2 SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN REMOTE AND RURAL CONTEXTS 

There are many factors affecting social enterprise development and ongoing 

sustainability, some of which might be associated with a particular context. A goal of 

this study is to consider the extent to which social enterprise develops in a rural setting 

and what factors in that context might promote or hinder establishment and 

sustainability. Therefore, the context for rural social enterprise is now considered.  

 

Rurality and social enterprise 

The provision of public service in rural areas is complex and can be difficult. While 

governments in the UK intermittently acknowledge this, they appear reluctant to write 

specific policy for rural services. This causes difficulties for rural service providers who 

must implement standardised national policies that generally do not take account of the 

organisational issues involved in providing rural services (Farmer et al., 2010; Panelli et 

al., 2006). For example, rural service providers cannot achieve economies of scale from 

concentration or specialisation. Conversely, they could benefit from interconnected 

working between services, but silo budgets and having to implement policies designed 

for urban settings discourage cross-agency working (OECD, 2008; European 

Commission, 2006a, 2006b). 

 

There is much about rural life that suggests local production of services by communities 

might be successful. Rural citizens might draw upon traditional rural strengths – strong 

mutual knowledge, sense of community and social cohesion (Shucksmith et al., 1996). 

Moreover, social networks are more dense in rural, as compared with urban, settings 

(Hofferth and Iceland, 1998), with resulting outcomes of high levels of trust and active 

civic participation (Dale and Onyx, 2005) – key components of the social capital 

associated with social enterprise development. The existence of co-dependence, 

reciprocity and collective activity would also imply that rural areas appear to represent 

a perfect nurturing ground for social enterprises (Granovetter, 2005; Shucksmith et al., 

1996, Kay, 2003). Williams (2007) notes those living in remote areas display a greater 

propensity to engage in social rather than commercial entrepreneurship compared with 

those living in urban areas (this is because some marginalised groups often display a 

culture of entrepreneurship that is noticeably more socially orientated). Consequently, 

the role of social enterprise in rural service provision, as suggested by politicians, may 

be promising.  
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The benefits of social enterprises to rural areas described are that, by using a bottom-up 

approach, services provided will more appropriately meet local needs and, by doing 

this, satisfy the distinctive needs of local communities (Osborne et al., 2002; Kay, 2003; 

Budd, 2003; DTI, 2006; OECD, 2008). Working collectively is suggested to create 

social capital that can be applied to other community issues, and working for the 

collective is said to create confidence and build ‘human capital’ (Mandl et al., 2007) 

that can help people go on to obtain paid employment. This issue is especially 

important in remote areas which are often challenging when it comes to availability of 

employment. Expansive claims are made in policy about the social, human and 

economic benefits produced by engaging in social enterprise, however these are largely 

unsubstantiated by research evidence. Also, as shown if the earlier presented policy 

analysis, the question of the feasibility of producing sustainable social enterprises in 

rural areas has not been addressed by policymakers. There is also lack of research 

describing how social enterprises operate in remote and rural areas. As such, there is a 

dearth of evidence about what promotes rural social enterprise development. 

 

Conversely, there are elements of culture, human capacity and the legal and financial 

contexts that may mitigate against the involvement of local rural residents in service 

provision through social enterprises. Given their already diminished experience of 

service provision, they may resent the imposition of further service provision onto 

themselves (Farmer et al., 2010; Panelli et al., 2006). Clients might demand 

professional help provided by the state – associating social enterprise provision with 

erosion of rural services. Rural inhabitants, particularly long-term locals who have 

worked out methods of informal reciprocal ‘favour-giving’ might be suspicious of 

receiving services from, and hesitant to contribute work to, organisations such as social 

enterprises which might be perceived to run formal ‘entrepreneurial’ activity. Instead, 

the support and understanding might be given to more traditional structures such as 

voluntary organisations. Rural places are comprised of contesting groups whose 

positions and conspicuousness is heightened by small populations living in proximity in 

isolation. Connections between community members may encourage differential 

experiences of support (Munro and Carlisle, 1998). Furthermore, there may be a limited 

number of people in rural communities with appropriate skills and willingness to 

participate (OECD, 2008). Rural social enterprises may experience structural 

difficulties. Research highlights limited access to financial and information resources 
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and scarce unrestricted funding (Osborne et al., 2002). Also, rural community 

involvement depends on many factors: physical geography and local environment; the 

extent and complexity of regeneration programmes and agencies in the area; the nature 

of human and social capital and social exclusion; the strength of the local voluntary and 

community infrastructure; and the nature of local political relationships (Osborne et al., 

2004). As such, all these can influence rural social enterprise development.  

  

Given these conducive and non-conducive factors affecting the development of social 

enterprise in rural service provision, the courses of development processes and the 

degree of success of rural social enterprise is hard to predict (Budd, 2003). Research 

evidence in this area is undeveloped and academic papers rarely relate to rural social 

enterprise (instead, more discussions circulate around the theme of rural voluntary 

organisations which do not have to generate earned income and, as such, face different 

challenges). For instance, using the Isle of Wight as a case study, Clark et al. (2007) 

compare two different institutional models: state-sponsored rural partnerships and 

community-based development trusts for engaging and empowering local communities. 

The authors evaluate the effectiveness of community involvement and conclude that 

both models reflect the structuring effect of central, regional and local state steering of 

the Island’s regeneration policy community. They emphasise the importance of 

contextual variation and locally specific processes of institutionalisation rather than the 

determining effect of institutional design per se.  

 

In relation to rural social enterprise Clark et al. (2007) noted that only a small number 

of those organisations is able to achieve financial sustainability from trading. They state 

that there is a mismatch between policy expectations and the lived reality of 

community-based social entrepreneurship, as the majority of social enterprises - 

especially those engaged in community development and those located in areas of 

disadvantage - are not, and are unlikely ever to be, financially sustainable. For instance, 

the researchers indicate that described projects succeeded in leveraging significant 

amounts of external funding. Moreover, the projects established regeneration and 

partnership programmes and helped to break down some of the barriers that existed 

between statutory agencies and the local community. However, they agree that the 

financial stability of the projects is debatable; all projects required matched funding 

and/or working in partnership with statutory and other agencies. Further, the study 
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highlights the importance of partnerships between existing organisations and 

community leaders (in order to achieve community engagement). Also, in determining 

project outcomes, contextual variation and locally specific processes of 

institutionalisation (rather than formal organisational structures) are crucial (Lowndes, 

2001). The study confirmed that the opportunities for change associated with 

implementing a new institutional design, whether mandated from ‘above’ or 

community-owned, will necessarily be constrained and shaped by its interaction with 

existing, embedded institutional frameworks and their underlying values, logics of 

appropriateness and distribution of political resources. The authors recognise that the 

projects were less the outcomes of an ‘authentic’ civil society movement than 

institutions ‘manufactured’ by local development agencies (Hodgson, 2004); the state-

sponsored regeneration partnerships were used to develop and support a similar range 

of capacity-building projects. Clark et al. (2007) state that bureaucracy is the price 

necessarily paid in order to gain the support of larger constituencies and more powerful 

partners. Finally, in spite of the problematic historical and geographical context of some 

rural communities (e.g. mutually antagonistic communities; lack of cooperation) and 

hidden agendas of some community members, the study proved to be able to build 

human capacity i.e. ‘cells of people’ forming a lobby that put pressure on council 

officers and members to find ways of continuing to support socially orientated 

(although not exactly social enterprise) projects. As such, the study questioned 

sustainability of rural social enterprises.  

 

Referring to rural social enterprise, Zografos (2007) explores development trusts 

(described as social enterprises) by eliciting stakeholder views regarding the role of 

these organisations in regenerating rural Scotland. The author rejects a primary 

development trust contribution to rural regeneration by substituting state and local 

authority functions in rural Scotland; these results suggest that stakeholders prefer that 

development trusts develop their own agendas and activity rather than trying to 

substitute for unsuccessful state or local authority provision of rural services.  

 

Amin et al. (2002)’s study of the dynamics of success and failure of social enterprise in 

different local settings found that there was no such thing as a model of best practice 

that could be transplanted and encouraged through standardised policy interventions. 

Rather, ‘success’ was seen as a product of a range of place-specific factors that could 
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not be assumed to exist or be induced elsewhere. This would suggest that particular 

‘success factors’ are strictly associated with a particular place and a particular time. 

Still, according to Amin et al. (2002), at least part of that success must be attributed to 

the transformation of the local political climate due to the social economy organisation 

adopting a strongly political role and opening up new possibilities and networks for 

people who had previously been confined to the limited resources of poor places. Thus, 

social economy projects are more likely to be empowering when they have been able to 

alter political relationships within local communities - creating new forms of 

democratic participation as well as economic activity. 

 

Summarising, remote and rural settings influence social enterprise activities. As noted, 

there are conductive and non-conducive factors associated with rurality; these can 

impact on the potential growth of local social enterprises. Consequently, it is relevant to 

consider the question: How do remote and rural settings influence social enterprise 

activities? 

 

2.7 SOCIAL ENTERPRISE AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

Given that study of social enterprise is at an early stage of its development, there is a 

dearth of theoretical consideration in the field. To take the study onto a more theoretical 

level and contribute to knowledge in a more strongly academic manner, it was 

necessary to consider and select a theoretical framework to use as a lens or overlay for 

examining study findings. 

 

Considerations in an emergent and rapidly developing field led to thinking about 

theoretical ideas that might relate to context and structural features. The relationship 

between the idea of social enterprise as a new organisational form and whether it grew 

of its own accord, and to what extent it was influenced by structural and contextual 

factors, was of interest. Simultaneously, the idea of studying social entrepreneurs was 

important. It was noted that there was some confusion as to whether social enterprise 

involved individuals (as is largely so with commercial entrepreneurship) and/or 

communities or groups. Considering the impact of structure on the emergence of social 

entrepreneurs was also of interest.   
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Looking for theoretical lenses through which to consider the relationship between 

structure (which might be considered the ‘environment’ for social enterprise) and 

agents (individual or group social entrepreneurs) led to the suggestion of considering 

study findings through the lens of structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). 

 

Giddens’ theory (1984)  

Structuration theory works on the basis of attempting to resolve a basic (but 

fundamentally irresolvable) debate relating to the relationship between structure and 

agency and how this affects the emergence and nature of concepts. The tenet of 

structuration theory is that there is a relationship between individual choices and 

structural, contextual social forces. Strict ‘structuralists’ downplay the scope for truly 

independent behaviour by social actors (agents, who in the case of this study, would be 

the social entrepreneurs), stating rather that the choices and decisions of agents are 

shaped by the external environment (Nicholls and Cho, 2008). Those who are more 

strongly on the ’agency’ side claim that individuals have a range of behaviours to 

choose from and choose from these through making rational or irrational choices. 

Agency supporters would argue that the creative and disruptive abilities of individual 

actors influence the journey of concepts through their history of development. They 

argue that structures are not dominant or solid and self-determining, but fluid and 

malleable at the whim of agents (Cohen, 1989).  

 

Structuration provides a way to consider the relationship between the agent (i.e. social 

entrepreneur) and the structure (i.e. context). In his work, Giddens (1984:2) noted that: 

‘in interpretative sociology actions and meanings are accorded primacy in the 

explication of human conduct... for functionalism and structuralism however, structure 

has primacy over action.’ Both conceptions, however, are faulty as interpretative 

sociologies are founded on an imperialism of the subject, whilst functionalism and 

stucturalism are founded on an imperialism of the social object (Giddens, 1984). Many 

argue that human social activities are recursive, with structure in some sense shaping 

what agents can do and are encouraged to do and agents reproducing the conditions that 

make their actions possible. As social systems embrace, and in turn – arguably – form, 

regularised relations of interdependence between individuals or groups, they should be 

analysed as recursive social practices. Social systems, described as the situated 

activities of human objects, exist in the flow of time. They produce structures which are 
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characterised by the absence of a subject and which make actions possible 

(Whittington, 1992). Every process of action produces something new, each existing in 

continuity with the past supplying the means of its initiation (Cassell, 1993). In other 

words, as time progresses, the impacts of structures and agents begin to impact on each 

other.  

 

Aspects of structure enable and constrain processes; structural influences are unlikely to 

be uni-directional. Likewise, adverse structural circumstances should not be perceived 

as a complete barrier to action – directive agents might be able to overcome structural 

challenges. Structure is involved in its own production and reproduction (Giddens, 

1979; Gregory, 1981).  

 

To see how structure and agency might impact on trends, an example is considered. In 

the 18
th

 century, an agent (Robert Owen) had influence on the wider structure (society). 

Thereafter, agents played an important role in shaping the structure (for instance, 

through promoting ‘socially orientated’ business approaches). The adapting structure 

embraced innovative concepts through a process which might partly have consisted of 

influential people becoming convinced that social approaches were ‘right’ and good.  

They might have been influenced by conducive complementary societal features such 

as government policy, religious trends, economic trends and so on. Through this 

process ‘a new structure’ was created that provided an environment where people 

expected a social, ethical or moral element to business. In turn, government policy 

might shape to reflect how society was feeling; society, after all, elects its government 

based on its policies and actions. 

  

A key feature of Giddens' structuration theory is that structure is not static and 

definitive but forming and formative. It argues that agency is not only shaped by the 

structure but also that, over time, agency is able to reconstruct the structure. Agents 

continue to possess freedom within the structure which enables them to modify it 

(Giddens, 1984); as a result, changes occur. In other words, structures are produced, and 

then reproduced, through interaction with agents. Agents bring change and are 

implicated in creating other new structures and agents (Giddens, 1984; Jack and 

Anderson, 2002). 
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Structuration theory has been applied in management studies (Whittington, 1992; Dacin 

et al., 1999) and in entrepreneurship studies (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Mair and Marti, 

2006; Sarason et al 2006). For instance, Jack and Anderson (2002) use structuration 

theory to develop the conception of entrepreneurship as an embedded socio-economic 

process (the authors acknowledge that they narrow the concept of structuration to the 

notion of social embeddedness to explore how entrepreneurs use structure in the 

creation and operation of their businesses). Based on their qualitative ethnographic 

research of seven commercial entrepreneurs, they found that embeddedness plays a role 

in shaping and sustaining business and that being embedded in the social structure 

creates opportunity and improves performance. They claim that embedding enables 

entrepreneurs to use the specifics of the environment and that recognition and 

realisation of opportunity are conditioned by the entrepreneurs’ role in the social 

structure. They indicate that: 

 

‘applying structuration to the study of entrepreneurship enables us to 

recognise how social structures affect and encourage entrepreneurial 

activity, particularly in terms of resource availability or restraint’ 

(Jack and Anderson, 2002:470). 

 

Jack and Anderson (2002) utilise Giddens’ view of structuration in order to explore the 

link between the entrepreneur (as agent) and the context (as structure), claiming that:  

 

‘in order to understand entrepreneurship, we need to move away from 

considering the entrepreneur in isolation and look at the 

entrepreneurial process. Entrepreneurship is not merely an economic 

process but draws from the social context which shapes and forms 

entrepreneurial outcomes. Embedding is the mechanism whereby an 

entrepreneur becomes part of the local structure. This enables 

entrepreneurs to draw upon and use resources. Indeed, in some 

instances, being embedded actually created opportunities’ (Jack and 

Anderson, 2002:467). 

 

Research undertaken by Jack and Anderson (2002) highlighted that the entrepreneurial 

process is sustained by, and anchored in, the social context. In relation to their study 

they discovered that embedding enabled entrepreneurs to recognise and realise 

opportunities which ‘fitted’ the specific needs of the local situation. Thus, 

embeddedness created a contextual competitive advantage and, as a process, enabled 

entrepreneurs to understand and become a part of the local structure. Still, as noted, 

‘structure does not empower but it can be characterised as a milieu of opportunities’ 
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(Jack and Anderson, 2002:484). 

 

The study concluded that being socially embedded enables access to latent resources 

and resources otherwise not available to the individual entrepreneur. Jack and Anderson 

(2002) inform that opportunity recognition and opportunity realisation are conditioned 

by the dynamics of the entrepreneur and the social structure; although opportunities 

exist within the structure, they only become manifest by the action of entrepreneurial 

agency:  

 

‘A theoretical construct of structuration is that the future is anchored 

in the past. That is, the past sets the conditions for the future but not 

deterministically. Thus, in the entrepreneurial process, the local 

environment acts as a socio-economic context whereby social 

relationships impact upon economic outcomes. Embedding is a way of 

joining the structure; by joining the structure one enacts it’ (Jack and 

Anderson, 2002:483-484). 

 

Consequently, as argued by Jack and Anderson (2002), Giddens’ theory provides a 

convincing way to understand entrepreneurial action and structure.  

 

In this study, the promise for structuration theory in examining how context enables and 

constrains the appearance of social enterprises is to be considered (e.g. Nicholls and 

Cho; 2006). Social entrepreneurship is an enacted process. Entrepreneurial activities are 

seen as important in order to ‘develop’ and change socio-economic situations. Thus, the 

agents - social entrepreneurs - are needed to facilitate the process of social 

entrepreneurship.  

 

It is arguable that the appearance of social entrepreneurship and social enterprise is 

closely related to forces existing in ‘the structure’. Nicholls (2008) identifies ‘market 

failures’ and simultaneous ‘social challenges’ addressed by social entrepreneurs; one of 

them relates to the political context and the failure to provide sufficient public goods; 

this is an element of the context which is associated with the rise of social enterprise. 

The socially entrepreneurial reaction to market failure and perceived social failure has 

been expressed within and outside government. In one way, in many countries there has 

been a movement towards ‘reinventing’ government (Osborne and Gaebler, 1992; 

Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). This involves instilling more entrepreneurial ways of 
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thinking into the public sector in order to enhance its efficiency and impact. On the 

other hand, as some governments have increasingly retreated from their traditional role 

as providers of public services, new ways of service provision have emerged. These, as 

noted by Nicholls (2008), have frequently taken the form of organisations that mix 

public and private agendas. In the UK, for example, the movement has been 

characterised by the ‘Third Way’ and later by the ‘Big Society’ (see Section 2.3) 

(Giddens, 1998, 2000; The Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 

2010b). So, this ‘political failure’ could be seen as a factor influencing the rise of social 

enterprise.  

 

At the same time, there appears to be a link between the development of supportive 

policy and the emergence and rise of social enterprise. Recent government policy, in 

many ways, promotes social enterprises; simultaneously, their emergence encourages 

agents and shapes the structural conditions (for example, legal and financial) and 

societal conditions (for instance, the extent to which people come to accept social 

enterprise as a legitimate form of service provision) for the development of further 

social enterprise. In other words, there is the potential for a duality, where the agent (a 

social entrepreneur and a creator of a social enterprise) and the structure (a social 

system/the context) co-construct. Following Sarason et al. (2006)’s theory, recognition 

and realisation of opportunity depends on the entrepreneurs’ place in the social 

structure. Therefore, emergent social entrepreneurs must be placed in the structure in a 

situation where they both understand the context (promotion of the idea of social 

enterprise) and can see business opportunities. Once they have identified opportunities, 

according to Jack and Anderson (2002), embedding in the social context enables the 

entrepreneur/social entrepreneur to utilise the specifics of the environment in activating 

resources of many types for their business.  

 

Alvord et al. (2004) suggest that social entrepreneurship possesses ‘transformational’ 

characteristics; first, by building local capacity social entrepreneurship modifies local 

norms, roles and expectations to transform the cultural context; second, solving social 

problems provides tools and resources to transform economic circumstances; third, by 

building local movements to challenge power, social entrepreneurship increases the 

voice of marginalised communities. These changes that social entrepreneurship has the 

potential to bring about might influence ‘the structure’. Therefore, social entrepreneurs, 
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as agents, can be seen as effective activists, advocates, and catalysts of wider change 

(Nicholls, 2008). Social entrepreneurship in this context might be viewed as the 

utilisation of existing and new resources in a manner that revolutionises intractable 

social issues, by reconfiguring the social rules and cultural norms. In addition, given 

that structuration theory indicates a symbiotic relationship between agents and 

structure, if commercial entrepreneurship increasingly embraces social outcomes (see 

Section 2.4), this will impact on society’s expectations of commercial business more 

widely (Jack and Anderson, 2002; Berglund and Johansson, 2007).  

 

In relation to structuration theory, it is important to consider the current policy climate 

which might be argued to nurture and promote social enterprise. Interestingly, and as 

indicated earlier in this chapter, years after the creation of structuration theory 

(Giddens, 1984), Giddens became one of the creators of the Third Way (Giddens, 1998, 

2000). Now, links between these two can be found – as a political movement, the Third 

Way recognised the role of the state (structure) in facilitating societal improvement. 

The Third Way ‘doctrine’ identified the importance of individuals in society (actors) 

who have powers enabling them to influence the wider environment (structure). It could 

be argued that the cooperation between the state and wider society (promoted by the 

Third Way) shows mutual connection and co-dependence linking the two. It is also 

noteworthy that, more recently, the movement supporting empowerment, service co-

production and collaboration between the state and communities is expressed through 

the Big Society agenda; continuation of certain policies and, simultaneously, changes 

that occur in time are important elements in structuration theory.  

 

2.8 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to use the literature to arrive at an understanding of the 

background of social enterprise. Therefore, Chapter Two provided an appreciation of 

the field under investigation presenting essential discussion of the literature in relation 

to a social enterprise theme. It led to the argument that, despite the popularity of the 

topic, challenges of how to perceive the social enterprise phenomenon remain. 

Nevertheless, the chapter discussed published definitions of social enterprise 

characterising it as a socially-orientated organisation that uses entrepreneurial tools in 

order to achieve a level of sustainability and, thereafter, fulfil its social objectives. 
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Moreover, the chapter situated and explained social enterprise links with the social 

economy and, even wider, with the third sector. Legal forms and typologies of social 

enterprises were explained and, as such, their diversity emphasised.  

 

In spite of the critical discussion regarding social enterprise provided here, and due to 

its complex association with all three sectors and diversified legal and organisational 

forms, defining social enterprise is not straightforward (Teasdale, 2010; Kerlin, 2010). 

Thus, through primary data collection, the study aims to answer the question: What is a 

social enterprise?  

 

To arrive at an understanding of the origins and history of the social enterprise 

development, Chapter Two presented a variety of approaches used in the literature to 

explain the roots of social enterprise. As such, the review has indicated that social 

enterprises have a long history; potentially, social enterprises emerged from 

philanthropic activities in the eighteen century and the cooperative movement and 

mutual organisations of the nineteenth century. The chapter has emphasised the role of 

external processes and forces influencing social enterprise growth. For instance, it has 

provided an analysis of UK policy and its impact on social enterprise. Although this 

review has brought together a variety of information about social enterprise creation 

and growth, it has also raised questions relating to the factors promoting and hindering 

social enterprise development. Hence, the following two questions need to be explored: 

What are the promoters of social enterprise? and What are the barriers to developing 

social enterprises?   

 

Further, this literature review has revealed the changing dimensions of entrepreneurship 

and noted the appearance of social entrepreneurs who incorporated social aspects into 

traditional entrepreneurial behaviour. The review has identified the emergence of 

socially entrepreneurial culture implying that individuals, actors in the environment, 

have a role to play in forming and shaping social enterprises. As such, it is essential to 

answer the question: What is the role of social entrepreneurs? 

 

Further, Chapter Two has explored contextual factors affecting social enterprise 

development, and has indicated that remote and rural settings influence social enterprise 

activities. As noted, there are conductive and non-conducive factors associated with 
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rurality; these can have impact on the potential growth of local social enterprises. 

However, the research relating to remote and rural social enterprises is largely 

underdeveloped. Consequently, the following question exploring and increasing 

understanding about rural social enterprise needs to be asked: How do remote and rural 

settings influence social enterprise activities? 

 

In addition, the review has explored the involvement of social enterprises in health and 

care service delivery and outlined current changes in this field. As suggested, social 

enterprises are currently encouraged to co-produce services that, traditionally, were 

delivered by the state. Although policy statements suggest that social enterprises 

contribute to the creation of community wellbeing co-producing some services, there is 

lack of research identifying promoters and barriers to social enterprise development in 

health and care service provision. Thus, a potential success of social enterprises in the 

health field is questionable. Consequently, it is important to verify the following 

question: Can social enterprises play a role in health and care service delivery?  

 

Finally, Chapter Two has introduced structuration theory, arguing that it provides a 

useful theoretical framework in relation to the theme under investigation. Structuration 

theory suggests that ‘agents’ have to follow rules; their roles are imposed by the 

structure. Yet, actions of agents bring changes which continuously shape the structure. 

As such, it is important to appreciate both structure and agents. Structuration theory 

might appear to be helpful in explaining emergence, evolution and development of 

social enterprise, therefore Giddens’ theory will be used to facilitate answering the 

research questions.  

 

In conclusion, the literature review has provided an understanding of social enterprise 

intended to support carrying out of the fieldwork. As shown, there are contextual 

factors which may affect whether or not social enterprise succeeds. Thus, the study will 

look at promoters and barriers (and contextual factors) subsequently enhancing and 

hindering social enterprise development.  

 

The following Chapter Three explains methodology used in the study and Chapter Four 

presents its findings. The interpretation of these findings is explored in Chapter Five. 

Then, Chapter Six provides a final discussion concluding the study.     
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents and justifies the methodological approach used in this study to 

address the following research questions:  

 

1. What is a social enterprise? 

2. What are the promoters of social enterprise?  

3. What are the barriers to developing social enterprises?  

4. How do remote and rural settings influence social enterprise activities? 

5. Might social enterprise play a role in health and care service delivery?  

6. What is the role of social entrepreneurs? 

 

A first step in addressing the research questions was to establish the study’s 

philosophical, ontological and epistemological stance (Bryman and Bell, 2007). It is 

important to understand the philosophical approach to study so that one can properly 

understand the nature of the findings produced and what these might mean (Fay, 1996). 

Section 3.2 describes the philosophical, ontological, and epistemological approach, 

arguing principally that using a phenomenological approach best addresses the study’s 

research questions. Section 3.3 describes the research design and methods adopted, and 

presents a justification of why this approach was considered suitable. Section 3.4 

examines the quality of the study, exploring its objectivity, reliability and validity. 

Finally, Section 3.5 concludes this chapter. 

 

3.2 PHILOSOPHICAL STANCE  

A philosophical stance relates to a researcher’s perception of a construction of an 

external world (Anderson, 1997). As such, a philosophical stance indicates a way of 

experiencing and looking at the world. This is inevitably influenced by people’s values 

and biases as ‘it is a metaphorical position in which our social and personal attributes 

are convened’ (Anderson, 1997:94).  

 

Philosophical assumptions influence the ways in which a study is conducted. 

Understanding philosophical issues of research helps to clarify research design, 

recognise which designs will work and which will not (these in order to address 

research questions), and identify and create designs that may be outside the researchers’ 
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past experience (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). To be able to interpret study findings, it is 

important to understand the researcher’s philosophical stance.  

 

Research studies may employ a range of research philosophy approaches, from 

positivist to phenomenological. Methodology, and consequent methods of study, should 

match and flow from the philosophical stance. The ontological, epistemological and 

methodological stance of this study will now be described.  

 

3.2.1 ONTOLOGICAL STANCE 

Ontology relates to the study of the essence of phenomena and the nature of their 

existence (Gill and Johnson, 1997). Ontology deals with questions concerning what 

entities exist or can be said to exist, and how such entities can be grouped, related 

within a hierarchy, and subdivided according to similarities and differences. Its key 

questions are: (a) whether or not social reality exists independently of human 

understanding; (b) whether commonly shared realities exist or whether there are just 

multiple, situated realities; and (c) whether or not human behaviour is governed by 

immutable or generalisable laws (Snape and Spencer, 2004). These issues are 

significant when conducting research in the social milieu and the importance and 

appropriateness of philosophical and methodological paradigms for social science has 

been the focus of much debate amongst researchers (Bryman, 2001; Denzin, 1989; 

Silverman, 1993).  

 

Reality and truth  

Social science is an endeavour to understand others. Social scientists can achieve this 

only if they attend to (and decide and state their stance in relation to) the inner logic 

which orders the various elements comprising the social system as a whole (Fay, 1996). 

As a result, reality is not predetermined and external to human beings' actions. It is 

claimed that there ‘can be no foundational, mind-independent, and permanently fixed 

reality that could be grasped or even sensibly thought of without the mediation of 

human structuring’ (Shusterman, 1991:103). If meanings are subject to constant 

changes due to individuals' actions then their meaning-making activities, cultural, 

ideological and social categories are ephemeral.  
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Radically constructivist views (e.g. Denzin, 1997; Gergen, 1995; Potter, 1996) reject a 

possibility of assessing the status of one truth against another; more precisely, at least 

within a certain group of people, within a certain place and at a certain time, one 

particular truth is more legitimised than others (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). In this 

study (which was limited by time constraints), data were collected from the Scottish 

region of the Highlands and Islands. As such, the study captures ‘truths’ associated with 

a particular group of stakeholders, residing in a specific place at a particular time.  

 

Consequently, truth claims, as well as versions of socially constructed realities, can be 

examined for their respective justification upon the grounds of a relatively shared, 

although not necessarily uncontested, acceptance (Fay, 1996). As noted by Saunders et 

al. (2003:97)  

 

‘there is a considerable difference between being sceptical about the 

bases of truth claims while carefully examining the grounds upon 

which these claims are founded ... and denying that truth - as a 

utilitarian and liberating orientation, exists at all.’  

 

In this study ‘truth’ represents projections of social constructions placing the study in 

the subjective ontological position.    

 

Ontological dimensions  

Morgan and Smircich (1980) identify six ontological angles which relate to the nature 

of reality. Their work is based on Burrell and Morgan (1979) who claimed that all 

approaches to social science are rooted in inter-related sets of assumptions regarding 

ontology, human nature and epistemology. The researchers pass from assumption to 

assumption along the subjective-objective continuum constituting knowledge (see Table 

4).  
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Table 4 Assumptions characterising subjective-objective continuum in social science 

 

 

Burrell and Morgan (1979) suggest that each classification presented in Table 4 is 

mutually exclusive. Therefore, in adopting a particular ontological position, 

assumptions are made concerning human nature, epistemological stance and research 

methodology (Morgan and Smircich, 1980). In this study, subjectivism representing 

people as social constructors was adopted.  

 

Meanings and people’s behaviour 

People’s behaviour is grounded in subjective interpretations of webs of meanings. This 

meaning-behaviour link implies that human behaviour does not simply represent a 

response to stimuli. It is argued that: 

 

‘... human interaction is mediated by the use of symbols, by 

interpretation, or by ascertaining the meaning of one another's 

actions. This mediation is equivalent to inserting a process of 

interpretation between stimulus and response in the case of human 

behaviour’ (Blumer, 2007:70).  

 

Further, Blumer (2007:72) claims that people confer meanings onto objects, instead of 
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‘being surrounded by an environment of pre-existing objects which play upon him and 

call forth his behaviour’. During his life, ‘... the individual is designating different 

objects to himself, giving them meaning, judging their sustainability to his action, and 

making decisions on the basis of the judgement. This is what is meant by interpretations 

or acting on the basis of symbols’ (Blumer 2007:72). The meaning-making activity 

alongside subjective understandings of the world, fundamentally influences the 

difference of human behaviour as opposed to that of objects. Nevertheless, not all 

human actions can be considered as meaningful:  

 

‘anything of which a human being is conscious is what he is 

indicating to himself ... anything of which he is not conscious is, ipso 

facto, something which he is not indicating to himself’ (Blumer, 

2007:71). 

 

Similarly, Giddens (1984) characterises two major types of reasons which lead (i.e. 

influence) people’s behaviour. In the first instance, reflexivity or reasoning may be the 

basis for meaningful actions where one does something for a reason with the: 

‘understanding of what is called for in a given set of circumstances in such way as to 

shape whatever is done in those circumstances’ (Giddens, 1984:345-6). Otherwise, 

reasons for an action can be unintended and reasons for things to happen may be 

situational factors over which the actor has no control. Of note, despite the 

interpretation of the meaning of a particular behaviour, it may not equate with what the 

actor meant by his/her actions. Consequently, subjective interpretations of meanings to 

human behaviour and the unpredictable character of human behaviour as well as its 

consequences explain why deterministic laws are inappropriate for conceptualising 

human conduct (Bryman, 2001). In this study, reality is perceived as socially 

constructed. That is, individuals who were interviewed presented their (at that time) 

constructions of reality, sometimes these were formulated and reformulated through 

group discussion (focus groups) and, finally, these constructions were taken by the 

researcher and constructed into a ‘story’ with ‘patterns’ depicting what the researcher 

constructed as a reality comprised from subjects’ descriptions and experiences. As such, 

the study takes a subjective approach.  
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3.2.2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL STANCE  

The concept of epistemology is concerned with how to know about the world and it 

refers to the theory of knowledge, or the theory of how we come to have knowledge 

about the external world (Abercrombie et al., 1984). Previously discussed ontological 

assumptions impact on how the world can be known and understood. For instance, if 

reality is socially constructed, it cannot simply be captured in an objective manner. 

Within social constructivism, individuals and researchers access and construct 

knowledge from subjective viewpoints.  

 

Subjectivity  

According to Geertz (1973) there are two levels of subjectivity when studying human 

beings. One belongs to the researcher and the other to the human subjects of inquiry 

(i.e. the research participants). During and after interpretive occasions such as 

interviews, information, meanings and interpretations are fractured, reconstituted and 

transformed at several levels. This may happen at different stages, for instance, when 

participants tell stories, when the researcher presents his/her version of the story and 

interprets and presents participants' stories, when the researcher transcribes and 

analyses and thus re-interprets stories generated by both participants and the researcher, 

and when members of the audience of a research text re-interpret interpretations (Miller 

and Glassner, 2004). Referring to the work of Habermas (1970), Easterby-Smith et al 

(2002:25) state that:  

 

‘human interests not only guide the way we think, and the structures 

of work and authority, but they also condition the way we enquire 

into, and construct our knowledge of, the world.’  

 

The process of knowing represents a subjective reconstruction of meanings of 

phenomena. It contributes to the reconstruction of reality as during the process of 

communicating subjective knowledge, people may change each other’s understandings 

and actions. Consequently, researchers and those studied, by being part of the social 

world, engage in a process of on-going reconstruction of knowledge.  
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3.2.3 RESEARCHER INVOLVEMENT AND OBJECTIVITY 

Ontological and epistemological assumptions are entangled with the unique relationship 

between the researcher and his/her study subjects. While Prus (1996:196) emphasises 

the importance to minimise the:  

 

‘... obtrusiveness of the researcher in the field and the text eventually 

produced ... [to allow] ... the life-worlds of the other to surface in as 

complete and unencumbered a manner as possible’,  

 

Denzin (1994:64) promotes a researcher with a  

 

‘… compassionate gaze which looks, and desires, not technical 

instrumental knowledge, but in-depth existential understandings.’  

 

An approach of Ritchie and Lewis (2004), who recommend avoiding over-empathy 

towards participants and getting too involved in their stories, is in tune with this study. 

Researchers who over-engage could, unintentionally, alter participants' realities and 

therefore become too entrenched in a particular reality. As a result, a danger of telling 

stories from only one particular viewpoint appears (Miller and Glassner, 2004). 

Including views from multiple participants, transparency and inclusiveness in terms of 

how one arrives at one's knowledge is therefore important; this approach was adopted in 

this study.  

 

Positivism and Phenomenology  

Within social science two extreme ‘pure positions’ - positivism and phenomenology - 

exist (see Table 5) (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). Positivism focuses on facts and is 

concerned with objectivity. Contrastingly, a phenomenological approach perceives 

reality as socially constructed; rather than focusing on facts, it tries to understand 

situations and is concerned with meanings.  
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Table 5 Key features of positivist and phenomenological paradigms 

 

Source: adapted from Easterby-Smith at al., 2002; Crotty, 1998; Guba and Lincoln, 

1994; Crossan, 2003; Trochim, 2005; Gray, 2004. 
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Social scientists aim to gain access to people’s ‘common sense of thinking’ by 

interpreting their actions and social world (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Bogdan and Taylor 

(1975:13-14) claim that:  

 

‘the phenomenologist views human behaviour … as a product of how 

people interpret the world …. In order to grasp the meanings of 

person’s behaviour the phenomenologist attempts to see things from 

that person’s point of view’.  

 

This means that phenomenology represents reality as socially constructed rather than 

objectively determined (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002:24). It claims that organisations and 

the social world can be understood by obtaining first-hand knowledge (Burrell and 

Morgan, 1979). Therefore, phenomenologically-oriented social scientists, rather than 

focusing on gathering facts and measuring how often certain patterns occur, appreciate 

the different constructions and meanings that people place upon their experiences 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). It is not essential to search for external causes and 

fundamental laws to explain human actions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). A 

phenomenological approach offers an interpretive and nuanced approach. It uses 

qualitative methods to generate understanding about human situations; a 

phenomenological approach and qualitative methods were used in this study because its 

focus is to explore social enterprise and it is directed towards discovering how people 

perceive social enterprises and related issues. The study sought to generate in-depth 

understanding of promoters and barriers of social enterprises and explore the role of 

social entrepreneurs as actors influencing creation/development of social enterprises. As 

such, the methodological approach adopted required to go beyond the rigid boundaries 

of positivism.  

 

3.3 STUDY DESIGN AND DATA COLLECTION METHODS  

The overall research design is: ‘the program that guides the investigator as he or she 

collects, analyzes, and interprets observations’ (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 

1996:98). A significant factor regarding the context of this study is that the topic is in a 

development phase, thus many new ideas and new knowledge has been generated over 

the course of the study and continues to be generated. As noted above, an open and 

exploratory approach was necessary. At the early stages of study, a degree of flexibility 

regarding focus had to be maintained as, although key themes for study were identified 
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– particularly the idea of applying social enterprise to health and social care, it was 

unknown how much evidence there would be in relation to this topic as social enterprise 

was just emerging as a concept. The following sections explain how the nature of the 

research questions, the underpinning philosophical paradigm and practical issues about 

undertaking the study, influenced the choice of research setting, sampling, data 

collection, methods and data analysis. 

 

3.3.1 STUDY DESIGN AND PHASES  

According to Saunders et al. (2003), the research process should follow logical steps: 

formulation and clarification of the topic, critical literature review, selection of research 

approach and strategy, data collection, data analysis and, finally, writing of the thesis. 

In this study, this process was not linear and some of the stages were overlapping 

(see Figure 5). Data collection and data analysis was, to an extent, simultaneous; 

for instance, generated data indicated themes worth further investigation – these 

were explored in the following data collection. Also, the literature review was on-

going, as the study extended over time and the evidence base continued to grow. 

This confirms that ‘research is rarely as linear and as straightforward as it is 

often implied’ (Bryman and Bell, 2003:68).  

 

Design and data collection methods were considered at the outset and adapted during 

the course of the study (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). A simplified diagram providing an 

overview of the stages and methods shows steps undertaken in the study (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5 Diagram of study process 

 

 

As shown (Figure 5), the study began with an initial literature review which enabled the 

researcher to explore the field under investigation and frame research questions. This 

process was followed with a selection of data collection methods which would address 

the identified research questions; as such, interviews and focus groups were chosen to 

gather data and generate research findings. The process of data collection consisted of 

two major stages: a) interviews were used to answer research questions; and b) focus 

groups to verify, confirm and extend findings generated through the interview data 
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analysis. Data from the two stages of data gathering were compared and theory building 

began. The process was facilitated by an on-going literature review; this was performed 

due to the rapidly changing field of the study and the publication of new research 

evidence and policy documents. 

 

3.3.2 QUALITATIVE METHODS 

Van Maanen et al. (1982:32) state that: 

  

‘Quality is the essential character or nature of something; quantity is 

the amount. Quality is the what; quantity is how much. Qualitative 

refers to the meaning, the definition or analogy or model or metaphor 

characterising something, while quantitative assumes the meaning 

and refers to a measure of it.’  

 

In this study, and in line with the phenomenological approach, the aim was to focus on 

meanings and find answers to ‘what’ questions (e.g. what is a social enterprise? What 

are the promoters and what are the barriers to social enterprise development?). The field 

under investigation has only started to be researched (see Chapter Two) and, as such, 

knowledge is evolving. The population of interest was difficult to define and ‘capture’ 

for study (e.g. there was no database of social enterprises in the Highlands and Islands; 

the number of social enterprises in the region was unknown and, due to definitional 

challenges, actually identifying social enterprises was difficult). A quantitative study 

was not feasible in these circumstances. In addition, the research questions searched for 

meanings and dealt with ‘soft issues’ which were not amenable to quantification 

(Hammersley, 1992); and the aim was related to understanding rather than measuring 

social enterprise. Where study objectives are to explore and understand, qualitative 

methodology is suggested to be beneficial (Oinas, 1999; Jack and Anderson, 2002). 

Consequently, for this study, qualitative research techniques were selected. 

 

Selecting qualitative design 

Van Maanen (1983:9) defines qualitative methods as: 

 

'an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe decode, 

translate and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the 

frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in 

the social world'.  
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Qualitative methods allow a researcher to study in depth and detail (Patton, 1990; Miles 

and Huberman, 1997). Patton (1990:14) states that 'qualitative methods typically 

produce a wealth of detailed information' about people and cases. Miles (1979) 

describes qualitative data as an ‘attractive nuisance’, because of its richness but the 

difficulty of finding analytic paths through that richness.  

 

The most common qualitative methods are observations, interviews and focus groups. 

Observational techniques involve making observations in a natural setting; the method 

requires a researcher to participate in the culture or context being observed. This 

technique was not adopted for the study as it is time consuming (often, the method 

requires months or years of intensive work as the researcher needs to become accepted 

as a natural part of the culture); in addition, there is a risk that the technique can 

introduce researcher bias (allowing researchers to ‘see what they want to see’). 

Although strong in validity, the method is challenged with poor reliability and 

generalisability.  

 

Interviewing was selected in order to generate the main data bank and focus groups to 

verify and extend interview findings (thereby increasing research validity). Advantages 

and disadvantages of the selected methods are now described. Attempts were made to 

minimise the potential disadvantages by triangulation of the data, which requires using 

more than one method or source of data (Bryman and Bell, 2003). 

 

3.3.3 STAGE ONE 

Attributes of interviews  

In the first stage of the study, given the nature of the research aims and objectives and 

considering the various qualitative methods available, it was decided to carry out face 

to face interviews.  

 

Interviews are seen as being effective in their ability to reveal information and issues 

which the interviewer may not have expected (Bryman, 2001; Valentine, 2005). As 

noted by Kitchin and Tate (2000:219): ‘The interview can provide a fuller and richer 

data set than might otherwise be gained through highly structured closed questions.’ 
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This was important in this study as interviewees’ thoughts and comments could 

uncover issues and ideas not previously considered, helping to build knowledge in the 

field. Interviews are a useful method to explore and examine the feelings and attitudes 

of diverse people as ‘each interview varies according to the interests, experiences and 

views of the interviewees’ (Valentine, 2005:111). In this study, views of a number of 

social enterprise stakeholders were investigated. Interviews were used as they are good 

at attaining high response rates (Gray, 2004) and enable a large amount of information 

to be generated covering a variety of topics (Valentine, 2005; Oppenheim, 1992). 

Moreover, they allow rapport to be built between the interviewer and interviewee 

(Gray, 2004); this is important as it helps to generate honest conversations and genuine 

respondents’ answers. Also, a good ‘relationship’ between the interviewer and 

interviewee might enable conducting a follow-up study or, as was in the case of this 

research, lead to contact with potential new interviewees.  

 

As noted earlier, interviewing was considered suitable because it provides the ability to 

focus on the research questions whilst allowing for elaboration of themes by 

interviewer and interviewees. Interesting emerging themes can be followed up by more 

in-depth questions and discussions, adding new dimensions to the study. By asking key 

questions (and, if possible, following up with other related questions), interviews can 

enable the researcher to obtain a large amount of data (Bryman, 2001; Gray, 2004; 

Valentine, 2005; Oppenheim, 1992).  

 

Types of interviews  

Interviews range in type from highly formal and structured, using standardised 

questions for each participant to informal, unstructured conversations (Saunders et al., 

2003). In structured interviews, a standard set of questions makes it easier for an 

interviewer to evaluate and compare collected data, but tends to preclude new theme 

generation. As this study aimed to explore the emergent area of social enterprise and 

discover new themes, structured interviews were not selected as they would be unlikely 

to provide the best results in this case. 

 

Unstructured interviews enable changing or adapting questions to match respondents’ 

experience, understanding or beliefs, thus affording maximum flexibility. The 

disadvantage of an unstructured interview is that gathered data can be difficult to 
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analyse and much of the data might not address the research questions. Semi-structured 

interviews, however, allow the researcher to follow a list of topic areas to be covered, 

but it is not necessary to ask every question in every interview nor to ask the questions 

in the same order (Saunders et al., 2003). This means a less rigid format, allowing 

follow-up of relevant emergent lines of enquiry. The researcher knows the areas he/she 

wants to investigate and can still be consistent in exploring research questions 

(Easterby-Smith et al., 2002; Oppenheim, 1992). Following consideration of the 

different interviewing methods, a semi-structured interview format was chosen for this 

study as being the most likely format by which to elicit quality data. 

 

Challenges associated with interviews  

Whichever interview method has been chosen, it is important to be aware of its 

advantages and disadvantages so that these can be kept in mind during the data 

collection exercise. Although often recommended as a research tool, semi-structured 

interviews do have some disadvantages. Firstly, conducting interviews, and the 

subsequent analysis of the volume of qualitative data produced, can be expensive and 

time consuming compared with other methods (Bryman, 2001; Gray, 2004). In this 

study, it was challenging (and costly) to collect data within the large geographical area 

of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland; for instance, some interviews took place in 

comparably inaccessible remote and rural places, requiring a deal of travel by the 

researcher and careful forward planning in order to use time and financial resources to 

optimum effect. Secondly, interviews might not be representative (Cloke et al., 2004). 

Valentine (2005) asserts that they do not aim to be so, as their main objective is to 

understand and explore meanings (i.e. in this study, an exploratory approach was 

adopted; this considered world to be socially constructed). Thirdly, due to the 

interaction of the interviewer and interviewee, it is also difficult for the interviewer to 

ensure that they remain objective and detached (Valentine, 2005). While this may be 

regarded as problematical, this interaction may carry an additional benefit, in that 

information which may not have been revealed through other methods may be 

divulged. In epistemological terms, the investigator did not claim to be detached in this 

study, but understood it was part of a creative process of making sense of the world 

from the perspective of interviewees. The success of the interview is also dependent on 

the skills of interviewers such as: the way in which they ask questions (Miller and 

Glassner, 2004; Valentine, 2005); the rapport they build with the interviewee (Kitchin 
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and Tate, 2000); and the willingness of interviewees to share their experiences, which 

is more likely to happen if the interviewees feel that their interview is enjoyable 

(Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1996; Valentine, 2005). All of this was kept in 

mind during the interviewing process. 

 

Here, the researcher is Polish; this cultural position could have influenced the 

interview process (e.g. through communication barriers or differences in 

interpretation). It is acknowledged that an interviewer must always consider that there 

may be a difference in what interviewees say they do and what they actually do 

(Kitchin and Tate, 2000; Bryman, 2001; Valentine, 2005; Gray, 2004). On the other 

hand, the Polish background of the researcher could be perceived as advantageous, as 

the researcher’s mind is more of ‘a blank sheet of paper’, with fewer cultural 

assumptions made. Also, to be understood, interviewees could make their statements 

more clear and apparent. Thus, the investigator could delve and probe the theme under 

investigation with little local ‘cultural baggage’.    

 

3.3.3.1 SAMPLING  
 

Sampling techniques promote efficient collection of sufficient data (Saunders et al., 

2003). The two main categories of sampling are probability and non-probability 

sampling. In probability sampling, the probability of each respondent being selected 

from the population is predetermined. The sample can be used to make statistical 

inferences about the characteristics of the population. Unlike probability sampling, 

the probability of each case being selected for non-probability samples is unknown 

and, therefore, neither statistical estimations about the population nor statistical 

generalisations can be made (Saunders et al., 2003). In this study, due to 

challenges in identifying and quantifying the entire population (i.e. social 

enterprise stakeholders), application of probability sampling was not feasible (and, 

as such, excluded) and non-probability, which is characteristic for a 

phenomenological approach, was adopted.      

 

Non-probability sampling methods can be divided into accidental and purposive. 

In purposive sampling an investigator is concerned with a particular purpose of the 

study and, consequently, a specific predefined group is sought. Purposive 
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sampling enables access to a targeted sample, but it can create a disproportion 

between subgroups in the population by selecting those that are more readily 

accessible. There are several types of purposive sampling (e.g. quota sampling, 

expert sampling, heterogeneity sampling, modal instance sampling); in this study, 

snowball sampling was selected to identify respondents and conduct the first stage 

of the study. Snowball sampling is useful when the desired population is ambiguous, 

multi-faceted or elusive, and when the sampling frame is not easily accessible (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007). The use of snowball sampling is particularly appropriate when one has 

problems in identifying members of the desired population or trying to reach 

populations that are inaccessible. Such was the case with this study - at the time of data 

collection, there was no local social enterprise database available. Snowball sampling 

uses informal social networks to identify respondents who are hard to locate (Green et 

al., 1988; Saunders et al., 2003). As such, embeddedness in the local settings meant that 

respondents could easily identify other social enterprise stakeholders from the region. 

The use of snowball sampling was even more helpful for the researcher who relocated 

to the Scottish Highlands to undertake the study and whose social networks in relation 

to the field of study were, at the time, undeveloped.  

 

Identifying interviewees  

Snowball sampling begins with identifying a person who meets the criteria for study 

inclusion. In this study, to answer the research questions, the sample frame consisted of 

different stakeholder categories including:  

- social entrepreneurs (this group was considered to be important as it is responsible 

for setting up and running social enterprises),  

- social enterprise employees and people associated with voluntary organisations 

(this is a vital group which facilitates – voluntarily or through paid employment - 

social enterprise activities on a daily basis),  

- politicians (this group was included as it is significant in shaping social enterprise 

support and influencing future policy directions), and 

- service providers including National Health Service (NHS) employees (perception 

of this group was of interest due to potential of social enterprise to contribute to 

health and care service delivery). 

The interviewed groups were included in this study due to the expertise they carried – 
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the interviewees were likely to be most knowledgeable about social enterprise as they 

were either working in or were linked with the sector. All respondents were from the 

Highlands and Islands except one person who came from Aberdeenshire – this person 

was regarded as a guru in the field of social enterprise and selected as ‘the best social 

entrepreneur of the year’ and, therefore, included in the study. 

 

Suggestions for initial contacts were provided by the researcher’s PhD supervisors. 

Interestingly, according to Bryman (2001), initial contact can be difficult to make; yet, 

in this study this was not the case. Once initial contact has been made, snowball 

sampling was a convenient way of accessing the desired sample. 

 

Given that the snowball sampling method was used for the study, interviewing appeared 

to be especially useful; the respondents, after face-to-face discussions (which enabled to 

build up a rapport between the researcher and the interviewees), provided contact 

details of other social enterprise stakeholders. The respondents were asked to make 

initial contact with the potential interviewees and request their consent; the advantage 

of this method was that the potential interviewees were more likely to agree to 

participate in the study. However, there was a potential difficulty in that the 

interviewees possibly could come from a group of people with similar opinions, which 

could have an undesirable effect upon the data collected. Over time, the researcher 

could capitalise on newly created networks and through embeddedness, further develop 

the study’s research.  

 

Sample size  

As noted by Guest et al. (2006:59), ‘purposive samples are the most commonly
 
used 

form of non-probabilistic sampling, and their size typically
 
relies on the concept of 

‘saturation,’ or the point at which
 
no new information or themes are observed in the 

data.’ Hence, the researcher aimed to achieve data saturation. 

 

Unlike quantitative researchers, who wait until the end of the study to analyse their 

data, in this qualitative study the researcher conducted ongoing data analysis and started 

analysing collected interviews whilst conducting the remaining interviews. This enabled 

the researcher to ‘discover’ the point of data saturation. In total, the sample size 

consisted of 35 social enterprise stakeholders (see Table 6). Identified respondents were 
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all, to some extent, exposed to the concept of a social enterprise. Some were closely 

related to social enterprise (for instance social entrepreneurs or those employed by a 

social enterprise), while some were employed within the third sector (for example those 

related to voluntary organisations). Others included those who had the potential to 

influence future policy and support social enterprise in a variety of ways related to this 

study (such as politicians or NHS directors). This mixture of interviewees offered 

promise for acquiring different perspectives and views and, as such, provided a more 

rounded database for study.  

 

Table 6 Distribution of respondents in the first stage of data collection (interviews)  

 No. of 

interviewees 

Social entrepreneurs  7 

Employees of social enterprise 6 

Managers of social enterprise  6 

Politicians  6 

Volunteers  5 

Health and care professionals  5 

Total no. of interviewees  35 

 

 

As shown in Table 6, the distribution of interviews amongst different social enterprise 

stakeholder groups range from five to seven; in fact, the aim of the researcher was to 

encompass a comparatively equal distribution of groups of interviewees. This approach 

allowed the gathering of a range of opinions and perspectives on the theme under 

investigation.   

 

3.3.3.2 CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS 

Arranging interviews 

All interviewees were first contacted via email; the email addresses were generated 

through earlier described snowball sampling, i.e. contact details (email addresses) to 

initial interviewees were given by the researcher’s supervisors and the following by the 

interviewed respondents. The correspondence contained a brief description of the 

research theme indicating the researcher’s interest in interviewing them (see Appendix 

4). Consent to interview was requested and potential participants were informed that the 

interview would take approximately one hour and could be conducted either in a 
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location of their choosing or in the researcher’s office. This ‘introductory’ email was 

important as it enabled the researcher to make an initial contact with potential 

interviewees and briefly explain the aims of the study. Further communication via 

emails and/or telephone calls took place with people who positively replied to the 

researcher’s email. This process continued over a period of six months. 

 

Interview schedule 

The interview schedule contained a mix of open (deliberately seeking for longer 

answers) and closed (which can be answered with either a single word or a short 

phrase) questions (see Appendix 5); the latter were used to obtain quick facts and easy 

to compare answers; the former aimed to reveal opinions and feelings of interviewees 

as well as to encourage respondents to reflect on the situations in which they were 

immersed.  

 

Semi-structured interviews led to flexible and relaxed conversations between the 

researcher and interviewees. Interviews were based on a schedule of areas to 

investigate. In many cases, conversations led to interesting discussions and areas that 

had not been identified previously and which were significant in addressing the research 

questions (e.g. themes relating to barriers and promoters of social enterprise 

development). As the first phase of data collection lasted for six months, during which 

an ongoing literature review was carried out, the researcher was able to reflect upon 

acquired knowledge and use this to develop discussions with the interviewees; this 

resulted in fuller and better quality information being obtained as the interview 

programme progressed.   

 

Interview process    

The majority of interviews were conducted in the respondents’ workplace. The 

anonymity of interviewees was assured. Key points of the discussion and brief notes 

were taken to enable further follow-up as the interview progressed. Each interview 

lasted approximately one hour. Voice recordings of the interviews were made, with the 

participants’ consent, and subsequently transcribed. Following their interviews, 

respondents were asked, as is recommended in the case of using snowball sampling, to 

provide contact details of other social enterprise stakeholders. On average, between two 

and three names were given per respondent which afforded the researcher access to 
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further and ongoing subjects for contact. Over time, the same names were repeated, 

suggesting that either the pool of potential respondents was relatively small or people 

co-operate inside the same networks. Similarly, key themes began to emerge from 

ongoing data analysis.  

  

Reflections on conducting interviews 

Whilst the researcher is a fairly outgoing person, the process of interviewing, especially 

at its beginning, was somewhat stressful. The researcher had not had previous 

experience of conducting face-to-face interviews. In spite of advice given by his 

supervisors and his friends and reading books about interviewing people (e.g. Sekaran, 

2003; Blumberg et al., 2005; Bryman and Bell, 2007; Saunders et al., 2003), the 

researcher lacked confidence. Therefore, approaching total strangers and maintaining a 

high level of concentration through the interviews, balancing the desire to keep 

conversation flowing with the need to ensure the interviewee was not influenced or 

‘led’, was challenging.  

 

In the early stages, it was difficult to find interviewees willing to participate. Some 

people said they were too busy to meet. In order to address this, tactics were changed in 

that potential participants were informed that the researcher was linked with named 

PhD supervisors who were known for previously having completed research in the 

region. Thereafter, more people agreed to be interviewed. The lesson learned has been 

that, not only in the business field, but also in the world of research, ‘connections’ are 

very important. The researcher also noted that when more time had been spent in the 

Highlands attending conferences and social enterprise events, and once the researcher’s 

network was developed, it became easier to find interviewees. Becoming embedded in 

the local settings played an important role in accelerating (or at least facilitating) the 

research process.  

 

3.3.4 SECOND STAGE OF THE STUDY 

To verify early findings emerging from the interview data analysis it was planned to 

conduct a second stage of the study and run three focus groups; as mentioned at the 

beginning of this chapter, focus groups were seen to be useful in verifying, confirming 

and extending the findings generated through the interview data analysis.  
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Attributes of focus groups  

There are several advantages to using focus groups. Firstly, they are inexpensive to run 

(Stewart et al., 2007). Secondly, they are recommended when the researcher has a 

limited amount of time in the field (Bedford and Burgess, 2001; Longhurst, 2003). 

Finally, and most importantly, focus groups produce enjoyable discussions between 

participants which can reveal unexpected findings that extend one person’s opinion 

(Bedford and Burgess, 2001). This ability to ‘reveal unexpected findings’ was a major 

reason for using focus groups to inform this study.  

 

‘Focus groups are one-off meetings of people brought together to 

discuss and interact around a topic or topics’ (Longhurst, 2003:119). 

 

 

Group dynamics can stimulate dialogue and allow a variety of views to emerge (Stewart 

et al., 2007). Participants are challenged with each others' opinions which, in turn, 

reveal individual's perspectives in ways different from those revealed in interviews 

(Bedford and Burgess, 2001). For the researcher, focus group dialogues can show how 

opinions are formed (MacNeill and Chapman, 2005) and they provide an insight into 

social contexts and relationships (May, 2001) as well as understanding about how 

stakeholders understand particular issues (Bedford and Burgess, 2001). All of these 

features encouraged the investigator to employ focus groups in the study.   

 

The literature identifies limitations of focus groups; the researcher had to pay attention 

to these and try to minimise their effects. For instance, the opinions of participants 

should not be considered to be representative as people with strong personalities may 

dominate a discussion, influencing its final outcome (Bedford and Burgess, 2001; 

Bryman, 2001; MacNeill and Chapman, 2005). The focus group facilitator’s role is to 

ensure that participants equally contribute. Stewart et al. (2007) stress that focus groups 

may be difficult with regard to the following aspects: a) recording the focus group (in 

this study, high quality digital voice recorders were used to ensure all data were 

captured); b) making participants enthusiastic and encouraging participation (this was 

not an issue in any of conducted three focus groups, i.e. discussants were keen to share 

their opinions); c) sharing sensitive data and ensuring the participants' confidentiality 

(as in the first stage of the study, all participants were ensured confidentiality and 
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anonymity). Also, dependent on the participants (and the topics), some focus groups 

can be consensual whilst others will be argumentative; this can affect the final results 

(Bedford and Burgess, 2001).  

 

Arranging and conducting focus groups 

Focus groups can be homogenous or heterogeneous in their make-up (Bedford and 

Burgess, 2001). In this study, initially, it was planned to create three homogeneous 

focus groups (here, the homogeneity relates to the category of stakeholder group; 

(Stewart et al., 2007)). Each group would comprise representatives of a different 

social enterprise stakeholder group, including: a) regional development employees 

(whose task is to facilitate social enterprise development) b) politicians (who are keen 

for social enterprise to flourish) and c) community workers, service providers and those 

involved in social enterprise activities (who deal with day-to-day challenges relating to 

service provision). Including these stakeholders was seen as important as all have the 

capacity to influence the future of social enterprise. The perceptions, views and 

explanations given by each of the three groups could, potentially, be diverse.  

 

Focus group participants were selected using contact details gathered during the first 

stage of the study which, as already described, utilised snowballing sampling (which is 

also viewed as an acceptable technique for gaining access to potential focus group 

participants who otherwise would be hard to locate; Cloke et al., 2004). There is no 

common agreement about the ideal number of participants for optimal focus groups. 

Bedford and Burgess (2001) suggest four to eight participants, while Longhurst (2003) 

suggests six to twelve participants. The aim was to have five to ten people within each 

group in this study. Potential participants were contacted four weeks prior to the 

intended date of the focus group via email (see Appendix 6), and all were briefly 

informed of the aims and theme of the exercise. Potential participants were asked 

about their willingness to participate and their availability. Follow up contact was 

made where necessary.  

 

As noted in the literature, recruitment of participants can be problematic (Bryman, 

2001; Bedford and Burgess, 2001; May, 2001; MacNeill and Chapman, 2005). The 

researcher soon realised that, although the majority of people were enthusiastic about 

being involved in a focus group, for many it was difficult to commit their time due to 
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other commitments. Initial plans had to be adapted and heterogeneous focus groups 

were created to allow for a choice of dates and times. Interestingly, the resulting 

heterogeneous focus groups led to good cross-stakeholder group discussions. Different 

stakeholders, possessing varying experiences and opinions, developed diverse lines of 

arguments, and exciting conversations and interactions amongst participants followed; 

this, possibly, could not have happened with homogenous focus groups which were the 

first intention. As such, this change, although not intentional, appeared to be 

beneficial. The characteristic of focus group respondents is presented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7 Characteristics of focus groups  

 1
st
 focus 

group 

(FG1) 

2
nd

 focus 

group 

(FG2) 

3
rd

 focus 

group 

(FG3) 

Regional development employees 2 2 3 

Politicians 1 1 1 

Community workers, service 

providers and those involved in 

social enterprise activities 

5 2 2 

Total no. of participants 8 5 6 

 

Initial findings from the first stage of the study (interviews with 35 social enterprise 

stakeholders) identified major areas for discussion (see Appendix 7). These were 

presented and discussed during each focus group. Each focus group had between 

five and eight participants, lasted three hours and began with a brief presentation 

about the area under investigation given by the researcher. An opportunity for the 

participants to network was provided during lunch. Following this, participants were 

invited to discuss specific topics, with discussions lasting approximately ninety 

minutes. All focus groups used a pro-forma which illustrated overarching themes to 

be discussed. The researcher attempted not to use leading questions but did re-direct 

the dialogue if it was felt to be deviating from the topic. All three focus groups were 

recorded digitally, with the permission of all participants. The recordings were fully 

transcribed with individuals being anonymised in the transcripts. 

 

Reflections on conducting focus groups 

Focus groups, as a research method, proved to have some strengths and limitations. As 

with semi-structured interviews, the focus groups explored and examined opinions and 



116 

 

attitudes. In addition, they also allowed participants to share experiences. These were 

important attributes for data collection at this stage of the study as the discussants were 

exposed to others’ views allowing for enthusiastic discussions. These discussions 

verified themes emergent from interview data and, in addition, extended these findings.  

 

The researcher discovered that, while it may have been difficult and time-consuming 

for participants to attend the focus groups, those who were able to become involved 

were knowledgeable individuals who were really interested in the theme. Another 

lesson learned was that some participants, even with the best of intentions, found it 

impossible to attend on the day, some were unavoidably delayed and others needed to 

leave before the end of the session due to having other commitments. This indicated 

that it is wise to ‘over-invite’ participants in order to ensure as far as possible a 

complete group, and to be highly flexible around asking questions and not easily 

distracted from the point under discussion. There exists a fine balance between keeping 

participants on track of the topic discussed and interfering in that discussion (Bryman, 

2001; May, 2001); as such, in a few cases, the researcher had to re-direct participants 

back to the core theme.  

 

Given some of the challenges, a question arises as to whether focus groups, in the 

context of the busy lives of the kinds of participants the researcher included, is 

(nowadays) a method that can be meaningfully deployed. In addition, the focus groups 

produced large amounts of data which were difficult to analyse due to the dialogue and 

people cutting across each other’s conversations. Because of the large amount of data 

generated overall (between interviews and focus groups) in this study, findings from 

focus groups are presented sporadically in the thesis in order to confirm/reveal new 

information or contradicted the findings gleaned from interviews.   

 

3.3.5 TRANSCRIBING  

Recording of interviews and focus groups allowed for the creation of a good quality 

soundtrack of each meeting. As all interviews were recorded, it was possible to 

transcribe them on an ongoing basis and thence to proceed to analysis. Transcription 

was conducted by an external expert. Verbatim transcripts were saved as Microsoft 

Word documents. All transcripts were initially read by the researcher. Systematic data 
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management of transcripts was supported by using the N-Vivo7 qualitative data 

analysis software program. 

 

3.3.6 DATA ANALYSIS - USING N-VIVO7 

In this study 35 interviews and 3 focus groups with social enterprise stakeholders were 

conducted, generating a large dataset. Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis, as 

opposed to manual analysis, might be argued to make it easier to handle larger volumes 

of data. Moreover, data analysis software products allow data to be more transparent 

and systematic (Kelle, 1995; Gibbs, 2002; Gilbert, 2002).  

 

N-Vivo7 does not conduct qualitative data analysis, rather it: 

 

 ‘… assists but does not take over the human researcher’s role as 

analyst/interpreter and the need continuously to fine-tune 

analytical/interpretive skills’ (Gummensson, 2005:313).  

 

A researcher decides how his/her data is coded and organised; thus, to a large extent, 

the process is subjective (reflecting a phenomenological stance). N-Vivo7 assists in 

storing, coding, organising, retrieving and interrogating data (Gibbs, 2002; Kelle, 1995; 

Kelle and Laurie, 1995; Richards, 2002). 

 

Gray (2004) argues that qualitative data analysis should be rigorous and logical, while 

acknowledging that different researchers employ qualitative analysis for different 

reasons. For some it is important to present it 'as it is' so quotes and meanings are not 

taken out of context, whilst for others objectivity is sought and the data are more 

intensely coded. In this study, emerging themes were considered and an initial coding 

schedule identified. This involved manually inductively trawling transcripts for themes, 

but also deductively considering the data against points from the literature. Following 

that, transcripts were coded and categorised.  

 

N-Vivo7 encouraged the researcher to think about the data themes and tree nodes, and 

grouping related themes together was utilised (to clarify, nodes represent concepts/ideas 

within the data presenting a key focus of the analytical thinking in qualitative research 

(Gibbs, 2002)). Particular topics/themes were linked with the original interviews which 
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allowed a return to the data source to revise and re-think the structure of themes. An 

example of a tree node - and attached to it, a response - is presented in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6 Tree nodes and the data source 

 

 

Each node was given a definition as it was created, including a brief 

description/reflection on why the node was created (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7 Tree node and its properties 
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While data analysis progressed, and as the researcher was vigilant for new or 

unexpected themes, a tree structure developed. When analysing collected data, the 

researcher iteratively referred to the research questions and so themes related to study 

focus were coded. Key main areas/themes recorded during the data analysis included 

the notion of social enterprise, promoters and barriers associated with social enterprise 

development and other aspects related to social entrepreneurship and social 

entrepreneurs. The key areas consisted of a number of sub-categories. Ultimately, these 

were used to address the research questions.      

 

Advantages and disadvantages of N-Vivo 7 

Using qualitative software has some downsides. As all data had to be prepared, entered 

and categorised by the researcher, N-Vivo7 did not reduce the amount of time required 

for data analysis (Kelle and Laurie, 1995); in fact, creating and selecting nodes was 

highly time-consuming. Therefore, using qualitative software may actually extend the 

time spent on data analysis. Although N-Vivo7 made it easier to code and retrieve 

segments of data, there was a danger that those segments were separated from their 

origins, thus losing touch with their meaning (Coffey et al., 1996), which had the 

potential to create a barrier between the researcher and the data. This issue was 

addressed by using the software’s ability to create interactive links between retrieved 

segments and the source document (Lee and Esterhuizen, 2000). Thus, the researcher 

could cycle back and forth between coded text and context (using the constant 

comparison method) providing additional means to enhance transparency and 

demonstrate the rigour of the research process. According to Creswell (2003), this 

circulation leads to in-depth analysis from data to pattern, and then, to concepts. 

Finally, data analysis software packages can lead to ‘mechanical coding’ or becoming 

‘bogged-down’ in the technicality of coding, to the detriment of thinking about 

meanings and relationships in the data. To overcome this it is necessary to reflect 

simultaneously on the data and the researcher’s use of the software (Gilbert, 2002).  

 

When analysing interviews and focus groups, the researcher found it helpful to listen to 

the appropriate soundtrack whilst reading and coding a particular transcript. This helped 

to ‘go back’ to the time when the meeting was conducted, envisage the body language 

of interviewees, their work environment and recall memories from a particular meeting. 
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Further, sometimes the voice intonation used by the respondents was important, 

revealing potential latent feelings and thoughts that might have important implications 

for the words said (for instance, there were people who were very passionate about 

running a social enterprise). Reading transcripts only might not have been as useful as 

blending it with listening to a voice recording.  

 

Although data management in this study could be perceived as problematic (largely due 

to significant volume of data), N-Vivo7 enabled links between the thematically 

organised structure and original raw data; this offered efficient and consistent data 

management, easiness in searching for words and phrases, helpfulness in coding as well 

as facilitation in model and theory building (Gibbs, 2002; Gilbert, 2002). Consequently, 

the researcher enjoyed using N-Vivo7 and considers that the advantages outweighed the 

disadvantages.  

 

3.4 STRUCTURATION THEORY  

Structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) is used here to analyse data and enhance 

understanding of the relationship between individuals and context in the social 

enterprise proliferation equation. The study does not test but accepts the concept of 

structuration theory. Structuration theory is utilised as an analytical theoretical overlay 

which seeks to understand the mechanisms by which agency and other factors of 

context affect the emergence of a field and an ideological tenet. In this study, 

structuration theory dissects the role of structure and agency in the development of 

social enterprise.  

In structuration theory, Giddens (1984) explains and indicates the relationship between 

agency and structure. Structuration theory claims that structure is not definitive but 

forming and re-forming. It argues that agency is not only shaped by the structure but 

also that, over time, agency is able to reconstruct and influence structure. Giddens 

presents the duality of structure and agency, and presents structure as being formative 

and forming. To some extent, the agent possesses freedom within the structure which 

enables him/her to modify it. As a result, changes occur. In other words, structure is 

produced, and then re-produced, through interaction with the social system 

(structuration explains how social systems are produced and reproduced in social 
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interaction and their relationship with structure). Agents are the individuals who work 

within the structure utilising its resources. Consequently, agents bring changes and 

create new types of structure and resources.  

In his work, Giddens (1984:2) noticed that: ‘in interpretative sociology actions and 

meanings are accorded primacy in the explication of human conduct ... for 

functionalism and structuralism however, structure has primacy over action.’ Both 

conceptions, according to Giddens (1984), are faulty as interpretative sociologies are 

founded on an imperialism of the subject whilst functionalism and stucturalism are 

founded on an imperialism of the social object. In fact, human social activities are 

recursive and agents reproduce the conditions that make these actions possible. As 

social systems embrace regularised relations of interdependence between individuals or 

groups, they should be analysed as recurrent social practices. Social systems, described 

as the situated activities of human objects, exist in the flow of time. They produce 

structures which are characterised by the absence of a subject and which make actions 

possible (Whittington, 1992). Every process of action produces something new; each 

existing in continuity with the past supplying the means of its initiation (Cassell, 1993). 

As a consequence, prior interactions influence the way people interact today. Thus, the 

structure simultaneously enables and constrains current processes. Nevertheless, 

structuration should not be perceived as a barrier to action. Instead, it should be seen as 

essentially involved in its production and re-production (Giddens, 1979; Gregory, 

1981). Therefore both continuity and change may take place.  

Here, structuration theory is used as an analytical tool to help understand the aspects at 

play in this study and to consider, using this tool, what might happen to social 

enterprise. 

3.4.1 AGENTS 

According to Giddens (1984) agency relates to human action.  Giddens acknowledges 

the duality of agents; sometimes they can explicitly make choices, but sometimes their 

actions are driven by ‘subconscious’ norms, rules and cultural attitudes (i.e. aspects of 

‘the structure’). Simultaneously, agents influence and shape the structure. Sewell 

(1992:20) claims that ‘to be an agent means to be capable of exerting some degree of 

control over the social interaction in which one is enmeshed, which in turns implies the 
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ability to transform those social relations to some degree.’ The action of agents 

depends on the knowledge and the interpretation of knowledge they hold; this informs 

their action which reproduces social structures and enforces and maintains the dynamics 

of action (or changes it). Depending on the impact the agents have the scope to make, 

more powerful and less powerful agents can be identified.  

In their actions, agents follow ‘rules’ (Sewell calls these schemas) and are facilitated 

and/or restrained by ‘resources’; agency arises from the actor’s (conscious or 

unconscious) control of resources. Existence of agency ensures existence of structure 

i.e. without human actions there would be no structure. Sewell (1992) argues that all 

humans possess a capacity for agency e.g. forming intentions, acting creatively; this 

capacity of agency, however, is limited e.g. agency is formed by specifics of cultural 

roles/schemes and resource availability. Agency may differ both in nature and extent. 

For instance, people’s intentions and creative transpositions vary from one social world 

to another depending on the nature of the particular structures that inform those social 

worlds. Further, agency can be collective and individual/personal; personal agency is 

laden with collectively produced differences of power and implicated in collective 

struggles and resistances (Sewell, 1992).   

In relation to this study, agents were social enterprise stakeholders. In total four groups 

of agents were included: politicians/policymakers; social entrepreneurs; service 

providers; and social enterprise managers/employees and volunteers.  

3.4.2 STRUCTURE  

Giddens (1984) suggests that structure consists of rules (i.e. patterns people follow in 

social life) and resources (i.e. things created by human action; they are not given by 

nature) organised as properties of social systems (the rules, resources, and social 

relationships are produced and reproduced in social interaction). Sewell (1992:5), 

however, criticises Giddens for not being precise, claiming that the concept of structure 

‘remains frustratingly underspecified’. It seems that to understand what structure is, it is 

necessary to develop understanding of ‘rules’, ‘resources’, and ‘social systems’ (note 

that initially a general understanding of these terms is explained; thereafter, the chapter 

relates to all concepts in relation to this study).  
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Rules can be regarded as ‘generalisable procedures applied in the 

enactment/reproduction of social life’ (Giddens, 1984:21). This means that that rules 

should not be perceived as material entities; they are virtual. Still, rules have the ability 

to generate social practices and social systems. According to Sewell (1992:8) the term 

itself is also ambiguous and implies ‘something like formally stated prescription’; as 

such, he suggests that the term rules should be replaced with schemas. Schemas, as 

noted by Sewell, can be applied in or extended to a variety of contexts of interaction; 

the generalisability and transposability mean that the concept must be viewed as virtual 

i.e. schemas can be actualised in a broad and unpredetermined range of situations. In 

this study, the term ‘rules’ is used in relation to Giddens’ rules and Sewell’s schemas.  

Resources are an element of structure. Defined by Giddens (1979:79) as ‘the media 

whereby transformative capacity is employed as power in the routine course of social 

interaction’ resources include human-generated resources (e.g. physical strength, 

knowledge and emotional commitments that can be used to enhance or maintain power) 

and non-human resources (e.g. objects, animate or inanimate, naturally occurring or 

manufactured that can be used to enhance or maintain power). Both types of resources, 

as highlighted by Sewell (1992), are media of power and are unevenly distributed 

throughout society (although there is still potential for contribution by all members of 

society i.e. anyone or thing can, theoretically, exert power or influence, overtly or 

subconsciously). 

In structuration theory, Giddens (1984:131) describes the concept of systems (systems 

and structures are closely related concepts) which represent ‘patterns of relations in 

groupings of all kinds, from small, intimate groups, to social networks, to large 

organisations’. Social systems are formed by the patterns of enacted conduct, the 

repeated forms of social action and interaction, or the ‘enduring cycles of reproduced 

relations’ (Giddens, 1984:131), e.g. families, peer groups, communities, or cities, either 

at the face-to-face level or existing via networks over space and time.  

In structuration theory, social systems are regarded as social practices that link persons 

across time and space. Giddens claims that social systems have no existence apart from 

the practices that constitute them; the practices are reproduced by the recursive/repeated 

enactments - social systems are made up of agents enacting their practice. To clarify the 

difference between structure and social systems it needs to be emphasised that 
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structures are not the patterned social practices that constitute social systems; instead, 

structure could be viewed as the principles that guide or dictate the pattern of these 

practices. Giddens’ structures and systems appear to be dynamic and capable of 

accommodating many different forms of power and social change. It could be argued 

that social systems ‘make’ space and time happen, i.e. it is the change of aspects of 

social systems during space and time that affect changing structures and recursively 

change social systems.  

Social systems, Giddens says, are empirically observable, intertwining and relatively 

bonded social practices that link persons across time and space. Two types of systems 

can be identified including micro (limited units such as the neighbourhood community) 

and macro systems (greater units, e.g. the capitalist world system). In relation to this 

study, the micro system consists of the local interaction that brings together agents (i.e. 

social enterprise stakeholders). The macro system, on the other hand, represents for 

example a national (the UK) social enterprise movement; thus, macrostructure could be 

described as ‘the micro system on a bigger scale’, i.e. it is the effect of all those social 

enterprise interactions at all levels and its outputs inform and shape structure. For 

instance, one of the motivations of social entrepreneurs (one of four types of agents in 

this study) is to achieve social objectives; in so doing, social entrepreneurs produce 

social action and interaction. Further, politicians and policymakers (another category of 

agents) react to the social action of social entrepreneurs and respond to it; however, 

their response is specific and appropriate for this particular group of agents, i.e. there is 

an interaction initiated by social entrepreneurs (who produce new patterns of enacted 

conduct) and policymakers who create intervention at a policy level in order to support 

social enterprises (as such, policymakers can utilise the power they possess to influence 

the system and, in time, the structure). 

Thus, structure does not exist outside social action but because of it; therefore structure 

is made up of the rules, resources, and made to happen through the social relationships 

that are produced and reproduced in social interaction in a continuing process. Structure 

is constantly changing; it is processual and dynamic because the social forces upon it 

are constant and it is recursively adapting. Structures enable social action, and 

simultaneously social action creates, recreates and changes structures. In this way, 
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structure can be understood as recurrent patterned arrangements which influence or 

limit the choices and opportunities that individuals possess (i.e. they influence agency). 

It is argued (Giddens 1984) that structure is enacted by practices that are informed by: 

procedural rules (i.e. ‘rules’ about how the practice is performed), moral rules (i.e. 

‘rules’ about appropriate forms of enactment of social action), material resources 

(allocation of resources among activities and members of society), and resources of 

authority (i.e. formal organisations, how time and space are organised, production and 

reproduction, social mobility, legitimacy and authority). All structures are formed and 

informed by practices and enacted human conduct which maintains and reproduces 

these structures. If enacted forms of conduct change, either because individuals make 

conscious decisions to change, or through less conscious forms of adjustment, 

adaptation, and practice, then this can result in structural change.  

In relation to this study, two types of structures might be distinguished: a microstructure 

and a macrostructure. Microstructures and macrostructure are different but they relate to 

each other, i.e. microstructures are part of macrostructures. As such, a microstructure 

could be compared to as to a ‘local structure’; for instance, a particular structure might 

pertain within a region or a place and it would be informed/influenced by ‘national’ or 

overall structure, but also influenced by local agents and differing structural aspects, 

e.g. different ‘rules’ or resource allocation mechanisms. Microstructures impose certain 

rules, they are characterised by specific resources, and social relationships; these might 

differ from those in the macrostructure. Combined, a number of microstructures 

influence the creation and the shape of the macrostructure; the microstructures intersect, 

cut across and inform the macrostructure. 

Giddens (1984) recognises three types/elements of structures in social systems 

including:  

• Signification: produces meaning through organised webs of language (semantic 

codes, interpretative schemes and discursive practices), i.e. language. 

• Legitimation: produces a moral order via naturalization in societal norms, 

values, and standards, i.e. norms.  
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• Domination: produces (and is an exercise of) power, originating from the 

control of resources, i.e. power. 

The three components of structure could be compared to the outcomes of structured 

practices; the structures can sign (telling/showing people what to do), they can indicate 

what is considered to be legitimate behaviour and practice, and they can show where 

and how power resides. These concepts will be explored in relation to the study 

findings in order to show how social enterprise is discussed, how it is related to societal 

norms by stakeholders and how the concept is used and promoted, and in what ways, by 

different stakeholders, to influence the development of social enterprise and the 

structures for its development. 

3.4.3 TIME AND SPACE 

Time and space are two aspects of Giddens’ (1984) theoretical perspective important to 

structure and agency. Giddens (1991:187) notes that ‘everyone still continues to live a 

local life, and the constraints of the body ensure that all individuals, at every moment, 

are contextually situated in time and space’. Thus, social practices are ordered across 

space and time and in a sense, they ‘make’ space and time.  

Space is formed by social systems enacting i.e. place is the area where the structure is 

formed and re-formed. The agents make structure and the structure influences agents in 

space. Time is a product of the changes that take place as structure is enacted, adapted 

and as it evolves and collides with people in the production of events. 

The concepts of space and time are of interest in this study as it is looking at social 

enterprise at a particular stage in time, i.e. at a stage when social enterprise is becoming 

increasingly popular. The study finds evidence of a social enterprise context that is 

promoting development (e.g. English and Scottish policy). The study has marked time 

(produced time in the case of social enterprise) by plotting the changes in social 

enterprise development. From intricate study of the early stages of social enterprise 

development and the interactions of agents and structure, it is possible to hypothesise on 

whether social enterprise has potential to survive and thrive as a way of providing 

public sector services and whether this is because of structural features (or lack of them) 

or changes brought about purposively or subconsciously by agents. 
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Space is of interest because the study was looking at the interaction of specific 

individuals in a micro system within a specific environmental space (with impacts from 

local geography, economics and history), bringing distinct features. Also, the study was 

looking at how the concepts of health and social care service provision interacted with 

people and environment.  

According to structuration theory, time and space are related to the concept of change.  

3.4.4 CHANGE 

As mentioned, agents’ action is performed within the context of a pre-existing social 

structure which is guided by norms and ‘rules’. However, change occurs and the 

structure re-shapes. Thus, structure and rules are not permanent and external, but 

created, re-created and modified by human action. This must mean that human action is 

only partly pre-determined based on rules. Different agents possess different power and 

to a different extent might influence the structure; this issue will be explored further 

later. 

Sewell (1992) provides a critical analysis of structuration theory and takes on one of its 

underspecified aspects: the question ‘Why are structural changes possible?’ (pp. 16-19), 

arguing that changes arise from  

• ‘the multiplicity of structures - societies are based on practices that derived from 

many distinct structures, which exist at different levels, operate in different 

modalities, and are themselves based on widely varying types and quantities of 

resources’ (i.e. different players bring in different features depending on their 

own experiences and backgrounds); 

• the transposability of rules: they can be ‘applied to a wide and not fully 

predictable range of cases outside the context in which they were initially 

learned’; (heuristic procedures and processes can be transferred from different 

areas of expertise); 

• the unpredictability of resource accumulation, e.g. investment; (adaptations have 

to be made relating to how much money is available); 
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• the polysemy (or multiplicity of meaning) of resources, e.g. to what should 

success in resource accumulation be attributed?; (the many different factors that 

can affect how and where resources are captured and deployed); 

• the intersection of structures, e.g. in the structure of capitalist society there are 

both the modes of production based on private property and profit, as well as the 

mode of labour organisation based on worker solidarity; (agents bring more than 

one structure to bear on, and inform, their actions). 

Giddens defines 'ontological security' as the trust people have in social structure; 

everyday actions have some degree of predictability, thus ensuring social stability. This 

is not always true, though, as the possession of agency allows one to break away from 

normative actions, and depending on the sum of social factors at work, agents may 

instigate shifts in the social structure. The dynamic between agency and structure makes 

such (re-)generative action possible.  

Sewell’s (1992) observations about the way change occurs will be used as an analytical 

framework to consider how changes occurred during the study and how they might be 

predicted to occur or not occur from a consideration of the promoters and barriers 

identified. 

3.4.5 STRUCTURATION: STRUCTURE AND AGENTS  

Over time, deterministically-oriented sociologists have argued for the primacy of either 

structure or agency as the driver of ‘what happens’. Giddens (1984), however, argues 

that structure and agency are mutually reproducing. As such, structuration theory 

presents duality in the production of what happens and avoids extremes of structural or 

agent determinism. Giddens’ theory employs a recursive notion of actions constrained 

and enabled by structures which are produced, reproduced and transformed by those 

actions.  

Giddens (1984) notes how practices are continued or enduring, and how they are 

reproduced. As a result, social action and interaction as ‘tacitly enacted practices’ 

become ‘institutions or routines’ and ‘reproduce familiar forms of social life’ (p. 131). 

Giddens makes this point as follows: 

‘The basic domain of study of the social sciences, according to the 
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theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, 

nor the existence of any form of social totality, but social practices 

ordered across space and time. Human social activities, like some self-

reproducing items in nature, are recursive. That is to say, they are not 

brought into being by social actors but continually recreated by them 

via the very means whereby they express themselves as actors. In and 

through their activities agents reproduce the conditions that make these 

activities possible’ (Giddens, 1984:2). 

This argument provides Giddens with a means of integrating human social action with 

the larger systems, structures, and institutions. It is the continual repetition of social 

action and interaction in fairly regular and habitual forms that constitute what may 

appear to be the larger social forms. Still, it is important to remember that structures 

empower agents differentially (Sewell, 1992). 

At this point of the study, the reader is asked to accept the co-existence of mutual 

influence of the structure and the agents so that a theoretical framework can be applied 

in order to dissect action (what happens), what is formed and within what shaping 

environment (structure) and who is involved (agents).  However, this thesis proposes 

that different agents are shaping the structure in different ways, according to their 

instrumentality, discursive consciousness and degrees of power. 

3.4.6 STRUCTURATION AND DATA ANALYSIS 

Pozzebon (2001) informs that one of the limits related to structuration theory is the 

difficulty of empirically applying the ideas developed by Giddens (1984). This is 

because the forces and the social actions that constitute the process of structuration 

occur simultaneously and are often inseparable in practice. However, the difficulty of 

specifying how agency and structure are related and evolve over time often leads 

scholars to analyse both dimensions separately (Barley, 1986; Orlikowski, 1992). 

Nevertheless, when applying structuration theory it is difficult to suggest which 

methodological approach is the most appropriate and, as such, researchers should adopt 

their study design to fit the needs of a particular research project (Pozzebon, 2001).   

 

In this study, the application of structuration theory aimed to identify how actions of 

individuals are constrained by structures but also how these actions may serve to 

reconstitute those structures over time. Structuration theory was used to predict the 



130 

 

outcomes of observed processes and to understand the mechanisms that make the 

processes evolve. Also, in order to appreciate the growth of social enterprises, the 

purpose was to understand the meaning of processes associated with social enterprise 

development and identify what needs to change and who is responsible for that change. 

Consequently, based on initial data analysis, further interrogation of data took place. At 

this stage, analysis of the dataset utilised the theoretical foundation, i.e. structuration 

theory.  

 

To maintain consistency of data and accuracy of data interpretation, the N-vivo 

database designed earlier remained unchanged (i.e. coding, splitting and interpreting 

data into themes remained the same; see Appendix 8). Although anonymised, the 

coding system introduced enabled the identification of different social enterprise 

stakeholders. Hence, additional data analysis aligning themes with relevant social 

groups (i.e. four groups of social enterprise stakeholders) and reviewing existing 

categories (i.e. trees and nodes created in the initial data analysis) was carried out. This 

enabled the identification of (i) the agents’ capacity to impact on structure, (ii) 

structural elements and their effects on agents, (iii) social systems in the study, (iv) 

changing aspects of the structure, (v)  required changes facilitating social enterprise 

development and, finally, (vi) contextual factors associated with selected 

‘microstructures’.  

 

At this stage, data analysis processes involved retrieving earlier organised data from 

interviews and focus groups and combining statements with a particular group of social 

enterprise stakeholders. The theoretical development of making sense of key issues and 

themes grew with continued data analysis. 

 

3.5 OBJECTIVITY, RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY OF THE STUDY 

In philosophical terms, it is useful to reflect upon the objectivity of the study findings, 

which can be assessed in terms of reliability and validity. Reliability relates to the 

degree to which questioning would yield the same answers wherever and whenever the 

research was conducted: it could be perceived as repeatability or consistency (Blumberg 

et al., 2005). Validity describes the level to which inquiry yields the correct answers 

(Kirk and Miller, 1986). Distinguishing from earlier discussed ontological and 
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epistemological assumptions, objectivity cannot be understood as an inherently 

meaningful condition but as ‘an accomplished aspect of human lived experience’ 

(Dawson and Prus, 1995:113). The following sections focus on objectivity in this study. 

 

3.5.1 RELIABILITY 

Research is reliable if findings are repeated when the same methods are used; this, 

however, assumes that the measured area is stable and unchanging (a situation which 

seems unrealistic if the variable of time is introduced – over time, using the same 

methods, different findings are highly likely to ensue in social research).  

 

Replicability refers to the likelihood of other researchers being able to replicate the 

study and match their results against outcomes of this piece of work. As exact 

descriptions of procedures used have been given, this study could be replicated, and the 

findings might be similar.  

 

In relation to reliability, all interviews and focus groups were conducted and analysed 

by a single researcher. This suggests that there are neither inter-interviewer nor inter-

coder problems with reliability; on the other hand, however, it could be argued that a 

study conducted by only one researcher could be led by his/her unconscious beliefs 

and, as such, it could be subjective. To overcome this issue, the researcher verified the 

first stage of his study by ‘reviewing’ the findings with focus group participants. 

Moreover, interviews and focus groups were conducted with a range of stakeholders 

giving a wide range of opinions about the research theme. Although this made the 

whole investigation more interesting and provided a deeper insight of the topic, it could 

possibly have influenced an outcome of the research. In other words, if the researcher 

had focused only on one group of people (e.g. social entrepreneurs), the overall results 

of the study would probably have differed to the results that were actually achieved. 

Consequently, a number of people within each of the stakeholder groups could have an 

impact on the final results of this study and its reliability. Also, it has to be 

remembered that data collection was conducted within a relatively short period of time 

(and that perceptions of people develop and re-shape over time). Thus, given the 

dynamic nature of the context of the study, there can be no guarantee that the same 

results would have been gained if interviews and focus groups had been carried out at a 
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different time in a different place and with different interviewees and focus group 

participants. For instance, when it comes to knowledge generated through, for example, 

interviews, it is claimed that when they are ‘viewed as a dynamic, meaningful occasion 

… one cannot expect answers on one occasion to replicate those of another because 

they emerge from different circumstances of production’ (Holstein and Gubrium, 

2004:145). Thus, reliability is often regarded as naive when studying human beings’ 

conduct; in the case when knowledge does not pre-exist or is not stable/context-free, it 

is unlikely to be replicated (Holstein and Gubrium, 2004).  

 

3.5.2 VALIDITY 

Validity relates to whether the results of a study are ‘true’ and the concept refers to the 

extent to which a researcher measures what he/she wished to measure or thinks they 

have measured (Blumberg et al., 2005). Hammersley (1990:57) says:  

 

‘By validity, I mean truth: interpreted as the extent to which an 

account accurately represents the social phenomena to which it 

refers.’  

 

A maximum transparency of the analytic construction processes is regarded as an 

important aspect of validity (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Lewis and Ritchie, 2004); 

validity relates to the design and the methods of a study. For instance, validity in data 

collection means that the findings truly represent the investigated phenomenon. Thus, 

the extent of validity is the degree to which a study accurately reflects or assesses the 

specific concept measured by a researcher. 

 

Bryman and Bell (2003) identify two major types of validity which should be taken into 

consideration when conducting a study. First, internal validity, concerns the question of 

whether a particular conclusion of the research is accurate; it also pays attention to the 

quality of a study as this decides if generated knowledge can act as a foundation for 

generalisation (LeCompte and Geetz, 1982; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Second, external 

validity concerns the question of whether the results of a study can be generalised 

beyond the specific research context. In the current study, internal validity was achieved 

and verified by presenting and discussing early research results with a wider group of 
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people during the second stage of the study. External validity (often referred to as 

generalisation of a study), however, could be limited to the Highlands and Islands of 

Scotland, the area in which the study took place. As noted previously, the location of 

the study was selected in order to discover whether there were distinctive features of the 

region within the theme under investigation. While some issues that emerge through 

this research will have a local resonance, some issues may well be experienced across 

the whole of Scotland and perhaps further afield. Also, as mentioned before, the 

respondents consisted of extremely knowledgeable people within the field of social 

enterprise; in one way this ensured richness of collected data but, on the other hand, it 

could lead to a potential bias – the study participants were semi-experts in the field.  

 

Here, it is worth noting that: ‘concerns about external validity and the ability to 

generalize do not loom as large within qualitative research strategy as they do in a 

quantitative research one’ (Bryman, 2001:107). This relates to the philosophical stance 

and aims of the study which focuses on exploring meanings and attempts to understand 

‘what is happening’ rather than search for fundamental laws.   

 

In relation to the researcher’s philosophical framework and the research context, the 

generalisation of knowledge cannot take place in the form of law-like relationships 

which remain true over space and time. Rather, it should be treated as a fluid collection 

of themes and ideas that can be assessed in terms of varying degrees of certainty 

depending on the level to which other facts exist to support them. As a result, based on 

beliefs that meanings are unique to individuals and might not be repeated or 

generalised, some argue that interpretive research should not and cannot aim for any 

type of generalisation (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). In this 

study, the researcher was looking for patterns in thoughts, opinions, ideas and 

descriptions. The researcher believes that the findings presented in this work present ’a 

truth’; this truth is based on the realities of the study participants in their context. Thus, 

the results might not be generalisable. As non-probability sampling was used, no 

statistical generalisations can be made (Saunders et al., 2003). Snowball sampling 

might lead to lack of representativeness as respondents are likely to identify similar 

people to themselves: ‘the problem with snowball sampling is that it is very unlikely 



134 

 

that the sample will be representative of the population’ Bryman (2001:106); to try to 

overcome that, a selection of diverse social enterprise stakeholders was chosen.  

 

Interestingly, according to previously discussed ontological and epistemological 

assumptions, knowledge cannot be universally valid. If reality is socially constructed 

and it is subject to personal and situated interpretation and meaning-making processes, 

there cannot be decisive criteria to test the degree of validity of one version of reality 

against another. Also, it is worth noting that a meaning-making process is never ‘built 

from scratch’ but is situated in and is part of particular social realities (Garfinkel, 1967). 

As such, and in line with a phenomenological stance of the researcher, there could be 

more than one truth; the results of this study could be determined by a group of people 

who contributed to its development (for instance interviewees, focus group participants, 

the researcher). Also, they could capture only ‘one moment’ or at least a short period, in 

time which is characterised by its uniqueness. Simultaneously with the changing 

environment, the perceptions of individuals are re-shaped; this means that the same 

interviewees and focus group participants could reply in a different way if the research 

was conducted at a different time.  

 

3.6 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 

This chapter set out the methodological approach to this study, describing the 

ontological and epistemological choices as well as the adopted philosophical stance. 

The chapter explained the tenets of a phenomenological approach as well as methods 

and techniques used when collecting and analysing the qualitative data in this study. 

Thereafter, it discussed the approach used in data analysis. The following chapter 

presents findings of the study.  
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4.1 INTRODUCTION  

Chapter Four describes the findings produced from this study, which considered:   

1. What is a social enterprise?  

2. What are the promoters of social enterprise?  

3. What are the barriers to developing social enterprises?  

4. How do remote and rural settings influence social enterprise activities?  

5. Might social enterprise play a role in health and care service delivery?  

6. What is the role of social entrepreneurs?  

These questions are important in relation to emerging sustainability theories which, 

simplistically, are concerned with sustainability problems (Burger and Christen, 2011; 

Peti, 2011; Christen and Schmidt, 2010). Exploring an understanding about social 

enterprises – organisations which address social, environmental, political and economic 

challenges (i.e. the key criteria of sustainability as described by Burger and Christen, 

2011) – should facilitate discussions about potential solutions to current social, 

economic and environmental dilemmas. As social enterprises have the potential to 

influence and shape the future of individuals and communities by reducing poverty and 

enhancing societal and economic development, it is crucial to have a sufficient 

appreciation of the concept of social enterprise and the factors influencing growth of 

those social organisations.  

Findings are descriptively presented here to reflect the order of the research questions. 

In addition, key points in relation to structuration theory are made throughout the 

chapter (these are described in detail in Chapter 5). The findings collate and consider 

data collected through the semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Findings 

presented largely focus on themes that emerged from interviews; focus group data is 

added where this usefully verified or extended points and themes previously raised at 

interview. Quotes from interviews and/or focus groups have been selected to illustrate 

themes or subthemes. Respondents have been anonymised. Tables 8 and 9 remind the 

reader of the numbers involved in the various stakeholder groups and the abbreviation 

used to refer to each group.  



137 

 

Table 8 Distribution of respondents in the first stage of data collection (interviews)  

  No. of interviewees 

Social entrepreneurs  7 

Employees of social enterprise 6 

Managers of social enterprise  6 

Politicians  6 

Volunteers  5 

Health and care professionals  5 

Total no. of interviewees  35 

  

Table 9 Characteristics of focus groups   

  1
st
 focus 

group 

(FG1) 

2
nd

 focus 

group 

(FG2) 

3
rd

 focus 

group 

(FG3) 

Regional development employees 2 2 3 

Politicians 1 1 1 

Community workers, service providers and those involved in 

social enterprise activities 

5 2 2 

Total no. of participants 8 5 6 

 

4.2 UNDERSTANDING SOCIAL ENTERPRISE  

This study commenced at a time when the concept of social enterprise was relatively 

new in relation to its emerging discussion in policy and the academic literature. At that 

time (and as remains), the concept of social enterprise was regarded in the literature as 

being ‘mysterious and fuzzy’, confusing and multi-faceted (Neck et al., 2009; 

Townsend and Hart, 2008, Haugh and Kitson, 2007, Nicholls and Cho; 2008; Ridley-

Duff, 2008). It was of interest to consider how interviewees from different stakeholder 

groups understood ‘social enterprise’; thus, this section draws on the perspectives of 

different agents to demonstrate what social enterprise is or is becoming. The following 

quotes illustrate the variety in responses:   

‘…for me it’s primarily about a business which might be there to 

generate surpluses or indeed profits; but the services it provides and 

the purposes to which it uses those surpluses or profits are very much 

about for the social benefit or the benefit of communities (social 

enterprise manager 18).’  

‘… I take a broad definition … the social purpose is the driver and the 

business approach is the vehicle. That’s my definition. I think it’s an 

umbrella term. Not everybody identifies with it so although I would 
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say that housing associations are social enterprises, housing 

associations often say they don’t think they are, they’re housing 

associations. So, you have this problem that people don’t identify with 

it (social enterprise employee 2).’   

‘… the main thing is that it’s got social objectives, the organisation is 

founded upon that. But also that it’s working towards being 

sustainable as well, so that eventually it’s independent and able to 

have control over its own development and involvement within the 

community as well (social enterprise employee 30).’  

‘… these things are very trendy at the moment. I don’t know, maybe I 

don’t have the right understanding (…) … maybe I need to know a 

little bit, I mean, well you explain to me, what is social enterprise? 

(volunteer 3).’  

It is clear from this that participants either quite broadly understood the main 

characteristics of a social enterprise – or were not sure that they knew what it was. In 

general, the social enterprise manager and employer respondents knew what represents 

a social enterprise; those from voluntary organisations often had problems in defining 

it.   

The business model or commercial principles aspect of social enterprise, coupled with 

deployment of profit and objectives for social good were identified as the key elements 

of the model by those who were relatively more able to define a social enterprise.   

Some respondents associated social enterprise with a wider ideological movement 

indicating that ‘there’s a different way of doing things’ (social entrepreneur 11) in 

which people can get together and solve their own problems: 

‘Social enterprise is about helping people to help themselves and find 

their own solutions. I don’t like charity which is all about just giving 

because you feel sorry for somebody. It’s patronising (social 

enterprise employee 2).’  

The potential for ‘added value’ produced through social enterprises was noted in that 

they had the potential to provide employment for ‘hard to employ’ groups, could instil 

confidence in those involved and therefore could contribute to community development 

as well as individual empowerment.   

When defining social enterprise, several interviewees discussed ‘social firms’. These 

were defined by respondents as a unique type of social enterprise that aims to create 
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employment opportunities for people who are disadvantaged including people with 

learning disabilities, people with drug and alcohol problems, those who have 

experienced domestic abuse, and other vulnerable groups.   

There was some confusion as to the boundaries of social enterprise; for example, the 

majority of respondents in the volunteers group were of the opinion that a charity shop 

is a form a social enterprise as it generates profit and has social aims.    

Interviewees also reflected on the positioning of social enterprise within the wider 

’Third Sector’. Some respondents thought that voluntary organisations could be a form 

of social enterprise whilst others quite narrowly defined social enterprises as being 

similar to small businesses:   

‘I take what seems to be commonly accepted now, is what they call the 

pipeline, the sort of spectrum of organisations in the wider social 

economy where at the one end you’ve got sort of pure voluntary 

organisation, all volunteers, and at the other end you’ve got a 

business but it’s not for profit. And I see social enterprise being at 

that end of things (politician 1).’  

Some people viewed business and voluntary sectors as polarised and therefore felt 

challenged by the concept of a social business. According to a small number of 

respondents, many social enterprises do not describe themselves as such. For instance, 

one social entrepreneur said that his organisation generates income, provides work 

opportunities and produces social outcomes, but he would not describe it as a ‘social 

enterprise’ but as a community business. Politicians confirmed that confusion relating 

to what social enterprise really is exists:   

‘People don’t even realise they’re doing it [running a social 

enterprise]. If you went to their organisation and said ‘oh are you a 

social enterprise’ they’d say ‘oh I don’t think so, I think we’re just a 

community group doing this for the council’ (politician 9).’  

In several cases of discussion with interviewees, there was hesitance to describe an 

organisation as a social enterprise. However, beyond their immediate definite 

experience, respondents described how many organisations and community groups 

could be classified as social enterprise:   
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‘Social enterprise - it’s not a label we’ve applied to ourselves. We find 

ourselves being referred to as a social enterprise. Locally we’re very 

much identified as a local business, as a local group, we employ local 

people, we’ve developed locally, we have local support and they have 

ownership of us, so in terms of local people they don’t have an issue 

with it, In fact they think we’re just an ordinary business, which is fine 

(social enterprise manager 22).’  

Interviewees were asked from where they thought the idea of social enterprise had 

emerged. Findings indicate that some thought that the idea had emerged from voluntary 

type organisations and others identified them as a completely new form of business 

(during data collection both types of social enterprise were encountered):    

‘There’s two theories as to where social enterprise has come from 

and one is that it’s a kind of progression from voluntary organisations 

to an organisation that employs staff and finally get to a social 

enterprise. And that organisations move up. Probably if you were to 

trace the history of many social enterprises they wouldn’t have 

necessarily come through that route. There is a second theory that 

they basically go straight to being social enterprises. So, it’s not 

necessarily about changing the attitude of voluntary organisations, 

it’s about developing a culture where social entrepreneurs, social 

enterprises can kind of come out, can flourish from nothing rather 

than expecting them to develop from the voluntary sector (politician 

1).’  

Overall, it was suggested, the emergence of individual social enterprises was found in 

organisations which are part of the wider social economy:   

‘So, you’ve got the community enterprises; you’ve got co-operatives 

of different kinds, lots of different kinds; you’ve got social enterprises; 

you’ve got credit unions; you’ve got LET schemes, local exchange 

trading schemes; and the list goes on; you’ve got development trusts; 

probably there’s about 10 categories of enterprise within the social 

economy (social enterprise employee 32).’  

Some interviewees thought that a thread of social enterprise could be seen within 

existing structures. For instance, it was argued that enterprise ethos can be found within 

existing organisations including schools, day care centres or care homes; as such, there 

is no need to create completely new organisations to run a social enterprise because 

these could be developed within existing organisations of promise.   

This thinking often led to discussion as to whether social enterprise is or is not actually 

a novel concept. Some respondents thought that the term ‘social enterprise’ is new, but 
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that the idea has existed for many years. Others saw social enterprise as a new model, 

acting as a potential solution to many societal challenges and a new entrant to 

’business’ types:  

‘If you have a crisis, it’s no good using the methodology that got you 

into that crisis, to solve it you have to come up with new models. 

Social enterprise is the new model. There’s no doubt, the new 

capitalism. This is the new business (social enterprise manager 7).’  

As such, social enterprise was perceived as novel by this respondent rather than as a 

progression from previous charitable, philanthropic or voluntary sector types of 

organisations. Only a few of the respondents related to a long history of helping each 

other and co-operative movements, indicating that the concept of social enterprise 

(although not named as such) does have a long tradition.  

4.3 PROMOTERS OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

A study goal was to explore factors that promote social enterprises, and as such 

respondents were asked specifically for their views on this. Here, general promoters 

(i.e. factors enhancing growth and facilitating social enterprise expansion) associated 

with social enterprise development are considered, followed by those promoters of 

remote and rural social enterprise and then, more specifically, those promoters of social 

enterprise for health and care service provision. Consequently, in line with structuration 

theory (Giddens, 1984), this section illustrates how structure facilitates the development 

of social enterprise and how agents influence and re-shape existing structures. A 

reference is made to contextual factors associated with selected ‘microstructures’. Table 

10 summarises the general promoters of social enterprise, rural promoters and 

promoters of health and social care social enterprise identified in the study (these are 

further explored in the following part of the chapter and analysed in relation to 

structuration theory in Chapter 5).  
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Table 10 Social enterprise promoters 
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4.3.1 GENERAL PROMOTERS FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT  

Policy-making, academic and opinion-leading organisations promote the benefits of 

social enterprise (Dees et al., 2001; Social Enterprise London, 2006; DTI 2002, 2006), 

promoting how its multiple types of contributions resonate with contemporary social, 

economic and environmental agendas. In this study, the data collected confirm that 

respondents are of the opinion that social enterprise has many benefits. According to 

respondents, it is these benefits that politicians like about the concept of social 

enterprise. Politicians view social enterprise as a way to ‘teach’ people to co-operate 

with, rather than only depend upon, the state and similarly, to involve people in 

working as communities (to address local challenges while simultaneously learning to 

pull together for a common purpose).  

On this latter point, many respondents claimed that social businesses support 

communities in many ways. Some argued that the profit that social enterprises make is 

not monetary; instead, the profit is wider social benefit because social enterprises help 

people to keep well and build their confidence and self-esteem. Social enterprises create 

employment opportunities and these can have a wider social impact on families and 

friends and individuals. As such, by helping local people, social enterprises can also 

generate economic outcomes that benefit the immediate locality as well as the wider 

region.   

Increasing popularity  

Some interviewees thought that social enterprise had reached its ‘tipping point’ as a 

concept and would now proceed to diffuse and grow. The popularity of the model 

promotes social enterprise and brings attention to it. The more people know the concept 

of social enterprise, the better for its growth. This growing popularity was thought to be 

caused by a number of factors including benefits that social enterprises bring, the 

necessity to introduce innovating solutions that can solve current challenges, changing 

culture and new attitudes as well as strong external support.  

The increasing recognition of social enterprise brings more people willing to set up, 

promote, support or co-operate with social enterprises. Those from voluntary 

organisations claimed that they are increasingly interested in moving to a social 
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enterprise model. Respondents highlighted that the theme of social enterprise is eagerly 

discussed amongst policymakers. Interviewees highlighted that the theme is currently 

being investigated internationally and there are communities from other countries 

seeking advice from those in the Scottish Highlands. Thus, there is growing recognition 

of social enterprise:    

‘There is so much talk now about social enterprise that this is a 

phenomenon of socially motivated, entrepreneurial individuals 

emerging seems to be worldwide (politician 33).’  

There is a rising awareness of what social enterprise is about and that apart from 

generating social outcomes, which are often associated with voluntary organisations, 

they help (due to economic activities) in achieving financial sufficiency:   

‘We felt that it [a social enterprise] had to be run as business-like as 

possible (…) We’re intending to be self-sustaining eventually and 

that’s the business side of it. The social side is where as part of your 

commitment to the community and your environment you try to 

facilitate and encompass as many the community members as possible 

like the ones with disadvantages who need a little bit more support, 

for whatever reason depending on the level or how intense, to provide 

them with an opportunity to be involved in the social enterprise 

(social enterprise manager 10).’  

The popularity of social enterprises was said to arise from their capacity to generate 

income and, potentially, become sustainable. Politicians viewed them as innovative 

social businesses that integrate communities and bring empowerment and co-production 

and those running them highlighted the significance of a source of sustainable income 

and the potential of being independent from short-term grant funding.   

Interviewees suggested the growing interest in social enterprise relates to a combination 

of promotion of the concept combined with a growing realisation among communities 

that they must adapt to a new environment where support from public services will 

decline. There is a growing awareness, according to respondents, that being social and 

being entrepreneurial might be a way to deal with existing and emerging challenges and 

develop their communities:  

‘You’re having that balance. You’re not pure profit, you’re social and 

profit. And it’s a sustainable way for people in the communities to be 

able to carry on and working in their own communities. So you are 
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also producing economic value to that community as well which may 

not have had that if you didn’t have the social enterprise. So it’s 

economic and social development for the local areas, autonomous to 

that area (social entrepreneur 26).’  

Economic contribution   

Interviewees thought that social enterprises are good for the local economy. They gave 

examples of social enterprises that enable young, unemployed and inexperienced people 

to enter the labour market and, as such, have positive impact on their future (as 

presented in the literature e.g. New Economics Foundation/Shorebank Advisory 

Services, 2004; Scottish Executive, 2004b; DTI, 2003, 2005b; Scottish Government 

2007a, 2007b). It was said that social enterprises provide opportunities to those who are 

long time unemployed, disabled and disadvantaged:   

‘… people don’t want volunteering opportunities, they want work, 

they want jobs (…) We’ve got guys here who are desperate for work, 

who are desperate to earn money and desperate to get off the benefits 

treadmill and that’s what we do (social enterprise manager 22).’  

‘It’s only social enterprise that is going to offer the employment in 

some locations; there were some people there who were clearly 

potentially employable given the right opportunity but there were no 

jobs for them and what they did was create an environment in which 

they were able to improve their employment skills and their 

employability and it was a step up the ladder but also potentially 

offered a longer term future (health and care professional 29).’  

Social enterprises were thought to play a role in addressing social inclusion by creating 

work for those who otherwise would be unemployed. One interviewee said that her 

social enterprise employs youngsters with disabilities, single parents, carers, people 

aged 60 and over and those in long term unemployment. She said that some commercial 

enterprises would be less likely to employ individuals from these groups, but that a 

social enterprise specifically addresses this challenge. 

Social enterprises provide job opportunities for those who hold qualifications, but who 

are not using their qualifications to full effect in their current employment. Some social 

enterprise managers said that, although in many places unemployment is low, there is a 

lot of under-employment, with people working below their capabilities. Social 

enterprises can give those people the opportunity to ‘sparkle and get emotionally and 
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intellectually involved’ (social enterprise manager 7) and this was proposed to help 

them to remain mentally healthy and be more productive.   

Politicians and those involved in social enterprise activities said that social enterprises 

can be more cost effective when compared to, for example, private or public sector 

delivery of services. This might be because social enterprises do not have to make profit 

to survive in the same way that commercial enterprises do, and they are able to provide 

services more cheaply than the public sector because of working together with, and 

involving, local people to ensure services that meet needs:   

‘… a comparative study with people with disabilities in day care 

under the local authority, indicates that we are a lot cheaper per 

capita than local authority. We are much more cost efficient than the 

local authority. So that puts us in a very, very strong position (social 

entrepreneur 15).’  

If a social enterprise generates a profit, this is spent within the community. Thus, co-

operation between social enterprises and the state could be economically and socially 

productive.   

Social contribution  

According to the interviewees, there are people within communities willing to develop 

their localities. Politicians claimed that there are many people who are well motivated 

to improve social conditions for themselves and the more vulnerable in their own 

communities. Participation of local people is essential to develop and sustain social 

enterprises. Often people who need support become involved in producing the social 

enterprise service or product. For instance, by volunteering people can learn new things 

and increase their chances of finding employment. Hence, social enterprises help to 

integrate a community by collaborating with the various groups of people:   

‘We want to develop a service whereby we don’t do things to young 

people or offer them advice externally. We actually say ‘young people 

are not the problem’. They can be the solution so we can find ways of 

involving young people, we want to configure that around young 

people delivering the service (…) We create the kind of environment 

into which young people can come, can be involved in a trading 

enterprise. The organisation actually involves young people in 

developing key skills (social entrepreneur 21).’  
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Social enterprises are intended to empower people, help to reduce dependency and 

inspire people to take responsibility for their lives, encouraging people to co-produce 

services rather than depend on them (HM Treasury and Cabinet Office, 2006; DTI, 

2003, 2005b; Scottish Government 2007a, 2007b). This empowerment message is 

likely to be of key interest from a policy perspective as people would become less of a 

burden on the state and would be able to create ‘solutions’ for themselves. An example 

presented by a respondent highlights that involvement could be a significant step to an 

individual’s growth of empowerment and confidence:   

‘Giving people the opportunity to work in social enterprises, that in 

itself is a very powerful message to recovery, to rehabilitation and 

they’re taking responsibilities themselves for their own recovery if 

they’ve been in some difficult situation and there’s nothing like 

proving people’s dignity if people are offered a job. That’s where we 

see the most significant changes in people is when they can take on a 

job (social entrepreneur 17).’  

Respondents claimed that empowerment gives a notion of being in control, brings 

satisfaction, can inspire people to run community projects and, as such, integrate with 

the local community. One respondent gave an example of a cross-generational social 

enterprise project in which young people were interviewing older people, collecting 

stories about what life was like in the past in their town; as such, older people became a 

resource and assets in the community (rather than a ‘problem’); and younger people 

learned respect for older citizens. In this case, the respondent related to a social 

enterprise as a not-for-profit business that utilises available resources in innovative 

ways in order to bring social good.   

It was noted that working for social enterprises can bring satisfaction:  

‘Social enterprise would be an exciting place to work because as an 

employee you’re directly seeing almost a product and you’re 

benefiting from it. I guess in terms of people receiving the services, 

the same thing could be said, you can see tangibly more of what’s 

actually coming from it (…) It gives them feeling of control over what 

happens, it’s a choice, your voice would matter. They’re more co-

operative, there’s not this kind of hierarchical system (politician 31).’  

It was suggested that, by integrating and empowering communities, social enterprises 

create social capital. This resonates with government’s statements about social 

enterprise and its positive impact on building communities (DTI, 2002; HM Treasury 
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and Cabinet Office, 2006). One interviewee said: ‘you can’t necessarily see it all the 

time but it’s in that realm of social capital, it’s sometimes the glue that holds things 

together’ (social entrepreneur 11). Respondents claimed that social enterprise is a way 

of behaving that builds capacity within communities.   

The majority of interviewees emphasised that social enterprises help to find a solution 

to social problems in innovative ways indicating examples of how social enterprises 

have influenced individual lives. For instance, by gaining qualifications with support 

from a social enterprise, a young man managed to retain his employment:  

So we can enable more young people per year to have subsidised 

lessons. And that way, they get their driving lessons (…) One of the 

boys who’s passed his test has, he’s retained his job. He was going to 

get the sack because he didn’t have a driving licence but now he 

works, and he paints ships, so the company he works for have given 

him a van. And if he didn’t have our backing and the very subsidised 

lessons he wouldn’t have the job. He’s now got his own flat, etc. etc. 

etc. So there’s an example that’s actually working (…) They try to put 

something back into the community where they are already working 

(social enterprise manager 8).    

Following this, the same person decided to open his own business. This transition was 

initiated by the social enterprise and has changed the life of the young man. The study 

identified more similar examples of this social value delivered by social enterprises:     

‘When I went down the year after we set them up, a guy that has 

suffered under the mental health act and who got the floor manager’s 

job pulled me aside, said ‘Look, I just want to thank you, personally, 

for helping us set this business up. For once, my wife is proud of me 

for holding down a job for the first time in my life. We’re planning a 

holiday for the kids next year which we’ve never, ever been able to do 

before. My medication has been cut in half and I don’t drink any 

more.’ Now that, in a small community, that’s a huge, huge saving on 

the society (social enterprise manager 7).’   

Environmental contribution  

Social enterprises are proposed to have the potential to bring environmental 

improvements (Harris et al., 2009; DTI, 2002, 2006; Kerlin, 2010). There are social 

enterprises that are involved, for example, in a recycling industry which links with 

‘additional’ outcomes such as employment creation or social inclusion:  
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‘We have a very big furniture and second hand shop and that really 

started off from a resource that we provided for schools about nine 

years ago, we started up a small recycling business and that was 

collecting rubbish like toilet roll holders, carpet tiles, coloured paper, 

wall paper, books, that schools could use in their projects. So they 

were undertaking the project, they would need some specific pieces. 

So they would phone us up and say ‘Have you got this?’ ‘Yes we do.’ 

So that’s how that started off. And then we started the second hand 

shop, people donate all the products to us and now we have a brand 

new building where we have an area dedicated to recycling furniture 

(social entrepreneur 15).’  

The above quote relates to a social enterprise that aims to generate employment, but it 

also has economic (income generation) and environmental (recycling) outcomes. Other 

examples describing positive social, economic and environmental of social enterprises 

were provided.  

Added value  

All respondents indicated that social enterprises create added value by achieving add-on 

social outcomes (i.e. social capital from employment and involvement). Politicians 

interviewed said that they were looking forward to seeing more of this added value and 

that they were interested in social enterprises providing comprehensive support for 

communities.  

Focus group discussants agreed with the concept of the added value generated by social 

enterprises, emphasising that the added value needs to be recognised if the concept is to 

be embraced:  

‘Social return on investment is about basically saying for every pound 

that gets put into that organisation, what social return do we get on 

that, how can we quantify that as a number i.e. my colleague was 

looking at a social enterprise that works with adults in mental health 

and she was looking at a person when they come in there as a trainee, 

what medication are they on, how much do they use the NHS, all these 

other factors, they measure that towards the end of the year, … what 

they’re left with, is the added value for that person, the social return 

on that investment and they multiply that up and say well this service 

has saved the NHS and local community £50,000 (FG2 service 

provider 1).’  
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Match with local context  

Respondents suggested that communities possess ‘the most talented incredible people’ 

(volunteer 35) who might help to develop a social enterprise. Also, the ethos of those 

running social enterprises as well as the attitudes of local communities towards them 

support development of social organisations. For instance, interviewees gave examples 

of social entrepreneurs who look for gaps in service delivery and try to fill that gap. 

They do not go into direct competition, but get the support of the business community. 

As they provide a unique and needed service, they are appreciated by local people.   

One reason for local support is that social enterprises are more responsive to local 

needs. It was suggested that ‘you’ve got to know what the communities themselves want 

or else it just doesn’t work’ (volunteer 3). For social entrepreneurs, having knowledge 

of the local market seems key to social enterprise success.      

Several interviewees noted that the concept of social enterprise was resonant with 

Scottish culture, which is perceived to have an inherent strong sense of community and 

solidarity. Making money was not regarded as a primary motivator, within Scotland; 

rather, working for those in need was important:  

‘In Scotland there are lots of people who actually are really drawn to 

this, because they are people that want to do something for themselves 

and their community and they’ve got very strong motivation (...) 

There’s a bottom up, very strong feeling in Scotland about doing this 

(social enterprise employee 2).’  

Interviewees said that there are people willing to spend their time on helping others in 

their communities. Social enterprise must not be seen as ‘too commercial’ as this could 

discourage potential volunteers. 

Volunteering in the Highlands and Islands has a long tradition. Respondents associated 

it with a culture and willingness to help each other in relatively disadvantaged 

communities, distant from large service centres. It was suggested that, in rural places, 

people learn how to help each other in order to survive; this was thought to explain the 

healthy volunteering culture. Nonetheless, it was suggested that finding volunteers is 

still difficult, especially those with skills:  
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‘… there’s probably not a big problem in getting volunteers. It’s not 

the number of volunteers. It’s really the fact what you could do with a 

specific volunteer. What we’re looking for in a volunteer in a sense is 

the same qualities, almost as an able bodied fully switched on person 

(social entrepreneur 16).’  

It was noted that frequently, those who were helped become, thereafter, volunteers.  In 

this way ‘previous clients’ with a real-life experience can help others currently needing 

support. There are people who ‘want to give something back’ (volunteer 3). Some 

respondents admitted that, often, without volunteers it would be very difficult to run a 

social organisation:  

‘We engage volunteers to deliver everything, our actual workforce are 

volunteers. So volunteers deliver everything. So if we don’t have any 

volunteers we don’t have any projects (volunteer 3).’  

‘We’ve tended to have a number between sort of ten and fifteen at any 

one time. And sometimes we’ll be at the lower end of that, so we might 

go down to 8 or 9 people, a bit less (social enterprise employee 34).’  

Social enterprises utilising volunteers often feel obliged, if possible, to pay them back 

for work delivered. This, however, can be done only if a social enterprise is prospering 

well. This study found evidence of social enterprises going on to employ their 

volunteers when it became financially feasible to do so.    

Management and organisation 

Focus group participants highlighted a need to promote examples of successful social 

enterprises. People have to be made aware that the model itself can work and, if 

properly managed, can create a viable business. This would provide reassurance for 

those running or willing to set up social enterprises and, as such, supports further 

growth of the concept: 

‘It’s about promotion of the fact that social enterprises can work, 

individually social enterprises can promote themselves effectively and 

be able to say that we can compete with you equally, we provide x, y 

and z and to have the confidence to do that (FG3 politician 1).’  

Respondents stressed the importance of social enterprises needing to be sustainable, 

indicating that the conditions of developing a social enterprise give them ‘financial 

freedom.’  In many cases a necessity to generate income leads to a situation in which 
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voluntary organisations are forced to turn into a businesslike model. If this approach is 

rejected, an organisation may simply fail; if an organisation wants to survive, it needs to 

become less grant-dependent: 

‘So it’s got to the stage where it’s not going to get European funding 

for very much longer …we reckon within the next year to two, it’s 

going to come to a point where it’s not going to get sufficient money 

to keep it self-going. And so I’ve been working with them over the last 

six or nine months to look at how they can think about sustaining 

themselves in the long term (…) The motivating factor behind them 

looking at social enterprise models is the fact that currently voluntary 

organisations have been receiving grants, do very good work for 

groups of people who otherwise get a poor deal in society, but are 

unlikely to be able to sustain themselves on grants, in the long term 

future (health and care professional 20).’  

The interviewees indicated that there are many social enterprises that have developed 

from voluntary organisations even with the realisation that there will be fewer public 

grants available. Respondents claimed that voluntary organisations have to think about 

continued funding coming into their organisations so that they can continue their 

activities. This shift in funding source represents a big cultural change. Some 

respondents were resentful of this: ‘voluntary organisations seem to be pushed down a 

route of: You must think about social enterprise development, sustainability’ (politician 

31). The interviewees said that there are some voluntary organisations that will only 

ever be voluntary organisations because their function is to be a voluntary organisation 

and not a social enterprise. Hence, not all organisations in the sector will be able to 

survive.   

An essential aspect of social enterprise is that it runs on a business model; social 

enterprises, therefore, have to act as businesses (Dees et al., 2001; DTI, 2002, 2006; 

Scottish Government, 2007a; Shaw and Carter, 2007). Some interviewees portrayed a 

business approach saying that, in order to create a viable enterprise, the leader has to be 

realistic, possess a clear vision of what, how and when he/she wants to achieve as well 

as work with capable people who can support the entire structure and lead to success. 

Interviewees gave examples of social enterprises that, through employing business 

professionals, managed to develop their organisations. Majority of respondents 

suggested that running a social enterprise should not be different to running a 

commercial business. A businesslike, professional approach helps in attracting external 
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support. Therefore, social enterprises need to show that they ‘are aiming for success’ 

(social enterprise manager 8), as well as evidencing competence and confidence: 

‘… top of the tree we have five directors who are local business 

people normally (…) Every business has a business plan because to 

start off the business you have to look for funding, so you must have a 

really good solid business plan that stacks up financially, and a 

business plan that you can go to a bank with and say ‘There you go, 

give me some money.’ So it’s really important that although you’re a 

social enterprise, you’re no different from any other business. You’ve 

got to really make sure that although you’ve got a social mission, the 

bottom line counts (social entrepreneur 15).’   

Those who had gained a grant or some form of subsidy reported substantial benefits 

arising. External funds helped in setting up organisations and enabling them to develop. 

Respondents gave examples of social enterprises that would not be able to survive 

without external financial support (e.g. social enterprises that employ a high proportion 

of those disabled); thus, grants and subsidies help them to continue their activities and 

deliver services and products.   

It was noted that grant application processes can be time consuming, with no guarantee 

of a positive result. For many organisations, applying for funding is necessary for 

survival or development. The majority of respondents involved in social enterprise 

activities highlighted a constant search for financial support and applying for a variety 

of grants. It was suggested by politicians that loans joined with grants could lead to 

creating a higher volume of more independent and stronger social enterprises.   

Several people have said that in addition to generated income, social enterprises should 

still, if they can, apply for grant support (as presented in the literature e.g. 

Weerawardena and Mort, 2006; Tracey et al., 2005; Alter, 2008). This could be ‘an 

additional income’ for an organisation. Further, the more developed the business, the 

more likely and capable it is to possess a negotiating power; it can employ more people 

including skilled staff, gain knowledge about the market, and create networks. 

Consequently it could be claimed that organisations that have existed for a number of 

years are more sophisticated, know their rights and strengths. This, in fact, can be used 

to facilitate activities of social enterprises as it gives them security and a level of 

stability.   
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Co-operation and networking 

Co-operation promotes the development of social enterprises. One manager of a social 

enterprise highlighted that her organisation collaborates with the NHS, a local school 

and private businesses. This co-operation would not be possible without positive 

attitudes and a general understanding of the notion of social enterprise. Respondents 

claimed that co-operation can help in finding new business opportunities as well as 

business partners:     

‘Work with the right people. Involve private sector so to get the 

backing of somebody who is already notable and can be your 

mouthpiece. It’s almost like a convincing thing, that this is a good 

idea. Make sure that you’re getting the right type of people around 

you. If you get enough people just to show and prove that they’re 

confident in you, then you’d have a fair chance of taking on a big 

project. For a lot of social enterprises, that is the big problem in the 

beginning (…) You can also trade with one another, recommending, 

so if somebody's catering company which is a social enterprise and 

you know somebody’s looking, you can say ‘Oh, I know who can 

supply your office with sandwiches, and it just so happens it’s a social 

enterprise.’ Trading and recommending one another (social 

enterprise manager 8).’  

By using networks people who work for different social enterprises shared information, 

distributed knowledge, solved common problems and co-operated to become stronger. 

They integrated with each other to cut costs and gain customers:   

‘Little enterprises trying to get together to work together; it might be 

a more effective way of using resources and more joined up working 

and partnership working. So we try and do that on the ground on an 

operational basis by working together to do little fairs or little 

opening up a shop, like leading up to Christmas so that we can market 

our products through working together so we’re sharing costs. But 

that’s one way that we think might help development is to try and have 

a network of all those smaller organisations trying to maybe share 

some of the costs because we can’t all have a shop, we can’t all do all 

the marketing (social entrepreneur 26).’  

Some respondents suggested that having contact with other social enterprises, 

commercial businesses and social enterprise stakeholders was helpful in developing 

social enterprises. This was viewed as supporting mutual networks and as giving the 

comfort of not being isolated. Networking between organisations ‘connected’ staff with 

the wider environment.   
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Many respondents emphasised the role and importance of networking. Some 

specifically worked to improve networks:  

‘We have just over 200 social enterprises on our books now and 

because it’s such a large dispersed area, we have this problem of 

trying to stay in contact with all the social enterprises. So what we do 

is we put out a monthly e-bulletin that goes out to anybody that’s 

interested in social enterprise throughout the H&Is. It goes not just to 

social enterprises but also to agencies, consultants, the enterprise 

network, anybody that’s interested in the development of social 

enterprise (social enterprise manager 7).’   

Focus group participants confirmed that through enhanced networking as well as 

sharing practice and know-how they could provide a viable, ongoing, support structure 

for social enterprise.   

Support mechanisms 

Focus group participants stressed that a social enterprise can only work if people want 

to be involved in its development. As such, a single social entrepreneur requires support 

from his or her local community. Some respondents highlighted that a bottom-up 

approach and groups of people willing to work together to achieve common social aims 

can facilitate the development of social enterprises.   

Simultaneously, a top-down force is also essential for social enterprise to develop. 

Thus, integrated forces of bottom-up as well as top-down support are needed in order to 

progress the development of social enterprises: 

‘You need the policy framework and strategy in place but you also 

need people encouraged and motivated and leadership and direction 

from the ground up as well (FG3 service provider 2).’  

As such, formal assistance (for instance public support) as well as informal help (such 

as support and engagement of local communities) is needed in order to promote social 

enterprises and enhance their activities. External support from agencies such as 

Highlands & Islands Enterprise (HIE) and the Highland and Islands Social Enterprise 

Zone (HISEZ) was perceived to facilitate social enterprises.  

A number of respondents mentioned their sources of external support, including 

official/public support from the government, local development agencies and some 
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local authorities as well as sources of financial support. It was highlighted by study 

participants that politicians desire further development of social enterprise (this is also 

evident in policy documents e.g. DTI, 2002, 2006; Scottish Executives 2007a; The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b). Some respondents 

argued that government’s support for social enterprises is focussed on reducing costs of 

service delivery.   

Respondents claimed that there was an increasing understanding within the Scottish 

government of social enterprise and its benefits and that the Scottish government was 

enthusiastic for social enterprise development.   

Respondents suggested that social enterprises can be facilitated by people with business 

expertise (from both private and public organisations). This support can be gained by 

hiring external business consultants or, simply, by employing people with business 

skills. Either option is dependent on the financial resources of a social enterprise. 

Interviewees stressed that having a capable workforce is the key to success. Some 

respondents claimed that the actual experience and practical knowledge gained through 

running a business is more important than education; practice in business helps an 

individual to understand how challenging running a social enterprise can be.   

Social enterprises were thought to benefit from co-operation with public organisations 

offering business support:   

‘It’s about providing a support infrastructure for new social 

enterprises or groups that are looking at setting up social enterprises, 

for them to get a real understanding of how to be successful and how 

to set up enterprises which will flourish and thrive. And that’s where 

organisations like HISEZ can come in (social enterprise manager 

18).’  

‘Highlands & Islands Social Enterprise Zone Community Interest 

Company, they have some money to deliver training or to support 

social enterprises with the public sector. Who’s very active in the 

Highlands & Islands it’s an organisation called Highlands & Islands 

Social Enterprise. So they’re all kind of government agencies trying to 

support these networks (politician 14).’  

Frequently during interviewees, the names of the Highlands and Islands Enterprise, the 

Highlands and Islands Social Enterprise Zone and Communities Scotland were 
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mentioned; these organisations were assessed as being a positive force in developing 

social enterprise activities in the region under investigation.   

Regarding support from local authorities and the NHS, respondents noted the 

importance of the procurement process and the role it plays in developing social 

enterprises. It was claimed that there are opportunities that social enterprises should 

take and use to their advantage. Social enterprises could tender for public contracts as 

this could give them a stable source of income and, potentially, financial security and 

stability. It was noted that the government advocates for social enterprise participation 

in the procurement process, but it is insufficiently directive and more could be done to 

require public sector organisations to commission a higher level of services from social 

enterprises. It was argued that this would encourage social enterprises to compete for 

public contracts.    

Examples were given of successful co-operation between the public sector and social 

enterprises. One interviewee (a social enterprise manager) said a service level 

agreement had secured the future of a social enterprise for a number of years, allowing 

for its development. This study found evidence of several organisations that wanted to 

deliver their products/services to the state:  

‘We are hoping for it to be formalised for the first time in a number of 

years (…) we’re hoping to start negotiating a 5 year service level 

agreement as from April next year which is very important in terms of 

sustainability (volunteer 35).’  

‘Within the Highland Council Waste Management side of what we do, 

there are potentials for getting contracts to deliver a service, 

basically, which is something that we do really want to go down 

(social enterprise employee 34).’  

Respondents emphasised a need to increase confidence amongst social enterprises to 

tender for public contracts. Politicians said that procurement training is available to 

social enterprises.  

In a focus group, one discussion led to speculation that, in the future, there would be a 

clear policy indicating how much of the public budget should be spent within the third 

sector. This would be an opportunity for third sector organisations to win contracts and 

generate sustainable income: 
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‘On the 45 indicators that have currently been set for community 

partnerships this time for the first time there is one that says that one 

of their tasks will be to increase the turnover of the social economy. It 

doesn’t say the social enterprise, it says the social economy but it’s 

the first time there’s ever been a specific target set for community 

planning partnerships but I do have to say it’s one of 45  (FG1 

politician 1).’  

It was anticipated that new policy and legislation  will play an important role in social 

enterprise development. Respondents argued that the ‘Enterprise Strategy for Scotland’ 

(Scottish Executive, 2007a) was the first step and the beginning of political changes 

leading to an increasing role for social enterprises:   

‘I think it’s good [social enterprise strategy]. It gives us quite a bit of 

money. Well a lot of money for HISEZ, for instance. And the general 

thrust of it is fine. It’s moving in the right direction. Some people may 

say it’s not moving fast enough, but I think you need to have resources 

to back it up and we don’t. We’ve only got the commitment and 

resources for this current financial year.  It’s the first time we’ve had 

a strategy for social enterprise (politician 1).’  

Many respondents highlighted the emerging policies as forcing an increasing role for 

social enterprises in public service delivery, leading to a ‘revolution’ in the way 

services are provided and the ethos underpinning them:    

‘We’ve seen that Mrs Thatcher led a worldwide revolution; Ronald 

Reagan involved the private sector in delivering State services. But 

increasingly the State, and you’ll hear David Cameron and Gordon 

Brown talking all the time about the State delivering its services 

through the community sector, which means social enterprise 

effectively (…) Policy is very, very important. We’re just at the very 

early stages of an evolution in public policy. … It’s happening now. In 

another five years time it will be taking it well into its stride and in 10 

years time it will become main stream. Yes, we’re watching it. It’s the 

same as Mrs Thatcher. What she started doing in 1979 – 80 was very 

revolutionary. But by 1995-1996, 15 years later, it became quite 

normal, not just in this country but everywhere (politician 33).’  

Respondents mentioned new business models, such as the ‘Community Interest 

Company’ (CIC), as a way to facilitate development of social enterprises. They claimed 

that new, designed for social enterprises business formats create clear roles and 

guidelines for social businesses and those running them. For instance, according to 

interviewees, the CIC structure has been set up specifically to allow people who have a 

great idea to put the investment into a social enterprise. Focus groups discussants 
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highlighted that introducing this new legal business format can help in raising financial 

resources for a social enterprise and in generating funds from private investors.  

4.3.2 PROMOTERS OF RURAL SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

Findings indicate a number of advantages associated with remote and rural settings 

from which social enterprises can benefit. Respondents stressed that although barriers to 

developing social enterprises in rural areas do exist, many of them can be overcome. 

Often, it is about people’s attitudes, their perception of the external environment, 

spotting opportunities and taking a positive ‘can do’ approach: 

‘Rural areas can be very creative. They have barriers for the distance, 

obviously and access to services and lack of meetings and sort of 

focus points sometimes. But if the community interest is there, the 

barriers aren’t really that huge any more (social enterprise employee 

34).’  

A group of interviewees identified the rural market context, rural community attitudes 

and rural service delivery as factors that promote social enterprise development in 

remote and rural areas.   

According to interviewees, small numbers of clients sparsely located deter commercial 

enterprise as well as present difficulties for public sector providers, leaving market 

gaps. Yet, in many cases a small market size was not perceived as a constraint for 

developing social enterprises; some interviewees even suggested it was a positive thing. 

In fact, lack of strong competition and a range of services in rural areas lead to 

unsatisfied needs. This might create opportunities for delivering new services through 

social enterprises which may not have been previously available and are both supported 

by local people and involve local people in service provision. It was argued that in rural 

areas there is little competition and that, by creating new products, a social enterprise 

can gain support from both the community and local authorities.    

‘You can easily find things that are missing, that you think ‘Oh, let’s 

do this or let’s do that.’ Whereas in somewhere like Inverness you’d 

be competing for trade with other businesses - it would be harder (…) 

People are grateful for having a new shop or something else open that 

is a service for them. Whereas in the city they have more choice 

(volunteer 25).’  
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Some respondents argued that although rurality and the small scale of the market can 

present a challenge for social enterprises, they can also create an opportunity. 

Businesses can adapt to the environment. In rural areas, businesses need to be flexible 

and open to delivering a range of needed products and services. Some types of business 

activities would not thrive in a rural area and sometimes the scale of delivery or 

production needs to be different in rural areas.  

Having an appropriate business idea was seen to be important. Interviewees claimed 

that rural social enterprises, due to the small scale of the market, can more easily build 

up their business through good reputation and be widely recognised in the community 

in which they operate. Moreover, those with saleable products can use alternative ways 

of selling (through using the internet, for example) to access a wider market.   

It was thought that rural communities might even be more receptive or amenable to 

innovative service development. The small market might make it easier to introduce an 

innovative product or service which gains acceptance of a particular community. 

According to respondents, rural communities are receptive to innovation (which may be 

more difficult to introduce in an urban setting); this is because, in rural areas, there is a 

real need to make changes and/or deliver a service or product that is currently 

unavailable.  

Respondents claimed that in rural areas people are more used to the idea of providing 

their own services because they have much more of a tradition of fending for 

themselves. Thus, according to some interviewees, it is not difficult to persuade rural 

communities that social enterprise is a good model. They highlighted that, because of 

the small scale and low population density, people tend to know each other and, if 

generally supported, the model can be more quickly accepted than it would be in an 

urban area.   

Although not in itself a positive situation, this self-help tradition and approach helped to 

develop particular attitudes within the rural context, including willingness to work 

together and support each other, and active strategies for problem solving. Respondents 

claimed that in remote and rural areas people look after themselves and that ‘there’s a 

real feeling of community’ (social enterprise manager 7). It was stressed that ‘rural 
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ethos’ and self-help gathers people together, and this is advantageous as it is in the spirit 

of social enterprise: 

‘Social enterprises can grow in remote and rural areas (…) People 

understand that you can’t separate out your social needs and the 

economy and the services. Everything has to come together because 

the communities are so small. And to be more self reliant, people are 

willing to take on initiative whereas sometimes in the bigger cities like 

Glasgow, people expect things just to be given to them (social 

enterprise employee 2).’  

‘In rural areas, people have got more interest in working together to 

solve things collectively whereas in cities someone else can always do 

it, because there’s enough people around. In rural communities, 

people have to solve more of their own problems (social entrepreneur 

11).’  

Therefore, while rural areas might lack resources, there is an expectation that people are 

willing to help each other out. A culture of self-help can be perceived as a promoter as 

it is needed by rural social enterprises. For instance, some social enterprises have been 

initiated by local people who wanted to support their neighbours. This then led to 

community projects which evolved into social enterprises:  

‘This lady from the community who comes in is involved in a whole 

load of community projects. She doesn’t have a job, but she wants to 

help. This social enterprise was started by a group of people who 

wanted to help their community (social entrepreneur 16).’  

It was suggested that rural people are more capable of identifying their local needs than 

people from outside the area:   

‘In small rural areas they know an awful lot more about what counts 

in the community, they operate at grass roots level. For example, 

Aviemore is a rural area where transport is a real issue. They set up a 

transport scheme where volunteer drivers would take people 

shopping, doctors, that sort of stuff (volunteer 19).’ 

 

4.3.3 PROMOTERS OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN HEALTH AND CARE SERVICES  

The potential for social enterprise to play a role in health and social care service 

delivery was explored in this study, not least because this was a topic of particular 

interest to the funders of this work and to the Centre for Rural Health as the research 
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base; however, social enterprise was very much in its infancy when this study began 

and therefore there were few concrete examples of health and social care social 

enterprises to draw upon. As such, given their knowledge of social enterprise and the 

needs for services, interviewees and focus group participants were asked about social 

enterprise in health and social care.   

Study participants argued that social enterprises could have a range of positive impacts 

on communities. Respondents identified opportunities for developing social enterprises 

in health which were related to filling gaps in current public service provision as well as 

creating new health-related services. It was noticed that, often, services delivered by, 

for example, voluntary organisations create not alternative, but complementary services 

supporting statutory NHS provision:   

‘… people in the voluntary sector provide the icing on the cake for 

people with sorts of problems because we can be really flexible (…) 

the voluntary sector can be more flexible than the NHS, so the NHS 

provide the starting point and the voluntary sector fill in the gaps 

(volunteer 19).’  

Politicians suggested that rural communities should utilise a social enterprise model in 

order to address loss of services. Interviewees recognised that the NHS could 

commission some areas of health and care services from social enterprises and this 

could benefit both the NHS and social enterprises. Co-operation between the NHS and 

social enterprises would require resourceful NHS employees (to support and work with 

social enterprises) as well as open-minded people in communities (to take the initiative 

and create new services delivered through social enterprises).   

‘We’ve certainly considered whether or not we could run some 

services as social enterprises. We’ve looked at things like care homes 

for older people. A lot of services could be run as social enterprises 

and commissioned by the NHS (…) if you get a big push coming, both 

from the top but also you need to increase that community awareness 

(…) every time we’re looking at service change, service development, 

we should be considering if there’s something that could become a 

social enterprise (health and care professional 5).’  

Opportunities were identified in preventative health care, services for older people and 

for disadvantaged people (for example, for those who are isolated, misuse drugs and 

alcohol or those with mental health problems); and in transport-type services supporting 

people in living independently for longer. Respondents thought that social enterprise 
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would not be able to run hospitals; rather, there was a common agreement that they 

could provide basic ‘low level’ health and care services. Social enterprises could focus 

on reducing people’s from need to attend hospital by maintaining their good health. 

Respondents mentioned, for example, self-help groups for exercise, smoking cessation 

groups or initiatives to help people to maintain a healthy diet. This would assist people 

to live healthier and happier lives; the results of such activities would be visible in the 

long term.   

Politicians and those from the NHS thought that long term conditions might be a focus, 

with social enterprises helping people to understand and manage their health issues. 

Health improvement and well-being issues could be outsourced to social enterprises, 

with the clinical side of health being dealt with within NHS structures:  

‘We’ve got initiatives around health improvement which is helping to 

keep people fitter longer. They need to start addressing the 40 and 50 

year olds now because these are the people who are going to be 

moving out into these areas or living in these areas in the future and 

demanding greater health care. What we’re doing with the self-care 

programme is the first step in that … we’re also looking at developing 

it into an on-line programme because we’re kind of looking at some 

support for particularly mental health things in Highland, via the 

internet. …It’s very much about making sure that the service that you 

are providing is what the people want and by the people I don’t 

actually mean necessarily the health board, the communities 

(volunteer 3).’  

There is a rising proportion of older people in the Highlands and Islands (HIE, 2007). 

Politicians highlighted that this population’s health and care needs are increasing, the 

priorities are changing (due to demographical changes) but that, proportionally, there 

are fewer financial resources to provide health and care services. NHS employees 

stressed that change is required:     

‘I’m trying to commission services and organise services and facing 

the demographic change, we haven’t got time, we are already running 

behind the game, we’re following the ball, we’re not running into the 

open space ready to receive it and that’s a critical issue (health and 

care professional 29).’   

Politicians suggested that creating social enterprises around services for older people 

could be a good strategy. Older people prefer to remain at home and look after 

themselves but in order to be able to do so they may need support networks with, for 
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example, elements of domestic help, help with shopping or opportunities for socialising. 

Consequently, there is a need to adjust public service delivery in order to meet this 

demand; here, social enterprises could play an important part in service delivery:   

‘… there’s a huge market, given the older population, given long term 

conditions for that kind of area (…) It’s probably fairly safe to say 

that older people, ageing population will continue to be a priority. So 

if you’re developing a model around that, chances are you’re going to 

be reasonable successful (politician 31).’  

Social enterprise was suggested as useful for working with disadvantaged people who 

are at risk of isolation, vulnerable people, people with mental ill health and those with 

learning disabilities. One interviewee said that social enterprise had a strong role in 

addressing mental health and wellbeing. Social enterprises creating employment for the 

long term unemployed have a positive influence on the mental and physical health of 

members of this group.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, taking into consideration the rural setting of this study, 

opportunities in delivering transport services were identified. These include, for 

instance, making provision for people living in isolated places to attend hospital or 

simply for shopping. Thus, social enterprises delivering transport services could help 

people to remain active, live independently and avoid isolation.     

Two main promoters that can influence development of social enterprises in health and 

care service provision were suggested by a number of participants. These were growing 

demand on health and care services (for instance due to the ageing population) and 

successful examples that proved to bring efficient solutions.   

The current level of NHS service provision is stretched, but at the time of conducting 

the study it was considered only the beginning for raising the new and increasing 

challenges re service delivery. As emphasised by the NHS employees, the present 

model of health and care delivery needs to adapt to a new environment and changing 

circumstances. Here, social enterprises could become vital in organising innovative 

services and supporting NHS activities:   

‘I’m absolutely comfortable with that as an idea [social enterprise 

involved in health and care service delivery]. I don’t know why there 

isn’t more of it, I think the procurement issues are one bit and there 
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are politics issues but when the Highland Council was planning to get 

rid of some of its care homes to the commercial sector, I think we 

could have done more to promote social enterprise because there was 

potential in at least two or three locations and effectively achieving a 

level of community service so that the care home would be a 

community business and we didn’t, as an organisation, encourage 

that (health and care professional 29).’  

Interviewees listed several specific examples of lost opportunities where the NHS and 

local authorities might have worked with communities to develop social enterprises.   

While several respondents were vague but supportive about the potential of social 

enterprise in health and social care provision and others could identify specific 

opportunities, some examples of social enterprise providing health and social care 

services were cited:  

‘Highland Home Carers work effectively as a co-operative and they 

take smaller commissioned work from us. So we have a £75,000 a 

year agreement with them whereby they provide us with an emergency 

service over the weekend, so if someone takes ill in their own home 

and we need a home carer then Highland Home Carers will provide 

that home carer at 2am in the morning, that’s stopping us taking them 

into hospital (health and care professional 24).’  

The NHS and local authorities need to be willing to co-operate and let the change 

happen; according to some interviewees, this might be challenging or even problematic: 

  

‘There’s a lot of money wasted and health professionals need to stand 

back and they need to accept that there are better ways of doing some 

things, particularly on health improvement. They’ve got to stand back 

and let people take the onus and responsibility for their own health.  

And they’ve got to feel comfortable that people can do that and 

they’ve got to recognise that (volunteer 3).’  

 

4.4 BARRIERS TO SOCIAL ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT  

Social enterprises face a number of challenges. There are successful social enterprises 

that are often presented in media and literature. These glossy examples are exceptions, 

rather than the rule, in practice. Social enterprises meet a number of obstacles which 

hinder their development. This section describes barriers to the development of social 
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enterprises. Section 4.4.1 deals with general barriers to social enterprise development, 

Section 4.4.2 describes barriers to remote and rural social enterprise development and 

Section 4.4.3 describes barriers which may hinder development of social enterprises in 

health and care service provision. Thus, in parallel with structuration theory (Giddens, 

1984), the findings presented refer to structural constraints which influence how agents 

(i.e. social enterprise stakeholders) act; this also shows how structure and agency are 

interlinked and related to each other. In addition, aspects of selected ‘microstructures’ 

(i.e. geographical and conceptual context) are also discussed. 

The themes were constructed by seeking patterns in the data from both the interviews 

and the focus groups. Table 11 summarises the general barriers, specific barriers related 

to rural areas and barriers to social enterprise development in health and social care 

delivery identified in the study (these are further explored in the following part of the 

chapter). 

Table 11 Social enterprise barriers 

 

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE BARRIERS 

G
E

N
E

R
A

L
 

An emergent 
concept  

- Unfamiliarity with the social enterprise concept  
- Misinterpretation of the concept  

- Lack of a business-like approach and a high dependence on grants and subsidies  

- A belief that social organisations are designed to help people and not earn money 

- ‘Making money’ approach perceived as being ‘dirty’ and not appropriate 

Perceived 

cultural 

barriers  

- Conservatism/traditionalism and a negative approach to changes  

- Resistance to business models and fear of risk  

- Lack of entrepreneurialism  

- Dependence on the state as a provider and  fear of change  

- Need for a shift in culture and community behaviour to find new ways of working 

Nature of 

social 

enterprise  

- Necessity to fulfil both economic and social objectives   

- Democratic structures and their negative impact on decision making processes  

- Dependency on funders and associated with it limited social enterprise ‘freedom’  

- Difficulties in measuring added value and, therefore, final outputs of social 
enterprise activities   

Funding and 

sustainability  

- Difficulties in accessing grants and, due to limited borrowing capacity, loans 

- Lack of financial security leading to an uncertain future for social enterprises 

- Need for start-up, ongoing, training and skills development funds  

- Insufficient financial support for transforming voluntary organisations into social 

enterprises   

- Due to their profile, financially, some social enterprises are not and will not be able 

to be entirely self-sustainable   

Social 

enterprise as a 

business  

- Lack of business knowledge, poor financial management skills  

- Lack of expertise in producing products and delivering services  

- Fear to take on responsibility to run a business 

- Difficulties with employing capable, experienced and skilled people  

- Difficulties in recruiting capable and skilled volunteers  
- Low workforce capacity due to the profile of social enterprise e.g. social firms 

employing disabled people 

Lack of 

support 

- Lack of adequate business support 

- Lack of mentoring/coaching type of support  
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- Government’s expectations inadequate in relation to the level of public support 

- Delays in introducing innovative policy supporting social enterprise (Scotland) 

- Discrepancy between notional and local policy 

- Lack of roles and cohesive and solid legislation  

Problems with 

gaining 

contracts  

 

- Lack procurement roles supporting social enterprises 

-Difficulties to break into the procurement process and obtain a public sector 

contract 

- Inadequately designed contracts i.e. large contracts not suitable for small social 
enterprises 

-Lack of identification of an added value produced by social enterprises  

- Underpaid public contracts   

- Lack of understanding of the social enterprise concept amongst procurement 

officers 

R
U

R
A

L
 

- High costs of running a business e.g. high transportation costs, high costs of service delivery   

- Staff-related challenges e.g. difficulties for staff members to get to work due to large distances and 

no public transport, difficulties in employing capable staff, difficulties in replacing skilled staff, 

difficulties to develop skills of employees  

- Small market size and, therefore, insufficient number of customers to make business self-sustaining, 

insufficient number of customers to grow and develop, impossibility to take advantage of economies 

of scale and hesitance to compete with other existing businesses for local customers  

- Insufficient support in rural areas e.g. due to problems in accessing help and developing networks, a 

need for local support agencies and tailored financial and business support  

H
E

A
L

T
H

 &
 C

A
R

E
  

S
E

R
V

IC
E

S
 

- Lack of clear leadership and diversified social enterprise policy across different health boards in 
Scotland  

- Lack of cooperation between the NHS and local authorities to provide services through social 

enterprises 

- Lack of roles, norms and patterns of the NHS working with social enterprises  

- Employment issues i.e. threat of losing job within the NHS structures and employment rights 

associated with the public sector  

- Threat that social enterprise is a first step to NHS privatisation and letting free of services 

- Danger that social enterprises will not be able to provide quality service  

- Lack of community readiness 

 

4.4.1 GENERAL BARRIERS TO SOCIAL ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT  

An emergent concept  

The literature notes a lack of understanding about the concept of social enterprise 

(Nicholls and Cho; 2008; Ridley-Duff, 2008, Teasdale, 2010; Kerlin, 2010). Familiarity 

with the concept was raised as a problem in developing social enterprises, in this study.  

Few interviewees described social enterprise in the complex way it is presented in the 

literature. This applies to those who were involved or related to social enterprise 

activities as well as those less directly involved. At the time the data were collected, the 

concept appeared to be confusing and this ‘fuzziness’ might act as a barrier which 

might hinder development of a social enterprise ‘sector’. This was implied from the 
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way that social enterprise was described by participants. In addition, study participants 

also mentioned that this ‘fuzziness’ could be a barrier to development:  

‘I don’t think people do know enough (…) People out with the sector 

or people like me, who work in this field, we do understand what 

social enterprise is. But if you go to anyone in the street and say 

‘What’s a social enterprise?’ they won’t have a clue what you’re 

talking about. And even people like procurement officers, who you 

would expect to have some understanding, don’t understand 

necessarily; people don’t understand enough about what social 

enterprise is (politician 1).’  

‘It’s really quite a sort of a new area of very young social enterprise. 

A lot of people you talk about what is social enterprise say: 'I have no 

idea'.  So you first of all have to explain what that is (social enterprise 

manager 8).’  

In many cases interviewees said they were unclear about social enterprise and they 

asked the researcher for a definition. Sometimes, the researcher even felt that 

respondents were embarrassed when confronted with questions that appeared to assume 

they would know what social enterprise was. Interviewees thought they should know 

more about social enterprises and how they operate. Moreover, there was a problem 

with recognition; often, social enterprises operate in people’s neighbourhoods, but they 

are not recognised as social enterprises. Instead, they are merged with a wider range of 

organisations existing in the market and are frequently associated with wider third 

sector organisations. Sometimes, even the people running them do not perceive their 

organisations as being social enterprises:   

‘People see these organisations that do good things but they don’t 

actually know about the social purpose and the money and what they 

do and the whole ethos. If you ask people about waste busters and all 

these recycling places, I don’t think they would come up and say 

they’re a social enterprise (politician 6).’  

‘It’s quite interesting because when I first heard about social 

enterprise I didn’t really understand, and I’m not 100% sure if I still 

do, the difference between social enterprise and community co-

operatives. Now I know they are different and I know that the models 

are quite different but I guess for me there were a lot of common 

themes through them as well (health and care professional 5).’  

Lack of awareness can have negative effects. For instance, some people might think 

that if they want to support their community the only option is to apply for grants and 
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work voluntarily. The other route, which involves generating income, is perceived as 

commercial and, therefore, ‘bad and dirty’. This narrows aspirations.   

Focus group participants confirmed that in spite of the growing popularity of the 

concept (DTI, 2002, 2006; Scottish Executive, 2007a) lack of understanding about what 

social enterprise represents persists. Interviewees suggested that the language used to 

describe social enterprise could be complex and ambiguous. 

Perceived cultural barriers  

Four sub-themes related to the concept of community culture were raised that might 

hinder the development of social enterprises. These were conservatism and 

traditionalism, fear of change, resistance to business models and lack of 

entrepreneurialism.   

Respondents indicated that although people are happy to support their communities, 

they do that by using a ‘volunteering approach’. The people of the Highlands and 

Islands of Scotland were described as being conservative; for instance, there are 

individuals who do not like changes and are ready to ‘fail’ without trying something 

new:     

‘There are nine completely independent Crossroad schemes in 

Highland affiliated with a national body, they’re all charities and they 

all have committees and they all employ staff. I find it quite bizarre 

that none of them have become a social enterprise and that they 

haven’t come together. I’ve been trying to encourage them for the 

past five years to become a social enterprise, a single Highland social 

enterprise but they were set up as charities and the committees and 

people who run them. But they’re stuck in this model ‘we’ve been here 

for thirty years, this is what we do’ (health and care professional 

29).’  

Social enterprise can be perceived as risky. Fear of adopting an ‘enterprising 

approach’ might discourage people. The Highlands and Islands was described as being 

a ‘very traditional’ place that needs more time than other regions in the UK for change 

to occur. According to respondents, there are certain ‘acceptable’ ways of behaviour:  

‘It’s a cultural thing. They’re cultural obstacles and traditional 

obstacles that people create for themselves. They just feel comfortable 

doing what they’ve always done. Often these groups are dominated by 
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older folk who have a different tradition that runs back a long way 

and they have a different model in their heads (politician 33).’  

Some interviewees (i.e. politicians and service providers) perceived that people are 

afraid of taking responsibility associated with running social enterprises and that they 

are ‘too comfortable’ and too dependent on the state. Focus group participants 

identified fear of failure as well as fear of risk; it was noticed that those who take risk 

and fail might be ‘abandoned’ because of their failure:   

‘That’s cultural. People do take risks but you have to make the 

environment right for people to take risks where they can make a 

mistake and get back on and do something else and make another 

mistake and then get back on instead of just being completely 

sidelined because they’d gone wrong once (FG3 service provider 1).’  

Interviewees highlighted that people’s perception is that traditional public services, as 

well as funding to deliver them, should be provided by the state and that it is the state’s 

responsibility to look after its citizens and their wellbeing:   

‘It’s an attitude within Scotland. Culturally there’s certain things that 

the state ought to be doing and there’s probably a bit of cultural 

resistance to the idea of using social enterprises (social enterprise 

manager 18).’  

It was reported that the state itself might be reluctant to actively support social 

enterprises. Even for politicians and service providers it is easier to do things in ‘the old 

way’ rather than ‘experimenting’ with the unknown. It was noted that the current level 

of bureaucracy surrounding public services makes it difficult to consider alternative 

models. Some respondents were concerned about accessibility and equality of service 

provision; it was suggested that social enterprises, especially those in small 

communities, might exclude some groups of people from service provision. Thus, the 

state’s role remains important in terms of inclusion:   

‘I don’t think the communities themselves are always the right people 

to do it because you don’t then include everybody in the community. 

You need somebody to facilitate, to just make sure that you are 

including all the groups (volunteer 3).’  

There are some ethical issues to consider also. As noted by interviewees, sometimes it 

is inappropriate, for, say, a voluntary organisation to become a social enterprise. It was 

thought that change should be optional and not obligatory. Some voluntary 



171 

 

organisations do not possess skills which would allow them to operate a successful 

social enterprise. Further, by becoming a social enterprise, a voluntary organisation 

might lose part of its independence and freedom in representing community interests; it 

might lose its flexibility; and, finally, the ethos of voluntarism might be lost:   

‘So it seems, in some areas, that you could be saying that you’re just 

trying to make charities profitable which isn’t what we’re about  (…) 

I’m not sure that turning everything into a business is the right way to 

go,  you lose something doing that. You lose the passion and you lose 

the commitment (volunteer 3).’  

Much discussion centred on financial aspects. There was controversy related to the 

‘making money’ ethos of social enterprise. There is lack of experience and therefore, 

confidence, about running a business. While people are happy to help others informally, 

the formal business approach of a social enterprise was considered off-putting:  

‘Certainly in Highland, there has always been a tradition of we’ll do 

it ourselves, but not kind of a money thing. Culturally I’ve always 

thought Scottish people were more reluctant to think about making 

money for things. It’s maybe just a culture of not looking with a 

business eye. We do have that kind of culture (politician 31).’  

Lack of entrepreneurialism was cited. It was suggested that, in the Highland region, 

there were few individuals with a ‘can do’ attitude. Intriguingly, though, it was 

simultaneously emphasised that there are people with a positive mind-set, real ‘do-ers’ 

in communities. Some interviewees link negative attitudes with the history of Highlands 

and Islands:  

‘There are some very inspirational people involved in the social 

enterprises in the Highlands & Islands. But I don’t think there’s 

enough people like that. Highlands & Islands are quite traditional 

(…) and there is a certain Highlands & Islands attitude and maybe 

the people don’t have that ‘can do’ attitude as much as they might do 

elsewhere, which is a barrier to any sort of social enterprise 

development (politician 1).’  

‘There’s never enough of the entrepreneurial spirit around and you 

can look at the Scottish culture and it’s not something that comes easy 

within our culture. We don’t push ourselves forward (politician 6).’  

The majority of politicians and social entrepreneurs stated that, in order to progress 

social enterprise, a shift in culture and community behaviour needs to happen. 
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Interviewees thought that the context in which organisations operate has changed in 

recent years. To survive, organisations have to learn to adapt to a new and changing 

environment. Things that were not acceptable in the past (for example, the ‘making 

money approach’) might gain in popularity due to increasing societal needs and the 

need to be more self-sustaining:   

‘We were thinking about social enterprise 4 years ago and it was not 

welcomed at all but things have changed because things had to 

change because what any organisation is now told is that you will 

have to find other income sources other than the public agencies 

(volunteer 35).’  

‘They’re having to think about getting sustainable money coming into 

their organisation so that they can continue to do the work that the 

community wants them to do, which was a big culture change to the 

voluntary sector. And a lot of management committees and boards of 

directors of voluntary groups say ‘WAIT, we don’t do profit, we’re 

nice people, we do voluntary work and help people’. But when they 

began to understand that this was a sustainable revenue that would 

then give them the freedom to deliver what they want to deliver, rather 

than be tied to whatever grant funding agency want them to do, then 

they became much more excited about the idea  (social enterprise 

manager 7).’  

Thus, external culture, related to norms and traditions of the society, might act as a 

barrier to social enterprise development and internal culture (the attitudes of people 

within existing organisations may be sceptical towards social enterprise).   

There was an overall wariness that social enterprise is about taking away public 

services and forcing communities to do things for themselves (Haugh and Kitson, 

2007). There was suspicion that social enterprise is a way of forcing charities to make 

money. In summary, the study participants were quite reflexive, noting that with 

hindsight, this may appear as a period of transition from an old voluntary sector 

paradigm to that of a new enterprise; alternatively, if social enterprise does not ‘catch-

on’, it will appear as just a passing ‘fad’.   

Nature of social enterprise  

Unrealistic expectations linked to lack of understanding and lack of experience could be 

obstacles to social enterprise. The model of social enterprise joins commercial market 

principles with social objectives.   
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A definition provided by the DTI (2002) states that a social enterprise is a business. 

This gives social enterprises a commercial dimension and an obligation to generate 

income. Respondents claimed that often, communities have high expectations, believing 

that social enterprise can operate like a commercial business. Starting and running a 

business is challenging and social enterprises, as any other businesses, might fail.   

Interviewees suggested that running a social enterprise might be more difficult than 

running a commercial business because social enterprises should fulfil both social and 

business objectives. For instance, social enterprises that provide training or employment 

to those who are disadvantaged and vulnerable reported challenges associated with the 

low efficiency of the workforce (for example due to people’s disabilities and a need to 

supervise and assist them). Also, generating sufficient income in order to survive was 

noted as being problematic. Thus, running a social enterprise was difficult:   

‘I must have been involved with dozens of community cafes because 

everybody thinks it’s a wonderful idea; it’s in the community, people 

can come and meet and talk and have a coffee; and then when you 

start saying, ‘well, how much are you going to charge for a cup of 

coffee?’ ‘Oh, we’ll just make it 50p or something like that,’ I say, 

‘well, how are you going to pay wages, how are you going to pay your 

rent, how are you going to pay the suppliers?’ ‘You’ve got to charge 

about £2,’ and then people say, ‘well, it’s a low income area, people 

don’t have £2’ (social enterprise employee 32).’  

Given that entrepreneurship is traditionally regarded as being about individuals, it is 

somewhat contrary that social enterprises are perceived to be about people working 

together (Pearce, 2003). As community developments, interviewees described how they 

should have ‘democratic’ structures. Those involved in social enterprise activities 

claimed that this can be an obstacle because the more people involved in influencing 

decisions, the longer it takes to make them. Having an extended group of directors can 

slow the progress of a social enterprise. Engaging people with different aims and 

objectives was described as being harmful. It was noted as important to have an 

appropriate organisational structure with a key person to make strategic decisions:   

‘Social enterprise is being quite a collective thing with people 

working together for the common good and with that being quite 

bureaucratic structures. You have a committee and you have all these 

people involved in making decisions and it can become almost like the 

communist model where you’ve got a million people making decisions 

but you’re trying to be so democratic that you involve everybody. But 
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it actually sometimes paralyses progress because you talk about 

things, but you never actually get the time to make things happen 

(social entrepreneur 11).’  

Often social enterprises that deliver products and/or services have obligations to their 

funders. Although gaining revenue is really important for every organisation, social 

enterprises need to consider their capacity and have sound planning around all aspects 

of service/product delivery:  

‘If the money’s coming from the funder you have to be very clear 

about what the evaluation process will be, what they are looking for 

you to achieve (social enterprise employee 30).’  

It was noted that social enterprises should quantify their outputs. Yet, what in many 

cases is simply forgotten is that social enterprises deliver more than a particular product 

or service; they are intended to supply added value. This element can be complex, 

difficult and expensive to measure and so is frequently not addressed by those running a 

social enterprise. 

The problem of measuring added value was mentioned frequently by interviewees. 

There are methods of social accounting; these, however, are not well known and, 

therefore, not used by those running social enterprises (Gray et al., 2006). It was noted 

by respondents that incorporating social accounting might be expensive and not very 

useful as current measurement requirements (for example, while tendering for public 

contracts) do not take it into account. ‘Best value’ might be regarded as the cheapest 

option but not the most efficient, both economically and socially.   

Focus group discussants suggested that added value is neglected by public bodies and 

by many social enterprises (which is odd since that is one of the primary ‘selling points’ 

for social enterprise in government policy and academic literature):  

‘We did research into social enterprises a couple of years ago and 

what came through there was 75% of them had no form of impact 

measurement whatsoever so they couldn’t measure what the social 

benefit was even though they were set up for social benefit and they 

were trying to get by on ‘we are a social enterprise therefore by 

definition we are virtuous, therefore by definition we are good 

therefore give us the money’ (FG2 service provider 1).’  
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Funding and sustainability  

It is suggested that social enterprises should generate at least half of their income 

through trade activities (DTI, 2005b). This study found that many social enterprises 

have problems with meeting this target. Finding funding appears to be a problem for 

many social enterprises and generating income is even more challenging, often because 

social enterprises operate in ‘abandoned’ market areas where commercial enterprises 

could not find profit and where public providers think it is too costly and/or otherwise 

challenging to provide services.   

According to the interviewed politicians, grant opportunities will continue to reduce 

because ‘the money’s simply not there’ (politician 31). Service providers said that, in 

the long term, they will not be able to support social enterprises financially even if they 

provide a quality service:   

‘I’ve been conscious of talking to lots of folk over the years about 

establishing social enterprises. We cannot afford to endlessly 

subsidise these so you have to get to the point where whatever you set 

up washes its own face. It’s very hard to get a lot of people who want 

to set up these sorts of schemes to accept at some point that it’s gonna 

have to be profitable (health and care professional 29).’  

For politicians, social enterprises represent the promise of potentially sustainable social 

business models. Thus, rather than relying on grants they should be funded through 

loans. In this study, most politicians claimed that grants make social enterprises 

inefficient and do not encourage them to be entrepreneurial. It was suggested that 

reducing funding might help to change the grant dependency culture of the voluntary 

sector: 

‘There’s a lot of new money. Social enterprises can get access to it 

but not as grants, but as loans and repay. And it’s the support to take 

them from the grant dependency to income generating. They often 

don’t have the capacity or the time to do it or they won’t take the risk 

to make that step. And we have to be sure that, we have to try and 

help them to get away from the grant dependency part (politician 6).’  

Focus group participants said that a culture of receiving grants might reduce 

entrepreneurialism; thus, it was suggested that social enterprises should be able to 
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access loans and grants rather than just grants. This, potentially, would lead to social 

enterprises being more business-like:  

‘Some of us were very annoyed with Communities Scotland when they 

offered Future Builders as grant fund because it seemed to send 

entirely the wrong message and grant funding stream to develop 

social enterprise seemed to us nonsense, it should have been offered 

as a loan fund but it wasn’t (FG1 politician 1).’ 

‘The most hardnosed entrepreneurs will look for funding but it won’t 

be grant funding, they’ll go to the banks or private equity funding or 

whatever. The most ambitious entrepreneurs will be looking to expand 

the business or the enterprise at as fast a rate as possible (FG3 

regional development employee 2).’  

This opinion was contradictory to the opinion of those who were actually running social 

enterprises. They expressed that running a business is risky. If failure happens, there are 

consequences for individuals who set up a social enterprise and who have to repay the 

loans. Consequently, it could be said that they are punished for trying to do ‘a good 

thing’. According to those involved in social enterprise activities, obtaining a loan for a 

social enterprise is not as straightforward as it is for commercial organisations.   

Providing ‘proof’ of social enterprise profitability is problematic and convincing banks 

that a social enterprise will be able to pay off a loan is difficult. Social entrepreneurs 

noted that sometimes getting a loan is inappropriate:    

‘A private enterprise can go and borrow from a bank, social 

enterprises very often can’t do that because they have no security 

(social enterprise employee 32).’  

‘If it’s a private business I would actually use my own money or go to 

the bank and borrow (social entrepreneur 16).’  

If a social enterprise needs money and cannot obtain a loan, it searches for grant 

opportunities. The increasing number of social enterprises and third sector organisations 

applying for the same funds made it more challenging to win the funding. To succeed, 

an organisation needs a product or service that is desired by communities and funders. 

Respondents said it was becoming increasingly common for grants to be designed to 

support the sustainability of social enterprises:   
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‘One of the key things about Future Builders was that you had to 

demonstrate how that investment, and it was seen as an investment 

rather than a grant, would move your organisation on in terms of 

financial sustainability. Not to 100%, but to help you make that shift 

(politician 1).’  

The study identified a lack of financial support for establishing social enterprises and 

for ensuring ongoing activity. Respondents suggested that once an organisation is up 

and running, it might be easier to find additional financial support as the social 

enterprise is already ‘tested’ and has shown that it can provide a service or product. 

Funders were said to need to have evidence that an enterprise was trustworthy. Some 

applicants were regarded as reliable as they had a track record with successful ideas; 

these enterprises were more likely to be supported:      

‘The first year was hard to get money but then once you start getting 

money other people feel more comfort and they will give you money. It 

needs one person to take the risk, really (…) The thing with [X} 

enterprises, they’ve got a track record now… he’s proved he can do 

it, every time he has an idea someone will throw money at it 

(volunteer 25).’  

Obtaining start-up funding is just the beginning of a long journey. After this initial stage 

social enterprises need to apply for ongoing funding and try to become sustainable. 

Some interviewees argued that ongoing funding is more difficult to find than start-up 

funding because the social enterprise is no longer a novelty; it becomes just one of 

many organisations:   

‘The start up phase is the easy phase because there’s lots of people 

who will give you support and give you help. It’s two, three years 

down when you’re not new anymore and people think ‘They’re 

around, they should be okay.’ That’s when it’s actually more difficult 

(social entrepreneur 11).’  

Many respondents said that social enterprises need to be funded for a number of years, 

and that some might always need to be subsidised. There are significant consequences 

with lack of funding; a social enterprise might have to cut costs and, by doing so, 

reduce the amount of added value they produce. This raises the question of the balance 

between social outcomes and operating as an enterprise:   

‘For three years I managed to get funding for a manager and running 

costs …after the three years, that was really difficult to replace that 
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money because there was a lot of talk about being self sustaining, not 

having any subsidy, to not be dependent on grants. We generated 

some income but we didn’t generate enough to employ and to pay the 

wages. What’s happened now? They’ve sacked the employees and 

they’ve only got two or three and they’ve got big machines and big 

contracts … I don’t think that’s a step forward… they’re probably 

more of a business but the whole idea was to give people jobs and 

training (volunteer 25).’  

Respondents mentioned some organisations that want to change their structures into 

more enterprising models, but which do not have the money needed to fund such a 

transition. This research found evidence of voluntary organisations that failed due to 

lack of the financial resources to allow them to become social enterprises.  Respondents 

noted a lack of money for training, developing skills and growth.   

To survive and thrive, social enterprises need to aim to be financially independent from 

grants and donations and need to generate income through producing and selling their 

products and delivering services. Respondents suggested this requires some time. Study 

findings indicate that, for some types of social enterprises (for example, social firms) 

being completely self-sustainable is impossible; often, a majority of their funding 

comes from grants. If the money ‘dries up’, the organisation can no longer operate.  

‘I don’t know if it could stand alone commercially. It would be lovely, 

if it could, but you might need some funding underneath it to, as a 

safety net (…) I know that it’s always difficult to get funding for 

things. You would need a lot of help and support, to do a social firm. 

The idea of it is very good and it is workable with a huge amount of 

effort. And again, back to money at the end of the day (social 

enterprise employee 4).’  

Despite this statement, many social enterprises continue to try to be less grant-

dependent and find a source of sustainable income. Relying on grant funding can put 

social enterprises in an unfavourable position. Funders often demand certain 

requirements to be met and grants only last for a certain period of time. The majority of 

respondents emphasised that some social enterprises would prefer to be financially 

independent in order to have control over their future.   
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Social enterprise as a business  

This study revealed a perception of a lack of business approach among social 

enterprises. As emphasised by the public sector service providers interviewed, running 

a business is risky and winning a grant is ‘far less scary and less work intensive’ (health 

and care professional 20). Some respondents suggested that voluntary organisations 

prefer to stay with their traditional model rather than become more business-like:  

‘A lot of them [social enterprises] will sink, really. And if we thought 

about a business, we’re talking about having to go out there and sell 

your product at the end of the day and compete with able bodied and 

normal businesses. You’ve got to be sharp, you’ve got to be good (…) 

If you don’t look after your costs of the business, the running costs, 

the electricity, any start costs, your production costs, you can’t always 

put your hand out for more funding year on year because that’s 

unrealistic (social entrepreneur 16).’  

A lack of entrepreneurial skills was perceived to hinder development of social 

enterprises. Interviewees argued that if an organisation wants to survive it has to be 

competitive, deliver good quality and adjust prices to the local environment. Due to 

lack of knowledge, for newly created social enterprises this might be challenging. Even 

basic business tasks, such as pricing a product or service, was suggested to be 

problematic for some organisations starting up as, or transitioning to, social enterprise 

status. This was regarded as especially evident among voluntary organisations which, 

being used to delivering free services, subsequently find it difficult to charge for them. 

When people start to pay, as noted by those from voluntary organisations, they will 

demand formal services that meet higher quality standards. Volunteers and some 

politicians talked of a fear of people complaining and that might have a knock-on effect 

on recruiting volunteers.   

To avoid competing with existing businesses, some social enterprises prefer to find a 

unique new product or service. Respondents said social enterprises need to ‘find a niche 

market, something that is unique, something special, that doesn’t detract from anybody 

else’ (volunteer 25).   

Poor financial management was raised as a particular issue by focus group participants. 

Because of the difficulty of gaining specific types of expertise, social enterprises are 

said to benefit from employing experts and people with specific skills. One interviewee 
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said that employing a marketing manager helped his social enterprise to promote its 

products and increase sales. Employing people with previous business expertise was 

thought to positively influence the future of social enterprises and increase trust in 

them.   

A capable workforce is essential, but also having the requisite number of competent 

employees is important if an organisation wants to grow. Here, social enterprises can 

encounter major problems. As noted by respondents, there is a challenge in finding 

employees with the right skills and aptitudes. Without a satisfactory number of quality 

staff members, it is difficult to take on new projects and evolve:   

‘It takes time to educate people into how to run a social enterprise 

and to find the staff who are competent to run it and that’s because 

there’s no career structure within the social enterprise field. Running 

a social enterprise is much harder than running any other kind of 

business because you’ve got multi-funding, you’ve got multi-

stakeholders, you’ve got multi-clients to deal with (social enterprise 

employee 32).’  

Politicians indicated that people might not want to work for a social enterprise because 

of the terms and conditions offered compared with superior terms and conditions at 

public sector organisations. Those working for the NHS, local government or any of 

statutory organisations have various employment rights (like equal pay) that they might 

not get elsewhere. Attracting the right staff is a barrier to social enterprise development. 

  

As well as paid workforce, there is a lack of competent and skilled volunteers. Those 

running social enterprises highlighted that attracting capable volunteers is becoming 

more difficult. The number of organisations wanting volunteers has grown. Volunteers 

are not a highly reliable workforce. Those with addiction problems, learning difficulties 

and the long term unemployed require additional support in order to become successful 

volunteers. To ensure ongoing business, social enterprises often need to increase the 

number of paid employees. This means that social enterprises cannot take advantage of 

‘free’ labour and, as such, reduce the business costs.   

While working with disadvantaged people is time consuming and inefficient in purely 

financial terms, the purpose of social enterprises is to help people. Interviewees noted 

examples of disadvantaged and disabled people benefiting from engagement with social 
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enterprises. In many cases, as emphasised by respondents, disadvantaged people will 

need to continue to be in some kind of supported employment so the activities of social 

enterprises are about added social value rather than generating money:   

‘… we have to take the disabled and the disadvantaged guy or the 

lady with us. Otherwise they don’t feel part of it and that’s not what 

the social enterprise is about. So if you look at this from a purely 

business point of view, if you’re a businessman coming in from the 

outside, you would say ‘Well we need to produce more soap than that. 

You need to be able to do this and that.’ But when you then step back 

from it and say ‘Well, with the workforce that we have aren’t able to 

do that.’ And if the aim of the company is to employ and to help those 

people then we have to go at their speed (social entrepreneur 16).’  

According to interviewees, working with disadvantaged people requires the skills of 

capable support employees. Social enterprises have to take responsibility for their staff 

and create a safe working environment as with any employer. These include meeting 

standard health and safety regulations but also the provision of additional support (for 

example co-ordinators who can look after working disabled people) that might be 

needed by the target group that is to be assisted by the enterprise. This is costly and 

expensive. It is often necessary to find a balance between helping as many as possible 

and being organisationally sustainable.    

Lack of support 

Social enterprises need a variety of types of external support. Those involved in social 

enterprise stressed that more development and support to help greater development of 

social enterprises is essential. There should be more creative, energetic promotion of the 

concept of social enterprise.   

Support for business start-up was identified as the area that needs most development. 

Social enterprises need practical business advice and people experienced in addressing 

real social enterprise problems rather than providing ‘a kind of talking shop’ (volunteer 

35). Those running social enterprises and involved in volunteering said that one of the 

challenges that they meet is having access to the right kind of business advice at the 

right time:   

‘… people say they were very frustrated with [the support 

organisation] because they didn’t deliver for them, they didn’t do 
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what they should be doing, they talked a lot and it was just another 

kind of enabling organisation but what people desperately needed 

was to be given the tools of the trade and people to actually walk the 

line with them (volunteer 35).’  

Lack of business knowledge is an obstacle for social enterprises attempting to become 

financially viable businesses. As noted, running a social enterprise was considered more 

difficult than running a voluntary organisation or a commercial business. Communities 

and/or individuals willing to run a social enterprise find it difficult to turn it into a ‘real’ 

business. Lack of business experience and lack of business skills might lead to 

enterprise failure. When setting up a social enterprise people often have high 

expectations, believing it will be straightforward to run and sustain:   

‘There’s actually arrogance in there that we think we can just go and 

run a café, anybody can run a café and make a living out of it. And 

you realise quickly, well wait a minute, it’s not as easy as that. And 

when you’re moving into social enterprise, that’s what people don’t 

realise, it’s not easy. We had all these dilemmas. We wanted to pay 

people good wages, we wanted to have good working conditions, we 

wanted to invest a lot in training. Then you look at the numbers and 

think ‘Well, wait a minute, we can’t afford to pay more than £6/hour’ 

(social entrepreneur 11).’  

It was emphasised that being passionate and socially orientated is not enough to run a 

business. Respondents noted a need for education in how to run social enterprises. This 

needs to be skilfully administrated by organisations that aim to support social 

enterprises by delivering training.     

Those involved in social enterprise activities and those from voluntary organisations 

suggested that the help available from the state is often insufficient and does not address 

the ‘real’ needs of social enterprises. Support was said to be sometimes superficial. At 

focus groups, some participants said one to one coaching, rather than group training, 

was often the best preparation for running a social enterprise:   

‘Some of these people are just first time into business; you’re dealing 

with people who have got good will but they don’t have the marketing, 

the business acumen at that time to accommodate and to properly 

understand the importance of that and that’s why they need a bit of 

hand holding (FG1 politician 1).’  
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Those involved in social enterprise activities criticised a lack of training opportunities 

in the region, saying that most courses are run in cities. Some of the training made 

available was designed for mainstream businesses and did not take social enterprise into 

account.   

It was recognised that there are numerous organisations (e.g. Social Enterprise 

Coalition, SenScot) in Scotland designed to provide support for social enterprises; 

however, from the Highlands and Islands it is often difficult to access them. Several 

interviewees said a mentor-type person who could help to address ‘real’ problems 

would be an asset.   

A lack of information about social enterprise support networks and what could be 

gained from them was indicated:  

‘We’ve got too many bodies; we’re not united enough within the field 

itself. So you’ve got Development Trust Association Scotland, you’ve 

got SenScot, you’ve got Social Firm Scotland, you’ve got Community 

Enterprise in Strathclyde, you’ve got the Scottish Social Enterprise 

Coalition – and the list goes on. And, actually, you could probably 

just run it with one of those. If they pulled all those resources 

together, it might be a better use of resources than trying to have so 

many bodies (social enterprise employee 32).’  

Working with other social enterprises rather competing was seen as important, yet 

respondents identified a frequent lack of cooperation and trust. For example, as 

highlighted by those running social enterprises, people are often suspicious and think 

that ‘somebody might steal our idea and run in with it’ (social enterprise manager 8). 

This attitude was described as harmful leading to repetitions among social enterprises 

(and, consequently, competition).   

Co-ordination in the field was said to be needed, with fewer organisations working 

together to create high quality support. Some support organisations (i.e. organisations 

supporting social enterprise development) were presented as being bureaucratic and 

slow:   

‘It’s actually very difficult in our experience to get help from [the 

support organisations] because they work within very specific 

definitions. Each staff member works within a very specific 

description of their role and the tendency is if you speak to somebody 
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and you don’t quite fit their role, they do not seem to see the need to 

refer you to somebody’s role you might fit. So unless you slot into a 

box that is predefined, they don’t seem to understand what they could 

do to help and they don’t seem to be flexible (social entrepreneur 

21).’  

Although a level of external public support for social enterprises exists (DTI, 2002, 

2006; DH, 2006a, 2009), many interviewees assessed the government’s activities in a 

negative way, criticising politicians for a lack of rules, a lack of understanding and 

delays in creating an appropriate strategy which would support socially orientated 

enterprises.  

Respondents said that there was a deficit of political will and positive action facilitating 

the development of the social enterprise sector. They said that more encouragement and 

promotion was needed for social enterprise to develop. Two areas of political support 

emerged as important and perceived as lacking at the time: support from the 

government and support from local authorities.   

Respondents criticised the Scottish Government for delays in creating an appropriate 

policy which would promote development of social enterprise. Some focus group 

participants said Scottish policy was out of date, stating that change is slow and 

hesitant. They noted that the government’s expectations are inadequate in relation to the 

level of public support. Often, Scottish policy was compared to UK government policy 

(DTI, 2002, 2006; Scottish Executives, 2007a); interviewees had the impression that the 

latter is well developed and open to the idea of social enterprise, while Scottish policy 

lags behind:    

‘We’re a bit slower than the UK government in supporting it [social 

enterprise]. The UK cabinet are way ahead about financial support, 

assisting larger social enterprises to deliver public services and 

helping them in procurement process and the sort of more wide 

spread support that’s offered to them. We have got some catching up 

to do (politician 6).’  

Several interviewees argued that the Scottish government’s intentions were unclear. 

The idea of social enterprise is desired and supported by politicians (Scottish 

Executives, 2007a; Scottish Government, 2007b). On the other hand legislation and 

policy was perceived by some respondents to hinder expansion of social enterprise. For 

instance, there are conflicts in government policy with the ‘best value’ agenda. More 
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precisely, when tendering for a public contract, social enterprises could fit with a 

definition of ‘best value’ as long as the wider (economic and social) approach to what 

best value is, is regarded. Based on a purely financial basis, social enterprises may not 

offer best value and will lose the opportunity to gain a contract. Others claimed that 

government support for social enterprises is not well targeted and not well delivered.   

The Social Enterprise Strategy for Scotland was evaluated in a similar way; respondents 

assessed it as an important step forward claiming that it should bring the attention (both 

in policy and practice) that social enterprise needs (Scottish Executives, 2007a). 

Simultaneously, some interviewees were sceptical and suspicious of the strategy, 

claiming that the term ‘social enterprise’ had become popular amongst politicians who 

could use it to attract votes:    

‘The Social Enterprise Strategy for Scotland is a fudge. The fact that 

they’ve only made it for one year, and then they’ve said they’re going 

to review it, is a political fudge because they thought ‘Well, we have 

to get something out before the elections but we don’t want to get 

something out that’s going to be a big commitment for anybody. So 

we’ll get something out, we’ll publish it and we’ll put some vague 

commitments in it, but we’ll make it for a year’ (social entrepreneur 

11).’  

The criticism was not only directed towards the national government but also at local 

authorities. Respondents suggested that some departments within local authorities 

appear proactive in relation to social enterprises but that is not in any strategic sense 

with a deliberate aim of supporting social enterprise; rather; it is ’a by-product’ (social 

entrepreneur 21) of their work. It was argued that the concept of social enterprise is not 

well supported due to a lack of capacity to think about or manage change.   

‘There probably are some people in the Highland Council who are 

supportive of it but that’s probably more coming from some of the 

politicians, the councillors rather than the offices. I don’t get any 

sense of it being a clear kind of policy drive within the Highland 

Council to encourage social enterprises to bid for the delivery of 

services (…) I don’t have a sense that within the Highland Council 

there’s any real high profile for social enterprise (social enterprise 

manager 18).’  

Of the interviewees that commented on this feature, a small number said that lack of 

support from local authorities may be caused by the fear of losing power. As argued by 

the interviewees, the more power is given to communities, the less of it is left for 
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politicians. This point was highlighted by focus group participants who noted that social 

enterprises are associated with community empowerment which, for some politicians, 

could be viewed as a threat:   

‘As local authorities struggle more and more to meet their objectives, 

the more enlightened ones may see that social enterprise could play a 

stronger role and therefore begin to support them, although again, 

that’s tempered by the fact that they hate losing any of their own 

service so if there’s a threat to their own services they’re not likely to 

support their social enterprise approach (FG2 service provider 2).’  

Most of the interviewees highlighted that national social enterprise policies are not 

easily adaptable by local governments for practical implementation. Respondents 

suggested that a lack of cohesive and solid legislation could be the reason for 

inconsistent supported offered to social enterprises by government bodies. Clear rules 

and guidelines should be applied in the field. It was argued that sometimes only new 

legislation can impose changes. A need to define the role for social enterprise in 

relation to the public sector and service provision was identified.   

Problems with gaining contracts  

The public sector procurement process was criticised, with respondents claiming that 

the procurement process is not user-friendly and that for small organisations, including 

the majority of local social enterprises, it is difficult to break into the process and obtain 

a public sector contract. Respondents from all of the stakeholder groups agreed that the 

public sector procurement process is a barrier for social enterprise development. They 

highlighted a shift within public service delivery to emphasise greater efficiency. This 

tends to mean large contracts with large organisations, which makes for difficulties with 

regard to Highlands and Islands social enterprises as they tend to be small. It was 

suggested that Scotland needs to make it easier for social enterprises to access public 

sector procurement. Interviewees stressed that, on a local level, there should be a clear 

policy drive within the Highland Council to encourage social enterprises to bid for the 

delivery of services.   

According to the interviewees, many procurement officers are poorly qualified to 

understand the added value generated by social enterprises:   
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‘A lot of the procurement officers in the public agencies haven’t had 

much training. They were just accountants and financial managers 

who’d the power to purchase things … the pressure they were getting 

from their chief executives was to save money (social enterprise 

manager 7).’  

It was stated by many respondents (including some politicians) that social enterprises 

are perceived to be a cheap way of service delivery. Contracts with social enterprises 

are often of relatively low value compared to that which other types of organisations 

would accept, meaning that social enterprise organisations cannot meet the full costs of 

service delivery. This threatens survival. Those involved in the third sector highlighted 

that getting nearer to full cost recovery is difficult because the third sector organisations 

have been subsidising their operations for many years; now, in many cases they can no 

longer afford to subsidise their services. However, some still think that third sector 

organisations are ‘semi-charitable’ (politician 1) and that the charitable arm of their 

business will subsidise them:   

‘That’s how social enterprise started. Government thought ‘Here’s a 

cheap way of delivering social care.’ And so they started getting 

really excited about social enterprise and promoting it. And 

communities and individual people, bless them, said ‘Social 

enterprise, explain that to me. That’s quite a good idea. OH, this is an 

opportunity for us to put something back into our communities.’ And 

it became something else. Sometimes the case has to be made to say 

‘Well, wait a minute, we’re doing all these things and actually the 

reason we’ve got problems is you’re not paying us enough money for 

the services that we’re delivering for you’ (social entrepreneur 11).’   

Interviewees gave examples of social enterprises getting paid less compared with 

commercial enterprises for delivering the same service. Social enterprise sustainability 

is threatened and they rely on grants and subsidies to support them. This approach to 

social enterprises should change; they should be treated equal with other organisations, 

encouraged to charge their full costs:  

‘Sometimes the case has to be made to say ‘Well, wait a minute, we’re 

doing all these things and actually the reason we’ve got problems is 

you’re not paying us enough money for the services that we’re 

delivering for you.’ There’s a research report into contracts which 

are delivered by the voluntary sector organisations throughout 

Scotland for local authorities primarily. They found that across the 

whole of Scotland 71% of these contracts did not meet the costs of 

delivering the contracts. These organisations been told they should go 

and generate new business activities but instead of that they should 
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actually be getting paid the correct amount for the services that are 

already providing. That’s what the problem is. 71% of these contracts 

are about social economy subsidising the state to deliver state 

services rather than the state supporting them. 71% of them are under 

funded (social entrepreneur 11).’   

‘Argyll & Bute have been very supportive towards the development of 

social enterprise and particularly the recycling centre. The first 

service level agreement they received from the council was they would 

pay you this much if you gear up your organisation to receive a 

certain tonnage of waste. But there was a little clause in the bottom of 

the service level agreement that said ‘If we don’t provide you with 

that tonnage we will claw back some of the money that we provided to 

you.’ And then I phoned the head of procurement in Argyll & Bute 

and said ‘These are the kind of contracts your recycling waste 

management groups are handing out. I’m not going to let my group 

sign it.’ She said ‘Quite right, that’s illegal, I’ll speak to them.’ And 

they got it changed, because there was this perception that it was a 

voluntary sector and they won’t mind (…) You cannot expect a 

business to gear itself up for a certain capacity and just because you 

can’t supply it they’re going to claw some of the money back (social 

enterprise manager 7).’   

Sometimes social enterprises deliver services free of charge, which raises expectations 

of continuing free services. A change in thinking is required, respondents said, with 

people and contractors recognising social enterprises as businesses that need to generate 

income to survive and develop:    

‘Currently, we’re supporting 7-8 people every week but we don’t get a 

penny of income. We just do this because that’s what the aims of the 

company are. At the moment we’re doing it for nothing which means 

that social services aren’t paying anything for placing two or three 

people with us (…) What’s needed is a realisation that whilst we are a 

charity, we’re a charity that needs to be paid. We’re not doing it as a 

charity to help social services or NHS. We are doing it as a charity 

for the community (social entrepreneur 16).’  

Social entrepreneurs and social enterprise managers noted that obtaining a public 

contract is a way to become sustainable, but it is still problematical if it is the only 

contract and source of funding. Losing that one client could bring about failure of the 

entire venture:   

‘We’re doing alright at the minute but we’re vulnerable in that we 

have one client who gives us a contract that produces 95% of our 

income, this is a very vulnerable position for any business to be in 

(social enterprise manager 22).’  
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While criticism was directed at public sector procurement, there were also problems 

evident with enterprises’ capacity to enter into procurement processes and deliver 

according to standards and guidelines. Social enterprises need to be able to meet the 

requirements of the task in order to win a public contract.   

In some cases, social enterprises may be too small or lack the expertise required in 

order to be perceived as reliable providers. This issue was indicated by respondents as 

being problematic:   

‘Many social enterprises aren’t really geared up to do it; you don’t 

want to say – oh, just go and do that contract and then it goes wrong 

and then that can set the whole thing back by 10 years; because local 

authorities say - we gave them a chance, but they blew it (social 

enterprise employee 32).’  

Focus group participants extended these findings, criticising social enterprises for a lack 

of strategy, and an often vague vision and sense of direction. These are important 

factors when portraying one’s organisation as a professional business in which public 

service providers can have confidence. Planning helps to shape overall activities of a 

business. However, respondents stressed that too much of social enterprise planning is 

reactive, retrospective and is not looking to the future. Long term planning is frequently 

omitted by social enterprises, often not due to disinterest, but because they are caught 

up in day to day business, particularly in their efforts to ensure funding. Interviewees 

thought this lack of long term planning is associated with short-term funding (or 

generally poor access to funding) that makes it difficult for social enterprises to think 

far into the future.  

4.4.2 BARRIERS TO RURAL SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 

While there are advantages associated with rural settings that social enterprises can 

utilise and benefit from, previous commentators have noted that rural locations are 

challenging for social enterprise and have distinct constraints (Fyfe and Milligan, 

2001). Respondents highlighted barriers to developing social enterprises in remote areas 

including geographical conditions, workforce issues, the small size of the market (and, 

because of this, the small size of social enterprises) and, finally, inadequate support for 

rural social enterprises.    
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Some respondents claimed that rural and remote places present the same sorts of 

challenges (e.g. geographical conditions, high business-related costs, low population 

density, limited accessibility to capable staff as well as support, restricted market size 

and opportunity to grow) to all sectors: public, private and the third sector 

organisations. Others thought that there are different challenges between rural and 

urban areas.   

Challenges of geography  

The geography of the Highlands and Islands creates obstacles for social enterprises. 

There are many very isolated communities. Delivering products and services and 

working in such places is highly challenging:  

‘Taking Argyll & Bute, one of the biggest challenges for us is that 

we’ve got 25 islands with people living on them. Some of these islands 

have very small populations of less than 200 people and sometimes 

they’ve only got a ferry two days, three days a week. And that’s the 

only way on and off the island. So, you’ve got very, very isolated 

communities (health and care professional 5).’  

‘The geographic distances are immense. Highland represents two 

thirds of the land mass of Scotland so actually trying to get people to 

or take things to people in the rural areas is much more difficult in 

terms of social enterprise (social enterprise employee 23).’  

Sparsely populated areas with large distances between communities impose high costs 

on running a business; for example, costs of transport are higher than in urban areas. 

Often, there is no available public transport. High costs of transport or lack of transport 

means that it is either too expensive or too difficult for people to travel to work. Social 

enterprises who have a particular remit to employ the long term unemployed who are 

living in remote areas need to find ways of getting them to the workplace.    

Interviewees said that, often, those who need social enterprise support cannot afford to 

maintain a car or cannot drive. Remoteness means that people are isolated and this 

might be one of the causes of their poor wellbeing. Yet, as highlighted by those running 

them, due to financial reasons many social enterprises are restricted to offering support 

only to those in a particular locality. Without financial resources it is difficult to reach 

those who live in remote and rural places.   
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Access to the workforce was noted as a barrier which can hinder rural social 

enterprises. A lack of availability of skilled people leaves businesses without expertise 

that may be essential for their development and expansion. This is a barrier because, as 

mentioned earlier, a capable workforce was indicated as being essential to social 

enterprise success:  

‘That’s the most obvious difficulty that they don’t primarily have in 

the central belt or in big cities: is that you don’t have a variety of 

people living in an area that actually could provide or could join a 

social enterprise (health and care professional 20).’  

Developing employees’ skills might be as challenging as recruiting new staff. It was 

noted that delivering training is expensive and time consuming. Interviewees argued 

that, if somebody leaves a job that requires unique skills, it is difficult to replace 

him/her. Consequently, it might be more efficient for social enterprises to locate their 

outlets near cities where it is likely to be easier to recruit trained staff. Alternatively, 

rural social enterprises may need to resort to employing less qualified staff members 

and thus offer a lower quality service.   

To grow, social enterprises have to be perceived as competent organisations, which 

might be difficult to achieve with fewer skilled employees than would be ideal. As 

noted by the interviewees, even social entrepreneurs with amazing ideas and drive 

cannot achieve things on their own, they need people who can support them. In rural 

places the lack of capacity issue can mean that the same people are simultaneously 

involved in a number of different community social organisations. According to the 

respondents, the more remote a place, the harder it is to find numbers of capable people 

who would be ready to commit their time to develop a social enterprise. Thus rural 

social enterprises are limited in their capacity to take on big projects and develop:   

‘You get a grant application in from somebody and then two weeks 

later that name will appear through some other organisation 

altogether. And people wear a million hats in a rural area and if 

they’re involved in the community in one aspect they tend to be 

involved in a whole range of other things. It’s the same people that 

you come across generally. So, already people are spreading 

themselves quite wide and it’s a problem because you’ve only got so 

much capacity. It plays quite a heavy load on people (politician 1).’  
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In many places within the Highlands and Islands, a large proportion of the population is 

aged 50 years and over (HIE, 2007). There is a declining number of people regarded as 

‘of working age’. Hence, recruiting people can become a competition amongst 

employers and those seeking volunteers.   

Market size  

A number of respondents were concerned about market size and the long-term 

sustainability of social businesses in rural areas. In fact, all of the factors associated 

with rurality and the small size of the market (low population density, isolated and hard 

to reach areas) were perceived as reasons why big companies did not want to operate in 

this market. Respondents said that in the remote and rural Highlands and Islands there 

is insufficient demand and market opportunities for social enterprises. There is a limited 

number of potential customers and, consequently, limited opportunities for ongoing 

development. This opinion was expressed by those running social enterprises and 

voluntary organisations and by politicians and service providers alike:   

‘There is a problem in rural areas. Social enterprises behave like any 

enterprise in that they have to grow… let’s say, for instance, in the 

Fort William area you have a social enterprise that’s set up to help 

blind people. Well there may only be 80 blind people in Fort William, 

so you set your social enterprise and you’re very good at it and you 

set up a service that caters well for 80 blind people. So what do you 

do once you’re catering for all the 80 blind people, you’re banging 

against your ceiling? (politician 33).’  

When thinking about setting up a social enterprise in a rural area, it is necessary to 

consider specific issues. In this case, these mainly relate to small community attitudes 

and culture. Interviewees stressed that there are differences in terms of how people 

think, operate and who they support in remote and rural areas. More precisely, new 

social enterprises need to provide something unique; they need to deliver a service or 

product that does not exist yet in a community. ‘Copying’ the services provided by an 

existing business could threaten that business and such a move would not be supported 

by local people. In small communities, people do not wish to adversely affect the 

incomes of their neighbours. Thus, there are ‘ethical’ rules that need to be considered 

when developing a new social enterprise:   
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‘If you’re choosing a business it’s particularly difficult because you 

don’t want to step on any local competitor, it’s such a small place. So 

whatever business you undertake either you have to go into local 

partnership with someone or you look at the business which doesn’t 

substitute anybody else’s business. (…) My point is that we have to be 

very careful about the sort of company that we actually establish 

because we don’t want to step on other people’s toes. Whereas in 

Edinburgh or Glasgow, I would have no second thoughts about 

opening a café or opening a clothes shop or something (social 

entrepreneur 15).’  

Lack of the opportunity to grow and develop implies that rural social enterprises will 

remain small. This, in turn, makes it difficult for rural social enterprises to tender for 

public contracts, with the consequence that business opportunities are limited.    

Insufficient support in rural areas 

The large geographical territory of the Highlands and Islands and low population 

density make it challenging to work with and co-operate with other local social 

enterprises. Thus, rural social enterprises might encounter problems in accessing help 

and developing networks.  

It was suggested that, because rural social enterprises are so multiply challenged, there 

should be more financial support available to them. It was argued that on-going funding 

is required to ensure that social businesses survive and develop. This was suggested by 

service providers and those running social enterprises, but not supported by politicians. 

A need for local support agencies was expressed by respondents who claimed that, 

because of local characteristics, tailored financial and business support should be 

delivered to rural social enterprises:   

‘A lot of the agencies are based in the central belt and it is a lot 

different down there than it is up here. There is a need for something 

like HISEZ based in the Highlands, to cover the Highland’s area. The 

people are different up here, everything is a lot different (social 

entrepreneur 28).’  

Networking and financial issues were indicated as areas that need most external 

support. Some interviewees expressed their concern about the applicability of national 

social enterprise policy to the rural context.  
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4.4.3 BARRIERS TO SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN HEALTH AND CARE SERVICES 

Although viewed as a positive force that could potentially help to face current 

challenges in health and care provision (Section 2.6), it was thought that the 

development of social enterprises in this sector would encounter a number of obstacles. 

These would need to be addressed if social enterprises were to develop for health and 

care service delivery.   

Lack of cooperation  

Interviewees indicated that one of the obstacles that social enterprises face is caused by 

structural divisions within how health care is managed. NHS employees indicated that 

each regional health board in Scotland (there are 14) can implement policy regarding 

social enterprise in its own way; as such, there is different support for social enterprises 

in health and care across Scotland. It was stressed that without promotion and support, 

social enterprises might not achieve their full potential and would likely remain only 

minor players in health and care delivery.   

It was noted that there is a lack of joint strategy between the NHS and local authorities. 

According to NHS employees and the politicians involved in this study, there are 

aspects of service provision which are not clearly defined and it is not apparent whether 

the NHS or local authorities should provide some services. This, in turn, leads to gaps 

that may be filled by voluntary sector organisations, including social enterprises:      

‘It’s a joint responsibility of the local authority and the NHS and if 

that responsibility can be discharged in a way that has additional 

benefits, for example, by doing it through a social enterprise, then it’s 

the responsibility of the NHS and the local authority to jointly support 

that third sector provision. We waste far too much time and effort 

debating about whether it’s a social care path or a health path (health 

and care professional 20).’  

It was highlighted that, in general, between the NHS and local authorities ‘the working 

relationships are not that great’ (health and care professional 27). It was emphasised 

that the social element and the health element have to be in a symbiosis. According to 

respondents, there was, at the time of the study, a lack of sufficient co-operation 

between the NHS and local authorities. This has the potential to hinder development of 

social enterprises as they might not gain support from either sector:   
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‘The NHS has certain responsibilities and that’s defined in terms of 

health needs. The council have other responsibilities around health 

and safety issues, and then there will be a whole range of other things 

that go to make up a quality of life for someone, but which won’t 

necessarily be funded through health or public bodies. And there’s a 

huge debate, for example, about washing. Is that a health need or is a 

domestic thing? So is it funded through health, because health is free 

at the point of course or is it an extra thing? (politician 31).’  

Those involved in social enterprise activities stressed that there are some individuals 

within local authorities and the NHS who are excited about social enterprise ideas but, 

generally, both organisations are highly bureaucratic and ‘it’s that kind of swimming 

against the bureaucratic tide (social enterprise manager 18)’ that works against social 

enterprises.   

Interviewees stressed that people might be afraid to set up social enterprises in health 

and care service provision as the NHS and local authorities might not contract with 

them. There was a perception that the social enterprise sector is disorientated with 

regard to the NHS and local authorities and actors do not know how to approach these 

public services to engage them in their product or service. Lack of support from the 

NHS and local authorities was thought to discourage investment in social enterprises 

delivering health services:  

‘…they have their own health promotion teams who can take on these 

sorts of issues if they want to. So we’ve always found that we can’t 

really identify a way in which we could be given a contract to deliver 

a service. At least we can’t think of a way of doing it … If we’re doing 

it voluntarily would the health board want to spend their money on 

paying us to do it when in essence it’s not a service that they have to 

deliver. It’s not a statutory requirement (social enterprise employee 

34).’  

Social enterprises need time to develop norms and patterns of working with public 

agencies.   

Interviewees stressed that the NHS, as an organisation, should be more proactive and 

try to link with other organisations to improve its services. Also, it was noticed that 

relationship-building tends to be one-way. Social enterprises take steps to work together 

with the NHS, not the reverse:  
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‘That’s been a little bit of a barrier; getting somebody reliable within 

the NHS to actually come along to meetings and find out what’s 

happening with the project and try and work out how be a bit more 

active. Because we approached the NHS, nearly all of the time that we 

do that, whether it’s midwives or the health visitors or community 

health type things or public health events, they’re always very pleased 

to see us. ‘Oh, yes, come along, come along.’ But it doesn’t 

necessarily come the other way (social enterprise employee 34).’  

This opinion was also expressed by NHS employees involved in this study. One said 

‘you’d probably get nowhere if you set up a social enterprise and went either to NHS 

Highland or to a local authority’ (health and care professional 24). It was thought that 

decisions about harnessing the potential of social enterprises had to start at executive 

level.   

Co-operation with public services is likely to be crucial for future social enterprise 

development in the health and social care sector. If there are to be moves for social 

enterprise delivery in health and social care, then there has to be understanding of how 

social enterprises operate, what they can deliver in terms of health and care service 

provision and their added value benefits. Many respondents from the various 

stakeholder groups thought that the NHS and local authorities could take advantage of 

social enterprise’s potential and involve them in redesign of their services. Although 

there is a common agreement that social enterprises facilitate public service provision 

there was a lack of structures and strong policy direction to back it up.   

Respondents said that social enterprises, due to their nature, cannot offer the same level 

of security and additional benefits for their employees as the NHS (DH, 2009). Thus, 

current NHS workers might not see any personal advantages from supporting or 

transferring their jobs to social enterprises. It was highlighted that this would be a big 

change and people do not like change:   

‘When you envisaged people moving out of the NHS and into social 

enterprises to deliver services, the biggest stumbling block was the 

pension contributions that these people had within the NHS. Because 

these people are on a final salary pension scheme which is a very 

good pension scheme. Now if you move into the social enterprise 

sector, then quite often they can’t match that type of pension scheme 

(social entrepreneur 11).’  
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By encouraging development of social enterprise in health and care, NHS staff 

members might put their own and others’ jobs and public sector employment benefits at 

risk:   

‘there’s loads of folk who … say ‘right so I do that’ so you take on 

homecare somewhere, so that’s 20 jobs then you reorganise some 

kind of nursing service, that’s 20 jobs, gradually what would you need 

me for? What would my job be? So that’s the threat really for folk 

(health and care professional 24).’  

Many public services are still provided free of charge, yet delivery of these services is 

expensive and, as such, it requires efficiency of operation. Due to ‘tradition’, citizens 

are hesitant to co-produce services and simply want them to be delivered by the state.  

Some respondents voiced the opinion that outsourcing NHS services could be perceived 

as a first step towards NHS privatisation. This is viewed as a threat and communities 

are suspicious towards social enterprises delivering health-related services:   

‘There is still a feeling that health and social care should be coming 

out with loads of money pumped into it, we all pay plenty of taxes and 

national insurance and we should just get it (health and care 

professional 24).’  

Focus group participants highlighted that people are hesitant to take on the 

responsibility of providing services:     

‘There is such a strong feeling about the NHS being something that 

provides health care and it is an emotive subject. Even people who 

could be classified as entrepreneurial feel that there’re some things 

they’re actually paying for into central government and why should 

you be doing it. The government should be paying for that because 

we’re paying our taxes into it (FG3 service provider 1).’ 

‘There’s lots of complicated issues in there because you’re taking 

more and more core services away from local authorities and NHS 

and people are going to say ‘well why? we’re paying our taxes, they 

should be providing that service’ (FG3 politician 1).’  

Respondents suggested that part of the hesitance towards social enterprise delivering 

health and care services could be explained by a concern about professionalism and the 

quality of service provision. For instance, those running and working for social 

enterprises might not possess the appropriate qualifications to provide certain health 
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related services. NHS employees who had experienced working with social enterprises 

said that, initially, there were sometimes problems with referring people from the NHS 

to social enterprises. NHS employees might not feel confident in social enterprise 

staffs’ qualifications whereas they know the standards and the policies that apply within 

the NHS. Those working for the NHS highlighted that the NHS is liable for people’s 

health and poor quality services delivered by external providers could not be tolerated. 

Consequently, some respondents argued that the NHS should avoid further engagement 

with social enterprises:   

‘I’ve heard doctors say it and I’ve heard others say that the voluntary 

and the social enterprise sector cannot possibly meet the standards or 

the quality (health and care professional 20).’  

‘At the moment we’re working through the managed clinical networks 

because our managed clinical networks in Highland were coronary 

heart disease, stroke, cancer, diabetes and there’s one for a bigger 

area on epilepsy. Now they obviously work with patient support 

groups so this kind of fits in somewhere between the patient support 

group and the clinicians. Now there’s obviously a bit of antagonism 

because the clinicians are a bit concerned about lay people offering 

advice to patients. So they find that a bit difficult (volunteer 3).’  

As has been described in this section, there are cultural aspects and attitudes which 

might prevent social enterprises from engaging in health and care service delivery. 

Firstly, people might expect health related services to be delivered by the state. 

Secondly, NHS employees might find it difficult to refer to non-NHS organisations due 

to the concerns that social enterprise staff may not possess the skills or qualifications 

required in order to effectively deliver the services. Adhering to these traditional 

cultural attitudes creates barriers to social enterprises delivering health and care 

services.   

4.5 SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS: CREATORS OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISES  

The academic literature indicates that social enterprises would not exist without 

entrepreneurial people with social objectives in mind (Dees et al., 2001; Nicholls, 2006, 

2008; Peredo and McLean, 2006; Sharir and Lerner, 2006). As such, social enterprises 

tend to be viewed as the outcome of entrepreneurial activities of social entrepreneurs. 
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The aim of this section is to study the creators of social enterprises (social 

entrepreneurs) that were identified in the course of this study and to consider the 

outcomes of their activities in relation to the environment in which they operate. As 

presented, the environment might facilitate (through promoters) as well as constrain 

(through barriers) social entrepreneurs in their actions. The following section considers 

how social entrepreneurs shape their local social enterprise environment and how, in 

turn, the environment influences the choices they make.      

To clarify, for the purpose of this study, social entrepreneurs were defined as 

individuals leading and developing socially-oriented enterprises independent from the 

state sector. These individuals had to reveal their entrepreneurial nature, e.g. their 

ability to recognise or create business opportunities, willingness to take risks, their 

ability to gather financial and human resources, the ability to be proactive and to be able 

to introduce changes and/or innovation; all of these traits were necessary in order to 

achieve social objectives.   

As described in Chapter 3, to identify all interviewees, snowball sampling was used. 

Although it was difficult to find ‘real’ social entrepreneurs, seven (out of thirty five 

interviewees) were found. Interestingly, most of them, initially, were hesitant to 

describe themselves as such.   

The social entrepreneurs included a range of individuals from service providers to those 

who provide products. The characteristics of each social entrepreneur respondent are 

summarised in Table 12.  
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Table 12 Characteristics of social entrepreneurs and their enterprises  

Respondent 

No. 
Characteristics of the entrepreneur Characteristics of the social enterprise 

11 

Scottish male, middle aged, employed to be a social 

entrepreneur but truly believes in the value and 

importance of his job, only beginning to explore 
social entrepreneurship  

Provides services, set up in 2005, 3 employees 

15 

Scottish male, in his 50s, a ‘true’ social 

entrepreneur with wide entrepreneurial experience, 

always concerned with social issues, keen to 

improve the quality of life of his community, a real 

risk-taker    

Involved in setting up and running a number 

of social enterprises delivering both products 

and services, began socially-orientated 

enterprising activities at the beginning of 

1990s, employs (in total) around 90 people 

16 

Scottish male, in his mid 60s, a former volunteer, 

subsequently employed to act as social entrepreneur 

and develop a social enterprise, a great believer and 

keen to improve lives in his neighbourhood 

Produces products to generate income but the 

actual social activity aims to deliver a service 

to a disadvantaged group of people, set up in 

2004, 2 employees   

17 

Scottish male, in his 40s, charismatic and inspiring, 

a ‘true’ social entrepreneur with excellent business 

skills 

Involved in setting up and running a number 

of social enterprises delivering both products 

and services, began socially-orientated 

enterprising activities in late 1990s, employs 

(in total) around 140 people 

21 

Scottish female, in her 50s, employed to act as a 

social entrepreneur, a passionate person who 

searches for new business opportunities and is 

ready to fight against obstacles in order to succeed  

Consists of a few different enterprise divisions 

and delivers services and products, set up in 

2001, employs around 25 people  

26 

Scottish female, in her 50s, employed to develop 

the business side of an organisation, a person with 

many entrepreneurial ideas and willing to help 

others  

Produces products to generate income but the 

actual social activity aims to deliver a service 

to a disadvantaged group of people, set up in 

2002, 7 employees   

28 

Scottish female, in her early 30s, employed to be a 

social entrepreneur, a person who brings new ideas 

and is not afraid to take elements of risk, really 

good in networking   

Produces products to generate income but the 

actual social activity aims to deliver a service 

to disadvantaged group of people, set up in 

2004, employs 8 people   

 

4.5.1 SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS AND THEIR ENVIRONMENT 

This section describes social entrepreneurs and identifies their relation with the 

environment in which they operate. For the purpose of this study, ‘environment’ means 

the things that make up the world around the social enterprise and social entrepreneur 

i.e. the elements with which the social enterprise directly or indirectly interacts. As 

such, social enterprise promoters and barriers as earlier described are part of the 

environment. This study argues that the outcomes produced by social enterprises 

become a part of the environment. Consequently, the following findings describe the 

relationship between agency (and in particular social entrepreneurs) and structure. 

According to structuration theory (Giddens, 1984), agents are shaped by the structure in 
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which they are immersed; however, over time, they are able to influence and re-shape 

the structure. This would suggest that agents are neither supreme nor powerless in 

relation to structure. This section explores this issue.   

Respondents suggested that the epitome of a social entrepreneur is a visionary person 

who makes things happen, take things forward and who builds social capital within 

his/her community. Hence, the picture presented by respondents accords with that to be 

found in the literature (e.g. Bornstein, 2004, Pearce, 2003). Social entrepreneurs were 

presented as driven people ‘who wouldn’t be encumbered with committees and 

bureaucracy’ (social entrepreneur 11) and who are concerned to improve the lives of 

others. As such, they are thought to influence their local environment; for instance 

social entrepreneurs were said to: ‘invest in building community capital’ and ‘use 

resources of communities in order to improve the life of those communities’ (social 

entrepreneur 21).  

It was thought that the social entrepreneur is the driving force of a social enterprise 

organisation. Respondents indicated that, usually, without this individual it would be 

very difficult to run a social enterprise. So, activities of social entrepreneurs were 

presented as being essential in order to run a social business and to deliver social 

outcomes, again as in accord with the academic literature (Austin et al., 2006; 

Bornstein, 2004). A lack of an active social entrepreneur within the organisation could, 

according to respondents, lead to business failure:   

‘In my experience it has to do with the driving force of one individual 

who does the original thinking and drives the whole thing forward 

and has the energy to do it, there are individuals like that. If you look 

at any of the really good organisations, at the back of them there’s 

just one person been working away and once he or she goes then the 

thing flops which is difficult because in the event of sickness or 

retirement or moving onto another employment, it leaves the 

organisation floundering (social enterprise manager 22).’  

This comment suggests that it is risky for a social enterprise to rely purely on one 

person. In order to make the organisation more sustainable, there is a need to develop 

skills in others and teach them how to run a social enterprise.   

Some social entrepreneurs were said to ‘spread’ socially entrepreneurial attitudes 

amongst their employees, for instance, their apprentices may be supported and 
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encouraged by a more experienced leader. Therefore, in the best cases, it could be 

argued that social entrepreneurs create ‘another generation’ of ‘new’ social 

entrepreneurs. This, in turn, influences the way people think about the potential of 

social enterprise more generally and makes people more receptive to the idea that social 

enterprise can produce products and services:   

‘I would like us to be seen as an entrepreneurial organisation and an 

entrepreneurial organisation can’t just have me in it, it needs lots of 

entrepreneurs. So some of the new developments are not mine, I’ve 

encouraged them and supported them but other people have taken 

those initiatives so you can instil an entrepreneurial culture in the 

organisation, one by example but also by just encouraging people in 

their own thoughts and what they can do within the realm of their 

remit (social entrepreneur 17).’  

In the minds of respondents, social entrepreneurs work with communities, for 

communities. They involve local people in order to solve community problems. 

Interviewees cited examples of social entrepreneurs who sought to provide employment 

opportunities and engage those isolated and disabled:  

‘We employ about 52 people and ten of those people have a learning 

disability, fully salaried people and then additionally we offer training 

and support to another 45 people with disabilities. So within the 

company we’ve probably over 90 people working and training (social 

entrepreneur 15).’  

‘We ended up with a wood recycling social firm. The idea was to 

recycle waste wood and make it into new furniture and that’s what we 

ended up doing. At one point we had about ten people employed 

(volunteer 25).’  

Respondents highlighted that social entrepreneurs are protective about their locality, the 

geographical community or community of interest; they believe in a particular client 

group or in a particular place and are working primarily for that community’s interests. 

They are likely to support and co-operate with local businesses rather than with those 

from other areas – that is, they are very locally focused and concerned to sustain the 

locale. They share knowledge, resources and skills. In addition, they are proactive and 

take an opportunity-seeking approach:  

‘We don’t buy in stuff from Scotland. We propagate it ourselves so 

that when people come to us they know that it’s a local trade. So 

that’s why we generate a good amount of income there. We have a pet 
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shop, it’s another niche area. We’ve recently just commissioned a bio 

diesel plant which is going to produce 30,000 litres of bio diesel in the 

first year and that is waste vegetable oil which is collected in 

Shetland. And then we process it into a fuel which then is being sold 

onto a local distributor who then mixes it with local diesel to create 

bio diesel (social entrepreneur 15).’  

Respondents indicated that social entrepreneurs’ motivation is to help others. They want 

to positively influence people’s lives and, rather than having a financial focus, they are 

socially orientated. Their work aims not to increase private wealth, but to benefit the 

wider public:   

‘It’s about seeing what difference you can make, seeing people 

change their lives. People want the world to be a better place and 

they want to make their own mark. So there’s a little bit about feeling 

(…) I meet people all the time who really want to do things and see a 

difference. And they’re motivated by all kinds of things (social 

enterprise employee 2).’  

Social entrepreneurs were described as committed and motivated people who invest 

time and effort into making their ideas and their organisations work. Social 

entrepreneurs were described as people who channel their passion into helping and 

supporting those who are weak and disadvantaged. Passion for making a difference to 

people’s lives appears to be a driving force for social entrepreneurs:  

‘it’s like running a small business; but then you’ve also got the social 

aspect of it as well. I don’t think I would be that passionate about just 

going out and selling soap as such, but because it’s the people that 

make them and you see what they get out of it, and you’re based in the 

community, that’s why people become involved and you want to see 

communities kind of getting together a bit more now and trying to lift 

people out of the bit of poverty that they’re in (social entrepreneur 

28).’  

‘It’s really, really satisfying. I mean to actually set something up from 

nothing, from scratch and you see the people, even just creating one 

job for someone is really satisfying. But if you’ve seen it, you’ve got a 

workforce of half a dozen people and you know that if it wasn’t for 

you they wouldn’t be working, you can’t describe it, really. It’s a very 

good feeling (volunteer 25).’  

It could be argued that, through their activity, social entrepreneurs modify their 

environment. They help people, impact on the community (enhanced social capital, 

empowerment, integration), impact on providers (potential impact on the cost of service 
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delivery, reduced dependence on public benefits) and build confidence in the concept 

that social enterprises can be built, can thrive and can provide services and sell 

products. Theoretically, the more social entrepreneurs exist, the larger the impact on the 

external environment.  

4.5.2 THE ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS  

Evidence of promoters and barriers influencing the development of social enterprise 

have been considered previously, showing the challenging context in which social 

entrepreneurs must work. Social entrepreneurs are enabled and constrained by factors 

within the environment. This context influences how they operate, their behaviour, 

priorities and decision-making.   

Social entrepreneurs use skills and resources that are available in the environment. 

Respondents gave examples of social entrepreneurs who, despite numerous obstacles 

and lack of belief in them, managed to establish social enterprises. According to 

interviewees, some social entrepreneurs help to develop a social enterprise and once it 

is done, they move on and aim to create another socially orientated business. This 

would suggest that some social entrepreneurs remain active in the field, thinking 

serially of new ventures and ways to benefit their communities. It was suggested that 

they do this because they can see opportunities offered within the structures and context 

of the environment.     

Social entrepreneurs were described as people with exciting ideas. Ideas are influenced 

by the environment; still, they are discovered and utilised by agents (i.e. social 

entrepreneurs) in order to influence this environment. Geographical location can 

influence decisions; for example, challenges relating to a small customer base can be 

overcome by on-line sales or finding a new group of customers (such as tourists):  

‘We also sell the products online. We get a large amount of sales on-

line through the Company. We have opened a shop in Orkney and it’s 

our Company in Orkney. That’s been open for the last couple of years 

but we’ve found now that we are actually going down next week to 

rebrand the Orkney shop because there’s a large amount of tourists 

come into Orkney and they don’t come into our shop because it says 

Shetland on it, and they want an Orkney product. So now we’re 

rebranding it to the Orkney Soap Company so they’ll pick up more 

business (social entrepreneur 15).’  
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Interviewees noted that social enterprises need to respond to opportunities perceived in 

the environment using often very limited resources. This means that social 

entrepreneurs have to be flexible and adaptive. Also, they have to actively use the 

advantages and avoid the disadvantages of the environment (and as such co-construct 

with the structure) in which they operate to develop their ventures:   

‘Now we have about 140 staff, we have a budget of about £4.5m. 

When we started we were 6 people and we had a budget of about 

£200,000 so it was very small but with big ideas to try and grow an 

organisation and that’s what we did. A whole range of opportunities 

came along and we managed to take the opportunities up but in the 

start you had to do everything, you were a jack of all trades (…) In 

the first few years people had to be very flexible, very adaptable and 

just be prepared to lift their hand to do anything that came up (social 

entrepreneur 17).’  

‘Last year we recycled 100 tonnes of furniture and then they pay us 

for that as well. They pay us for recycling; for 100 tonnes of furniture 

last year, we were paid £52,000. That, together with the money we 

generate in our shop, stacks up for a good social enterprise (…) Our 

water factory is going to produce Shetland’s spring water. The 

factory is currently being built and we’ve got to be in production by 

late summer. And we’re going to be looking at producing ½ million 

litres of water for the local market (social entrepreneur 15).’  

Social entrepreneurs explained that, if they can find a way to improve their venture, 

they will take action. If one thing does not work, they will try something else.   

Produced by their environment?  

It was suggested at one of the focus groups that many commercial entrepreneurs from 

the Highlands and Islands are, simultaneously, social entrepreneurs. They are often 

integrated with their communities and support them. Their community embeddedness 

makes them social entrepreneurs:   

‘… you’ll often find that local community business entrepreneurs are 

also social entrepreneurs, they may not make that distinction between 

the two of them in terms of physical activities but their actual business 

activities will often have a social enterprise dimension (…) because 

they’re rooted in the community, the line between business and social 

entrepreneurship is quite blurred and you’ll find a lot of people are 

social entrepreneurs at the same time (FG3 regional development 

employee 1).’  
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Several social entrepreneurs had become socially aware because of their personal 

experience and/or past events that happened in their family or their community. Hence, 

their motivation arose from their beliefs and experiences:  

‘I know from my own personal experience of issues around disability, 

particularly a learning disability. Often key understanding about how 

to make things work better for people with learning disabilities comes 

from the families that those people are members of and from their real 

intimate understanding of what makes folk tick and how solutions 

might be brought to problems. Often that’s where the best ideas would 

come from (social enterprise manager 18).’  

Some interviewees suggested that there are individuals who are successful in commerce 

who then change their previous approach and start running social enterprises. They use 

the skills and financial resources from their commercial experiences to help others:   

‘Anne Gloag, who runs the Stagecoach bus company, she’s hugely 

wealthy, she’s Scottish and she’s very ruthless.  But she has bought an 

old cruise liner, and she now runs it as a hospital ship in Africa (…) 

She goes and anchors the boat off of the coast of Africa and she runs 

clinics and health care where her ship is sort of beyond the reach of 

local corruption and crime, and so on, so she can actually guarantee 

to deliver it. So even she’s one of the most ruthless entrepreneurs in 

Scotland, now that she’s older, she’s got more money than she knows 

what to do with, she is beginning to use the money for social purposes 

(politician 33).’  

Respondents shared a view that social entrepreneurs are audacious and persistent. As 

such, failure is not perceived as the end of an enterprise. Rather, it is analysed; its 

analysis can help in finding the weak sides of a business.   

 

4.6 SUMMARY OF THE CHAPTER 

Chapter Four presented study findings based on an analysis of interview and focus 

group data, with analysis guided by addressing the study’s research questions.  

Most interviewees had ideas about what constitutes a social enterprise, however, these 

were often vague and there was confusion regarding the term. While, at the time of data 

collection, ‘social enterprise’ was a new term that was rapidly gaining in popularity and 

‘acclaim’ as a panacea for addressing many of society’s challenges, it is evident that 



207 

 

many stakeholders active in the field of voluntary activity, public sector provision or 

policy were unable to define it.   

Study findings revealed a number of factors that were suggested to support the 

development of social enterprises and social enterprise as a sector. These included: 

• positive economic (e.g. job creation, cost effective service delivery), social 

(e.g. empowerment, social capital) and environmental (e.g. recycling) 

impact on communities;  

• increasing popularity, changing attitudes (e.g. business-like approach) and 

raising awareness of the necessity to introduce innovative forms of 

enterprise that can support society;  

• development of a socially orientated culture promoting social enterprise 

expansion (e.g. volunteering,  ‘social movement’ and social culture);  

• a range of formal external support mechanisms (e.g. business support, new 

legislation, finance).  

 In addition, the study identified: 

• specific promoters for rural social enterprise including: lack of strong 

commercial competition and deficit of public services; unsatisfied customer 

needs and existing market gaps that create business opportunities for social 

enterprises; flexibility of small-sized businesses, collaborative community 

work, self-help and community resilience; and 

• specific promoters for social enterprise in health and care service provision 

such as: potential to provide complementary health-related services currently 

not provided by the NHS; opportunities to provide basic ‘low level’ health 

and care services and other ‘preventative’ type services adopted to local 

needs.  

The study identified elements supporting social enterprise expansion but it did not 

‘weight’ or prioritise them; thus suggestions are not made as to which factors are of 

most importance in promoting social enterprise. In addition, findings are a reflection of 

the opinions of stakeholders in a place at a point in time; therefore no claims are made 

as to the ‘veracity’ of findings nor their generalizability to other places and times.   
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The study identified barriers which were thought to have the power to hinder the 

development of social enterprises and the social enterprise sector. These were: 

• ambiguity and lack of understanding about the concept;  

• cultural issues and, in particular, fear of change, fear of taking responsibility 

for running social enterprises, resistance to adopt business models and lack 

of entrepreneurialism;  

• the nature of social enterprise, including the obligation to generate both 

social and economic outcomes, democratic structures slowing down 

decision-making and challenges in recognising the overall value of social 

enterprise;  

• income generation was noted as difficult due to decreasing grant 

opportunities, challenges in accessing loans and problems in meeting social 

objectives while satisfying economic ones;   

• poor business outcomes caused by insufficient numbers and skills of the 

workforce;   

• insufficient support of the correct types, including lack of appropriate 

business support, lack of co-operation from potential sources of contracts 

(e.g. NHS and local authorities) and lack of definite political leadership;  and 

• challenges in acquiring public contracts could hold back social enterprise 

growth.   

Barriers to rural social enterprise were: 

• high costs of running a business associated with geographical conditions and 

low density of population;  

• difficulties in employing and replacing capable staff;  

• small market size and small number of customers;  

• insufficient financial and business support in rural areas.  

 Barriers to social enterprise in health and care service provision were recognised as: 

• lack of clear leadership and policy supporting social enterprises providing 

health-related services;  
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• lack of cooperation between the NHS and local authorities to support 

development of social enterprises in the field; 

• lack of roles, norms and patterns of the NHS working with social 

enterprises;  

• hesitance of some NHS employees (e.g. due to employment rights and job 

security); 

• threat that social enterprise leads to NHS privatisation; 

• danger that social enterprises will not be able to provide quality services; 

and 

• lack of community readiness.  

The overall picture conveyed supports findings from the academic literature in which 

social entrepreneurs are seen to ‘make things happen’ by identifying and acting on 

opportunities they perceive in their settings. At the same time, they are influenced by 

factors from the external environment and some from their embeddedness in the 

context. In turn, social entrepreneurs influence the environment through their activities, 

influencing others in the sector and perceptions of the capability of social enterprise to 

deliver.    

As a result of successful social entrepreneurial activities, the positive impact of social 

enterprise activities becomes increasingly evident to individuals, prospective social 

entrepreneurs, the wider society and politicians. At this stage, the external environment 

may respond to the movement by facilitating or hindering their development.  

The chapter referred to the key assumptions of structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). 

These, will be explored in detail in the following chapter.    

Finally, it is worth noting that the findings presented are likely to be of interest to 

sustainability researchers. Sustainability theory emphasises its principle aim as being to 

meet social, economic and environmental challenges and provide an acceptable 

standard of living (Burger and Christen, 2011). The study of social enterprise refers also 

to sustainability theory as it recognises that to safeguard a good life for present and 

future generations, there is a need for the efficient utilisation of limited resources 

(Christen, 2010; Peti, 2011). As shown, social enterprises promote social justice 

(Burger, 2006) and to do so they have to work with constrained and limited resources to 
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meet the triple bottom line. Hence, they not only have to be efficient but also work to 

address practical problems of sustainability  (Christen and Schmidt, 2010). 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION  

This chapter considers the descriptive findings of the study as detailed in the previous 

chapter through the lens of structuration theory (Giddens, 1984). This approach has 

been used to consider different ways of thinking in relation to what social enterprise is 

or is becoming, what is driving change, the nature of the participants or agents in the 

study scenario and what their role is in driving the development of social enterprise; in 

other words, this chapter looks at agency, structure and their relationship with change.   

5.2 APPLYING STRUCTURATION THEORY  

Having considered the major concepts within structuration theory (see Section 3.4), this 

chapter now proceeds to use these as a way of conceptualising and analysing the 

observations gathered through the conduct of the study’s interviews and focus groups. 

5.2.1 AGENTS AND THEIR IMPACT ON STRUCTURE 

All agents work within pre-existing sets of rules and resources, i.e. within existing 

structures (remembering also that agents may work within several structures in accord 

with their different roles). In this study they are brought together at the nexus of the 

concept of social enterprise, with the implicit goal of changing the situation from a pre-

existing situation of how services were to be provided, to a new situation, i.e. using 

social enterprise. In order to do that, the current structure of social enterprise 

development needs to become re-shaped or adapted to facilitate and enable social 

enterprises to establish and be sustained.   

As structuration theory indicates, change in structure is affected by agency. Here, a key 

question is the extent of instrumentality – that is, to what extent can agents intentionally 

‘engineer’ the structure (and/or do they want to)?; how does that affect change?; or how 

does change ‘just happen’ without explicit actions to make change? 

Here the actual and potential impact of agents is suggested from analysis of data. Four 

types of agents (i.e. social enterprise stakeholders) are categorised. The role of different 

agents in changing the structure is suggested in Table 13, supported by evidence from 

the study. The table aims to illustrate how earlier described findings relate to 
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structuration theory; as such it serves as a ‘snapshot’, highlighting some of the study 

results.  

Table 13 Agents’ capacity to impact on ‘structure’ 

Agent category : Politicians & policymakers* 

Impact on 

structure 

 Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 
 

Domination 

Naturalisation societal norms 

through earlier enacted 
domination 

New policy directions 

It’s about promotion of the fact that 

social enterprises can work (FG3 
politician 1) 

We’ve had a strategy for social 

enterprise (politician 1) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 
 

 

Moral 

Promotion of collaborative 

approaches supporting 
cooperation between the state 

and the third sector organisations 

Indication that social enterprises 

are good for people   

helping them[social enterprises]  in 

procurement (politician 6) 
 

 

Exciting place to work ... It gives them 

feeling of control ... it’s a choice, your 

voice would matter (politician 31) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

Human 

Policy documents and legislation  

 

 

Knowledge of politicians about 

challenges and needs 

45 indicators that have currently been 

set for community partnerships(FG1 

politician 1) 

We have to try and help them to get 

away from the grant dependency 

(politician 6) 

Agent category : Social entrepreneurs* 

Impact on 

structure 

 Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

Domination 

The concept of social enterprise 

is becoming accepted and 

supported 

Possibility to utilise resources to 

gain power e.g. bargaining 

power 

There’s a different way of doing things 

(social entrepreneur 11) 

 

We are a lot cheaper per capita ... 

much more cost efficient than the local 

authority (social entrepreneur 15) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 

 

Moral 

Join social and economic 

objectives 

 

Create a better world as a part of 

a life 

Running a small business; but then 

you’ve also got the social aspect of it 

(social entrepreneur 28) 

The organisation actually involves 

young people in developing key skills 

(social entrepreneur 21) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 
 

 

Human 

Social enterprise produce 
 

 

Entrepreneurial knowledge, 

business skills  

We have a very big furniture and 
second hand shop (social 

entrepreneur 15) 

You are also producing economic 

value to that community (social 

entrepreneur 26) 

Agent category : Service providers* 

Impact on 

structure 

 Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social Legitimation 

 

 

Acceptance (or non-acceptance) 

of social enterprises as service 

providers 

Social enterprise sector cannot 

possibly meet the standards or the 

quality (health & care professional 
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system 

 

 

Domination 

 

Ability to distribute financial 

resources  

20) 

We cannot afford to endlessly 

subsidise these ... it’s gonna have to 

be profitable (health & care 

professional 29) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 

 
Moral 

Changes in service delivery, i.e. 

through social enterprise  

 
Perception of additional value 

delivered by social enterprise  

A lot of services could be run as social 

enterprises and commissioned by the 

NHS (health & care professional 5) 
Additional benefits ...  by doing it 

through a social enterprise (health & 

care professional 20)  

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

 

Human 

Contracts for social enterprise  

 

 

 

People supporting social 

enterprise in health and care 

service delivery 

We didn’t, as an organisation, 

encourage that [contracting social 

enterprises] (health & care 

professional 29) 

You also need people encouraged and 

motivated and leadership and 

direction from the ground up as well 

(FG3 service provider 2) 

Agent category : Social enterprise managers/employees and volunteers * 

Impact on 

structure 

 Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

 

 

 

Domination 

Production of patterned practices  

 

 

 

 

 

Volunteering or working for 

social enterprise 

Key understanding about how to make 

things work better for people with 

learning disabilities comes from the 

families that those people are 

members of  (social enterprise 

manager 18) 

Volunteers deliver everything. So if we 

don’t have any volunteers we don’t 

have any projects (volunteer 3) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 

 
Moral 

Enactment of social action 

supporting social initiatives  

 
People want the world to be a 

better place 

Volunteer drivers would take people 

shopping, to doctors, that sort of stuff 

(volunteer 19) 
It’s about seeing what difference you 

can make, seeing people change their 

lives (social enterprise employee 2) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

Human 

Intention to generate income  

 

 

Emotional commitments with 

people  

We’re intending to be self-sustaining 

eventually (social enterprise manager 

10) 

Make sure that you’re getting the right 

type of people around you (social 

enterprise manager 8) 

* In the study data were collected from social enterprise stakeholders including: 

- politicians and policymakers i.e. local government people, councillors  

- social entrepreneurs i.e. those who set up, run and develop social enterprise 

- service providers i.e. health and care professionals  

- social enterprise managers/employees and volunteers i.e. those who work for and are involved in social 
enterprise activities 

 

Agents play different roles and exert power to change both of different types and 

‘strengths’ and, therefore, differently influence development of social enterprises. It 

might be surmised that some agents, e.g. politicians/policymakers, desire change and, as 

such, intentionally create policies which enable that change to happen (the change 
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desired by policymakers/politicians aims to influence macro-structure, i.e. on a national 

scale). Politicians/policymakers use their power (expressed through possessing 

resources and the ability to relocate those resources) to force change to happen. Their 

domination is expressed through, for example, policies supporting social enterprise 

development. Domination is very important in creating legitimation  which produces a 

moral order via naturalization in societal norms; here, social enterprises are presented 

by many policymakers as ‘ideal’ social organisations/businesses – this leads to the 

creation of new value ‘standards’ which influence people towards thinking that social 

enterprises are important in community development. To achieve their objectives (i.e. 

social enterprise growth) policymakers/politicians practice both procedural and moral 

rules; the former indicate how the practice is performed (e.g. collaboration between the 

state and social enterprises is indicated as a successful method, bringing mutual 

benefits) and the latter relates to appropriate forms of enactment of social action (e.g. 

social enterprises are presented as empowering, bringing social capital and benefits to 

local community). To accomplish this, this group of agents utilises human and non-

human resources. For instance, based on their knowledge, policymakers/politicians 

create policies which intend to support social enterprises (necessary in order to bring 

progress in the field).  

Social entrepreneurs perform their action utilising their entrepreneurial skills (human 

resources); their action brings them individual satisfaction and facilitates a societal 

change (moral rules). It is important to remember that through setting up and running a 

social enterprise, social entrepreneurs ‘break a conventional rule’ (i.e. as mentioned 

frequently by the interviewees, business exists to make money and the two words 

‘social’ and ‘enterprise’ traditionally did not match) and create social enterprises 

(procedural rule). Now, social entrepreneurs use a historically known ‘business-mode’, 

but they do that in order to generate a social outcome. This is achieved through 

delivering services and/or producing products (non-human resources). Through their 

action they have an impact on the social system, its legitimation (e.g. social enterprises 

are popularised and supported) and domination (e.g. as the number of successful social 

enterprises grows, the sector is able to influence decisions of, for example, 

policymakers/politicians). Thus, social entrepreneurs intentionally influence some of 

the rules, resources and social relationships which are produced and reproduced in 
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social interaction. However, their actions might also bring unintentional effects, e.g. the 

general perception that social enterprises deliver cheap services.  

Service providers have the potential to influence the rate and extent of social enterprise 

development. As argued previously, social enterprises are encouraged to deliver 

services to communities. This may require changes in procedural rules. For instance, 

current service providers need to be willing to facilitate the transition of some services 

which are currently delivered by the public sector to social enterprises. There are, 

however, some moral rules that need to be adapted before this can happen; people need 

to understand why change is happening, e.g. all other agents need to be able to see the 

additional benefits associated with this transition. Further, human resources (e.g. current 

service providers need to be willing to work with social enterprises) and non-human 

resources (e.g. public contracts to social enterprises securing demand on their services) 

need to be engaged. Although generally positive about social enterprise and its role in 

service provision, amongst the four types of agents, service providers appear to be the 

least supportive in promoting this form of business. It needs to be emphasised here that 

the majority of interviewed service providers personally encouraged social enterprise 

development; however, they indicated concerns about the social system which, 

according to the interviewees, is not very adaptive. For instance, social enterprises need 

to be perceived as reliable organisations that deliver a quality service (i.e. legitimation). 

The power of this group (i.e. domination) is expressed, for example, through their 

potential willingness and an ability to engage financial resources to utilise social 

enterprises as service providers.  

The final group of agents includes social enterprise managers, social enterprise 

employees and volunteers, and possesses ‘bottom-up’ resources and rules that impact 

upon structure. As a group, these agents possess human resources such as emotional 

commitments of people who use their skills and knowledge in order to support social 

enterprise. This links to moral rules of the agency – they want to make change and 

create a better world. They participate in creation of non-human resources (e.g. a 

product or service that is used to generate income for a social enterprise). Then, 

enactment of their social action supporting social initiatives is adapted and 

consolidated, e.g. formal volunteering in social enterprises (this relates to procedural 

rules). The agents create patterned social activities, influencing the social system 
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(legitimation). Perhaps unintentionally, they grow power (domination); for instance, it 

was noted by many interviewees that without volunteers and capable social enterprise 

managers/employees, a social enterprise would not exist. There is also an implication 

that the more people volunteer, the more acceptable volunteering becomes (and thus the 

volunteers affect the structure i.e. signification). 

It is proposed that the agents influence structure differently. Politicians have 

instrumentality over policy directions (i.e. they desire social enterprise development as 

a way of service delivery and co-production of services) and social entrepreneurs have 

more ‘moral power’ (i.e. the ability to change social conditions and the way people act). 

Thus both groups of agents deliberately aim to change the way the rules, resources, and 

social relationships are produced and reproduced in social interaction. Social enterprise 

managers/employees and volunteers could be perceived as ‘pawns in the game’ – their 

participation is important in shaping the ‘on the ground’ social system. Their activities 

could be perceived as depending largely on the activities of other agents (e.g. social 

entrepreneurs and politicians/policymakers). The service providers could be described 

as agents who, potentially, could have a positive influence on social enterprise 

development. The findings of the study indicate that, at the time of writing, the 

resources and rules associated with this group of agents are not harnessed in promotion 

of social enterprise delivering services. Thus the agent groups impact differently on 

structure: they possess different levels of power, they handle different resources, they 

generate different rules and their interaction with social systems is also different. Jointly 

they have impact on structure.   

5.2.2 STRUCTURE AND ITS IMPACT ON AGENTS  

As mentioned previously, structure simultaneously enables and constrains agents and 

the processes in which they are involved. This section provides evidence about how 

structure shapes what agents do. Table 14 presents selected data supporting the 

proposition that structure has an impact on agents and the way that they act. There are 

elements of structure which might have impact on and affect behaviour of all agent 

groups. Still, it is important to remember that different agents might act and react 

differently to the same stimuli; the point being made here, however, is that the structure 

has influence on agency.  
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Table 14 Structural elements and their effects on agents 

Structural 

element 

Examples of 

structural elements 

from the data 

Analytical story of how the 

structural element affects the 

agent 

Examples from the data Agent groups affected 

Rules 
 

Procedural 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moral 

 

 
 

A phenomenon of 

socially motivated, 

entrepreneurial 

individuals emerging 

seems to be worldwide 

(politician 33)  

 

 
 

There is such a strong 

feeling about the NHS 

being something that 

provides health care 

(FG3 service provider 

1) 
 

They are people that 

want to do something 

for themselves and 

their community and 

they’ve got very strong 

motivation (social 

enterprise employee 2) 

 

Scottish people were 

more reluctant to think 

about making money 
for things (politician 

31) 

 
 

Conducive, e.g. it is recommended 

and expected that public sector 

organisations, through their 

activities, support ‘social 

movement’ and  third sector 

organisations including social 

enterprises 

 
 

Non-conducive, e.g. a ‘traditional’ 

way of how practice is performed 

becomes a challenge – for instance, 

some people do not accept a social 

enterprise model as a service 

provider  
 

Conducive, e.g. supporting social 

entrepreneurs in their activities 

perceived as an appropriate social 

action, promotion of ‘social’ culture 

and social responsibility, 

willingness to help others and have 

a positive impact on surroundings    

 

Non-conducive, e.g. making money 

approach still seen as inappropriate 

 
 

Highlands & Islands Social 

Enterprise Zone ... they have 

some money to deliver training or 

to support social enterprises ... 

Highlands & Islands Enterprise... 

they’re all kind of government 

agencies trying to support these 

networks (politician 14) 
 

The voluntary and the social 

enterprise sector cannot possibly 

meet the standards or the quality 

(health and care professional 20) 

 

 
 

It’s a sustainable way for people 

in the communities to be able to 

carry on and working in their own 

communities (social entrepreneur 

26) 

 

 

 

I’m not sure that turning 

everything into a business is the 

right way to go, you lose 
something doing that. You lose 

the passion and you lose the 

commitment (volunteer 3) 

 
 

Social entrepreneurs and social 

enterprise managers/ employees/ 

volunteers – who get top-down support 

to develop and run social enterprise 

activities 

 

 

 
 

Current service providers – who are 

obliged to deliver, e.g. health services;   

Social entrepreneurs – who are not able 

to develop social enterprise in, e.g. health 

and care services 

 
 

Social entrepreneurs – who can draw on 

social values in order to develop their 

social enterprises;  

Politicians – who promote social 

enterprises, encourage people to support 

them and, thereafter, co-produce services 

 

 

Social entrepreneurs – who might lack of 

support from communities who dislike 

‘making money approach’;  
Politicians – who might discard social 

enterprise projects; 

Social enterprise managers/employees 

and volunteers who might not be willing 

to work for social enterprise  
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Resources 

 

Human 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-human 

 
 

 

 

 

Not a big problem in 

getting volunteers 

(social entrepreneur 

16) 

 
 

 

 People don’t have that 

‘can do’ attitude as 

much as they might do 

elsewhere, which is a 

barrier (politician 1) 

 

 

 
A 5 year service level 

agreement ... is very 
important in terms of 

sustainability 

(volunteer 35) 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s not going to get 

European funding for 

very much longer … 
it’s not going to get 

sufficient money to 

keep it self-going 

(health & care 

professional 20)  

 

 

Conducive, e.g. free support from 

volunteers 

 

 

 
 

 

Non-conducive, e.g. non-

entrepreneurial culture and 

attitudes; lack of employees with 

appropriate skills and business 

approach   

 

 

 

Conducive, e.g. possibility to win a 

contract/agreement to deliver a 
service  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Non-conducive, e.g. lack of 

financial resources to set up, 

develop and run a social enterprise; 
lack of appropriate training/support 

 

 

Our actual workforce are 

volunteers. So volunteers deliver 

everything. So if we don’t have 

any volunteers we don’t have any 

projects (volunteer 3) 
 

 

There’s never enough of the 

entrepreneurial spirit around and 

you can look at the Scottish 

culture and it’s not something that 

comes easy within our culture. We 

don’t push ourselves forward 

(politician 6) 

 
Within the Highland Council 

Waste Management ... there are 

potentials for getting contracts to 

deliver a service (social 

enterprise employee 34) 
 

 

 

 
We cannot afford to endlessly 

subsidise these [social 

enterprises] so you have to get to 
the point where whatever you set 

up washes its own face ... it’s 

gonna have to be profitable 

(health and care professional 29) 

 

 

Social entrepreneurs - who utilise 

volunteers’ work, skills and knowledge 

to develop social enterprises; 

Volunteers – who acquire skills and use 

social enterprise as a way to find 
solutions to their own problems  

 

Politicians/ policymakers – who need 

entrepreneurial people to develop social 

enterprises supporting their policies;  

Social entrepreneurs – who are unable to 

benefit from experienced and 

entrepreneurial staff  

 

 

Social entrepreneurs and social 

enterprise managers – who have an 
opportunity to sell their services; 

Social enterprise employees/ volunteers 

– whose work depend on sufficient 

number of customers/ sufficient demand; 

Service providers – who can use social 

enterprise as a way to co-produce 

services 

 

Social entrepreneurs and social 

enterprise managers - who will not be 

able to benefit from grants; 
Social enterprise employees who might 

lose their job 
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Earlier, promoters and barriers to social enterprise growth were presented. Here, Table 

14 looks at these using structuration theory; it shows conducive and non-conducive 

structural elements which have impact on agency. As shown, there are elements of 

structure that actively pull agents in different directions. It seems to indicate that,  at the 

time of data collection, the structure  was in a state of flux, or, alternatively, that there 

are always push and pull factors in the structure; this matter will be discussed at the end 

of this chapter.  

So, how does structure affect agents’ actions? Table 14 highlights selected quotes of the 

study participants (i.e. the ‘examples from data’ columns) in order to show how and 

which agents are influenced by aspects of structure (i.e. the ‘analytical story’ and ‘agent 

groups affected’ columns); these are classified to particular structural elements (i.e. the 

‘structural elements’ column).  

Beginning with structural moral rules, as noted by the study respondents, ‘social 

culture’ (that relates to helping others, supporting neighbourhood, volunteering) exists; 

this, in fact, influences how agents think and act; for instance, an increasing number of 

social entrepreneurs are setting up and running social enterprises to address some social 

problems. Also, this social culture ‘produces’ people and communities who are happy 

to help and support social enterprises or social entrepreneurs. This means that agents 

adapt their behaviour to general norms and are directed by certain moral rules. In the 

presented example, social entrepreneurs draw on moral rules (i.e. social responsibility) 

to develop social enterprises. Also, politicians’ actions try to utilise the rules in order to 

encourage people to co-produce services. Thus, moral rules might have a positive 

impact on agents who facilitate social enterprise development. However, there are also 

structural moral rules which may hinder it. For example, a ‘making money approach’ is 

often perceived as being in some way ‘immoral’; this is one of the reasons why some 

people do not support the social enterprise model. Thus, there are moral rules that 

influence the way agents think and, thereafter, act.  

Procedural rules impact on agency. For example, the emergence of entrepreneurship 

that is social in its approach, encouraged some public sector organisations to promote 

social enterprises; as such, the organisations created support that impacts upon the 

activities of social entrepreneurs, social enterprise managers, employees and volunteers. 

Procedural rules might also have an impact on agents and their negative approach 
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towards social enterprise.  For instance, standard ways of behaviour (i.e. how practice is 

performed) may hinder agents from introducing new ways of behaving. An evident 

example is health and care service delivery by the NHS and the hesitance to co-produce 

health related services. Thus, current service providers cannot take advantage of social 

enterprises delivering elements of health and care services. Also, social entrepreneurs 

might be not willing to produce social enterprise in a health and care related field. 

Hence, although not perceived as a material entity, rules influence agents’ behaviour.  

There are also human and non-human resources influencing agents’ behaviour. For 

instance, difficulties with recruiting capable staff might discourage social entrepreneurs 

from setting up a social enterprise. Policymakers, however, might be less willing to 

invest resources to develop social enterprise if it is not supported by communities. On 

the other hand, a high number of volunteers and their free labour might, potentially, 

encourage social entrepreneurs to invest and develop social enterprises. Through 

volunteering, volunteers may be able to acquire new skills, make contacts and move 

towards finding employment. Further, non-human resources, such as an ability to win a 

public contract might motivate people to co-produce services (rather than be passive 

receivers of services). Conversely, lack of financial support (i.e. non-human recourses), 

might hinder agents (e.g. social entrepreneurs, social enterprise managers) from running 

a social enterprise. This has additional consequences, e.g. volunteers might not be able 

to find employment or service providers cannot utilise social enterprises to deliver 

services.   

This section has shown examples indicating that structural elements (rules, resources) 

impact upon agent’s behaviour. As such, it suggested that structure influences agents’ 

activities. Thus, the way that agents act is not entirely ‘free’, but instead is influenced 

by structure; however, the structure does preclude divergent behaviour of agents. 

Instead, it could be suggested that structure gives the normative direction of action. 

Now, the question that appears is, which agents have the power to change problematical 

elements of the structure and support social enterprise development? This question will 

be followed up further into this chapter.  
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5.2.3 SOCIAL SYSTEMS 

This section considers agents’ social interaction and aims to explain how agents interact 

with, and potentially influence, both each other and structure.  It relates to networks and 

relations.   

 

As already mentioned, structuration explains how social systems are produced and 

reproduced in social interaction. This social interaction is produced and reproduced by 

agents by the recursive/repeated enactments. Thus, social systems are made up of 

agents enacting their practice and formed by the patterns of enacted conduct or the 

‘enduring cycles of reproduced relations’ (Giddens, 1984:131). Consequently, patterns 

that people follow have the ability to generate social systems which are regarded as 

bonded social practices that link persons across time and space. As a result, social 

systems are dynamic and capable of accommodating different forms of power and 

social change.  

 

There are two types of systems including micro and macro systems. In this study, the 

former refers to limited units such as the locality of the Highlands and Islands where the 

micro system consists of the local interaction that brings together agents (i.e. social 

enterprise stakeholders), and the latter to greater units such as a national (the UK) social 

enterprise movement. It is important to remember that the systems are not to be 

perceived as dichotomous; rather micro systems and macro systems are interlinked. For 

instance, patterned social interactions relating to social enterprise in many micro 

systems might create/impose new patterns of interaction in a macro system (or the 

reverse, i.e. macro systems may influence micro systems).  

 

Giddens (1979) states that agents utilise (enact) rules and resources and a combination 

of these makes social systems ‘alive’. What is important, according to Giddens (1984), 

is that, empirically, social systems are expressed in ‘the situated activities of human 

agents’. Thus, social systems represent arenas of social interaction in which different 

agents meet and exchange knowledge and ideas that, eventually, may feed into 

structural change.   

 

Table 15 presents examples of social systems which are related to the activities of four 

types of agents (i.e. social enterprise stakeholders). The table explains where the agents 

meet, regarding which topics, how that in turn affects their actions and then how that 

affects the structure. 
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Table 15 Examples of social systems in the study 

Arena of interaction Type of agents involved Things discussed – data example Action aims Impact on structure 

Discussions amongst 

politicians and those 

running social enterprises 

Politicians and 

policymakers + social 

entrepreneurs and social 

enterprise managers  

Helping them[those in charge of social 

enterprise] in procurement process 

(politician 6) 

To facilitate 

procurement process  

Contracting social enterprise brings 

better understanding between the public 

and third sector organisations and their 

employees  

Discussions amongst 

politicians and those 

running social enterprises 

Politicians and 

policymakers + social 

enterprise managers/ 
employees/ volunteers  

People who have got good will but they 

don’t have ... the business acumen... they 

need a bit of hand holding (FG1 politician 
1) 

To create business 

training/ business 

support  

Increasing appreciation of what people 

need to complete their ambitions e.g. 

realisation that those who run social 
enterprise might not have business skills 

and, as such,  need business support 

Interaction between 

politicians and those 

running social enterprises  

Politicians and 

policymakers + social 

entrepreneurs and social 

enterprise managers 

There’s a lot of new money... it’s the support 

to take them from the grant dependency to 

income generating (politician 6) 

To create sustainable 

social enterprises 

Support for social enterprise to enhance 

collaboration between the state and 

social enterprises  

Interaction between 

politicians and those 

involved in social enterprise 

activities 

Politicians and 

policymakers + social 

entrepreneurs,  social 

enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers 

All kind of government agencies trying to 

support these[social enterprise] networks 

(politician 14) 

To enhance networking 

and collaboration  

Increased number of social enterprise 

networks, flow of information, enhanced 

opportunities to collaborate and share 

knowledge and experience  

Relations between social 

entrepreneurs and local 

communities  

Social entrepreneurs + 

social enterprise 

managers/ employees/ 
volunteers 

It’s a sustainable way for people in the 

communities to be able to carry on and 

working in their own communities (social 
entrepreneur 26) 

To work with local 

communities, engage 

them in solving local 
problems and create a 

sustainable solution  to 

local challenges 

Interaction and collaboration with 

individual people, communities and 

wider society through utilisation of a 
social enterprise model may lead to more 

resilient and empowered communities   

Communication amongst 

community members 

facilitated by social 

entrepreneurs  

Social entrepreneurs + 

social enterprise 

managers/ employees/ 

volunteers 

People have got more interest in working 

together to solve things collectively (social 

entrepreneur 11) 

To assist process of 

integration  

Collective action brings people together  

and enhance social capital 

Interaction between social 

entrepreneurs and local 

communities  

Social entrepreneurs + 

social enterprise 

employees/ volunteers  

Giving people the opportunity to work in 

social enterprises (social entrepreneur 17) 

To create employment 

opportunities 

Utilisation and development of local 

human resources and job creation 

Interaction between social 

entrepreneurs and local 

community  

Social entrepreneurs + 

social enterprise 

employees/ volunteers 

We can find ways of involving young 

people...in developing key skills (social 

entrepreneur 21) 

To teach young people 

new skills and engage 

them in entrepreneurial 

activities  

Educating and teaching new generation 

to obtain skills and employment and to 

work in order to fulfil personal 

objectives  
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Discussions amongst service 

providers  

Service providers We’ve certainly considered whether or not 

we could run some services as social 

enterprises (health and care professional 5) 

To consider delivery of 

selected services 

through social 

enterprises  

Potential for partnerships between 

service providers and social enterprise 

delivering services  

Interaction between service 

providers and community 

members   

Service providers + 

volunteers  

I’ve been working with them over the last six 

or nine months to look at how they can think 

about sustaining themselves in the long term 

(health and care professional 20) 

To help communities to 

run self-sustaining 

social enterprise  

Potential for creating sustainable social 

enterprises managed by community 

members  

Cooperation between 
service providers and social 

entrepreneurs/ social 

enterprise managers    

Service providers + 
social entrepreneurs,  

social enterprise 

managers/ employees/ 

volunteers 

We have a £75,000 a year agreement with 
them whereby they provide us with an 

emergency service (health and care 

professional 24) 

To provide services 
thorough social 

enterprises  

Successful contracts with social 
enterprise indicate possibility of an 

ongoing cooperation between current and 

‘new’ service providers  

Relations between social 

enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers and 

communities  

Social enterprise 

managers/ employees 

and volunteers 

Social enterprises are very much ... for the 

social benefit or the benefit of communities 

(social enterprise manager 18) 

To bring benefits to 

communities and their 

residents  

Social enterprise interactions  lead to 

more coherent and stronger local 

communities  

Interaction between social 

enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers and 

disadvantaged groups of 

people 

Social enterprise 

managers/ employees 

and volunteers 

It is about helping people to help themselves 

and find their own solutions (social 

enterprise employee 2) 

To create more 

(pro)active ways of 

helping people to deal 

with their problems   

Social interaction in order to be able to 

create new patterns and frameworks in 

helping 

Collaboration between 
social enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers and 

service providers  

Social enterprise 
managers/ employees/ 

volunteers + service 

providers  

Service level agreement ...is very important 
in terms of sustainability (volunteer 35) 

To generate demand on 
social enterprise 

products/ services and 

create sustainable 

social enterprises  

Public contract become a way to 
establish and enhance mutual 

collaboration between the state and third 

sector workers  

Interaction between social 

enterprise managers/ 

employees and volunteers 

and communities  

Social enterprise 

managers/ employees 

and volunteers 

Commitment to the community and your 

environment ...  to facilitate and encompass 

as many the community members as possible 

like the ones with disadvantages who need a 

little bit more support (social enterprise 

manager 10) 

To help those who are 

weak and create culture 

in which people are 

happy to support each 

other  

Emotional involvement leads to creation 

of patterns behaviour e.g. support to 

those how are disadvantaged 
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Table 15 presents a number of enacted practices by four types of agents. If enacted 

practices and forms of conduct change, either because individuals take conscious 

decisions to change or through less conscious forms of adjustment and adaptation, 

this can result in structural change. As shown, different agents meet together in 

different arenas; they act and interact together, collaborate, communicate, provide 

discussions, exchange information, and create relations and networks. This brings 

intentional and unintentional impact on structure. Present examples indicate how 

networking or interacting in the different arenas affects the development of social 

enterprise.  

For instance, social entrepreneurs produce social action and interaction with social 

enterprise employees/volunteers, but also with those who are helped. Moreover, 

they interact with local communities in order to make their business (i.e. social 

enterprise) sustainable. The action and interaction between social entrepreneurs and 

the wider community is repeated and enacted; this leads to a pattern of social 

behaviour. This pattern is built on collective action and a desire to help others. 

Social entrepreneurs interact and collaborate with many different agents, for 

instance, they may wish to enact with policymakers/politician in order to gain their 

support or with service providers who might be interested in acquiring services they 

could provide. 

 Further, politicians and policymakers create interaction with, for example, social 

entrepreneurs and those already running or willing to run a social enterprise. 

Utilising their power, policymakers try to create intervention at a policy level in 

order to support social enterprises (e.g. attempts to facilitate procurement processes, 

business training, networking and collaboration). As such, politicians/policymakers 

produce new patterns of enacted conduct and aim to influence system and, in time, 

structure. The study provides evidence that politicians/policymakers are aware that 

the interaction between public sector and third sector employees is essential in order 

to develop social enterprises. Hence, politicians deliberately attempt to influence 

structure through facilitating those running the social enterprises and offering them 

help.    

Service providers showed examples of fruitful interactions with a social enterprise; 

it was indicated that collaborative contracts lead to new partnerships between 
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current service providers and social enterprises. Without this interaction between 

social enterprise representatives and those currently providing services, further 

development of social enterprise in service provision might be difficult. In addition, 

service providers provided examples of networking with local community groups in 

order to help them to create sustainable social enterprises. Also, there is an internal 

interaction amongst some service providers which leads to discussions about 

potential development of social enterprises, for instance, in the field of health and 

care service provision.  

Finally, social enterprise ‘practitioners’, i.e. social enterprise managers/employees 

and volunteers, create action and interaction with, for example, local communities; 

this also leads to the emergence of new patterns. For instance, helping other people 

(moral rule) might be more than just ‘giving’; rather it is about ‘engaging’ – it is 

about showing people how to help themselves. The group of agents is characterised 

by emotional involvement which turns into social action, e.g. volunteering. Social 

enterprise is utilised as a way of communicating, collaborating and working with 

communities. To be sustainable, collaboration with, for example, the public sector 

might be also essential. Thus, the agents might create relationships with local 

authorities or service providers. 

The above discussion shows examples of actions and interaction between different 

agents and in different arenas; those actions and interactions (sometimes intentional 

and sometimes not) lead to the emergence of patterned behaviour. Enacted conduct, 

repeated forms of social action and interaction create social systems. Different rules 

and resources can be utilised in creation of those systems. Different levels of power 

and abilities of different agents influence patterned practices. Now, in order to 

promote its success, social systems need to embrace the concept of social enterprise 

through action and interaction between deferent agents. This, in turn, should have 

impact on structure and social enterprise.  

5.2.4 CHANGING ELEMENTS OF STRUCTURE 

The study informs about the adaptive/changing nature of structure, i.e. over time 

structure transforms. In order to create successful and ubiquitous social enterprises, 

the structure needs to change sufficiently and create appropriate support and a 
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nurturing environment for their development. This requires the agents to understand 

the need for structural change. The study indicates elements in the structure that are 

supportive of social enterprise. However, it also identifies the elements that have not 

been addressed and that hinder social enterprise growth. To embed social enterprise, 

the structure needs to change.  

At the time of this study, social enterprise could be considered as a change in 

thinking about the model of service provision. The study has outlined the desired 

changes in the structure; as indicated, agent actions are constrained and enabled by 

elements of the structure. Table 16 presents changing elements of the structure in 

relation to Sewell’s (1992) change factors.  
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Table 16 Changing aspects of the structure  

Aspect of 

the 

structure  

Findings of the study  Relation to Sewell’s change 

factors  

Procedural 
rules i.e. 

capacity to 

change rules 

about social 

enterprise  

• Movement from public sector workers providing 
services (with set rules, regulations and quality 

standards) to volunteers and independent social 

companies 

• Movement to obtain value added from service 

provision – not just provision of the service, but 

also social/community objectives  

• Different organisational model(s) such as 

Community Interest Companies 

• Change of procurement processes 

• The situation observed is in a state of change from 

one set of rules to another – or could be that both 
sets of rules are operating at once which gives a 

confused situation 

• Transposability of rules; the 
intersection of structures 

 

 

• Transposability of rules 

  

 

• Transposability of rules 

 

• Transposability of rules 

• The intersection of structures  

Moral rules 

i.e. capacity to 

promote SE  

• The moral rule could be said to be changing from 

welfare provision – state takes responsibility – to 

personal and community provision – self 

responsibility 

• Desire for inclusiveness of social output 

 

• Production of services should be run using 

business processes – change from private and 

public sector model to Third Way or Big Society 

• Transposability of rules, the 

intersection of structures 

 

 

• Transposability of rules; the 

multiplicity of structures 

• Transposability of rules; the 

intersection of structures 

Non-human or 

Material 
resources i.e. 

capacity to 

reallocate 

resources  

• A change from grant funding to a push to 

acquiring funding through contracts 
 

• Government’s desire to move provision of 

services from welfare (public sector provided) to 

social enterprise/volunteering – i.e. a cheaper 

means of provision 

• A dynamic area which is currently in a situation of 

change from one set of material resource 

mechanisms to another 

• Unpredictability of resource 

accumulation; the polysemy of 
resources 

• Unpredictability of resource 

accumulation; the polysemy of 

resources; the intersection of 

structures  

• Unpredictability of resource 

accumulation; the polysemy of 

resources 

Human 

Resources or  

Resources of 

authority i.e. 
capacity to 

change 

organisational 

practice  

• A changing society from one where public sector 

determines and provides to one where 

communities are meant to determine and take 

responsibility 

• Move from formal public sector organisations to a 

multitude of third sector models – different 

organisational forms produced 

• Move from centralised bureaucracies, distanced 

from ‘the public’ providing to the public providing 

(i.e. local); in time terms this can be more 

immediate, more quickly responsive to local needs 

• Authority moves from bureaucracy/ management 

to the people/ social 

• Intersection of structure; the 

polysemy of resources 

  

 

• Intersection of structure; the 

polysemy of resources 

 

• Intersection of structure; the 

polysemy of resources; the 

multiplicity of structures 

 

• Intersection of structure 

As indicated in Table 16, different aspects of structure relate to different change 

factors identified by Sewell. For instance, changes in procedural rules are frequently 

associated with Sewell’s transposability of rules. For example, movement from 

public sector providers to third sector providers does not happen in a vacuum. 
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Rather, already existing procedures and processes (e.g. public service provision) are 

transformed (e.g. into the provision of services by the third sector) and moved 

outside the original context in which they were initially learned. Also, the 

intersection of structure is visible – social enterprise could be presented as joining 

together the structure of ‘capitalist society’ and ‘social society’.  As noted, these 

merging values (i.e. economic and social) might lead to a level of confusion. 

However, it could be argued that ‘change’ itself evolves from bringing elements of 

confusion (i.e. something that is new and not well understood) to a fairly stable 

situation (if such actually exists).  

In a similar way, moral rules can be often linked with transposability of rules and 

the intersection of structures, e.g. people take responsibility for developing and 

providing services to their communities. In addition, moral rules might relate to the 

multiplicity of structures; for instance, a desire for inclusiveness of social output 

requires different players with different experiences and backgrounds to operate in a 

new way, i.e. to bring social cohesion.  

Further, structural non-human or material resources are associated with Sewell’s 

unpredictability of resource accumulation and the polysemy (or multiplicity of 

meaning) of resources. As indicated, the capacity to reallocate resources is evident. 

For instance, respondents highlighted a change from grant funding to a push to 

obtain funding through contracts. As the government desires to move provision of 

services from welfare (public sector provided) to social enterprise/volunteering, 

allocation of financial resources will need to change. There are, however, many 

different factors that can affect how and where resources are captured and deployed. 

For instance, depending on the size of the public budget, adaptations as to how 

much money can be made available to third sector organisations, including social 

enterprises, may be necessary. 

Finally, human resources or resources of authority are often related to Sewell’s 

intersection of structure and the polysemy of resources. For instance, changing 

society from one where the public sector determines and provides to one where 

communities are meant to determine and take responsibility requires adaptation 

from all groups of agents. A traditional way of working (in which the state provides 

all services to a new model in which society co-produces them) is changing and this 
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requires change in people’s thinking. Moreover, different agents are required to take 

on different roles utilising their knowledge, experience and skills in a new way. 

This brings about a need for resource allocation changes.  

A question about what the agents are doing in this ‘structuration equation’ emerges. 

The picture emerging from the study indicates that:   

1) The politicians/policymakers - desire change to happen; in fact, change is 

presented as essential. As such, they promote social enterprise; they use their 

domination but power is largely instrumental. For instance, they use policy 

documents to facilitate (or force) change. The contents of Tables 1 and 2, 

relating to English and Scottish policy evolution, are worth noting here, as they 

indicate increasing attention of policymakers towards the third sector and, 

thereafter, social enterprise. However, the tables also indicate that English 

policy is more ‘active’ in supporting social enterprise (e.g. the social enterprise 

strategy for England was produced 5 years before that of Scotland). The study 

shows that, as a group, policymakers and politicians are, to an extent, confused; 

there are those designing social enterprise policy and promoting it; and there 

are others who are not doing all they can with their potential power to facilitate 

social enterprise development (e.g. politicians at a local level). It seems that, for 

the latter, the concept of social enterprise is not entirely clear (however, they 

have been handed the concept by more senior politicians). Due to the power 

that the group possesses, the agents are able to ‘create’ appropriate resources, 

facilitating social enterprise growth, e.g. additional financial support (non-

human resources) and training and business support (human resources). 

Moreover, they can influence procedural rules (e.g. the introduction of 

Community Interest Companies) as an option for social enterprise practice) and 

can try to promote social enterprise as an appropriate form of enactment for 

business (moral rules). Thus, politicians are those with the most obvious 

instrumental power but they are not sufficiently changing the structure (the 

barriers to developing social enterprise still exist). What is found in this study is 

that they try to change the structure without addressing all the aspects of 

structural change that are required to make the idea work. 
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2) Social entrepreneurs are characterised by their ‘social motivation’. However, 

they are not only ‘social’; they are also ‘entrepreneurial’. As such, they 

influence the structure by changing social rules, e.g. people expect 

enterprises/businesses to bring benefits not only to their shareholders but also to 

their stakeholders. By merging ‘social’ and ‘enterprise’ together, social 

entrepreneurs also impact on procedural rules, i.e. how the practice is 

performed (e.g. some voluntary organisations begin to understand that being 

entrepreneurial could bring a sustainable source of income). Also, through their 

activities, social entrepreneurs create non-human resources (e.g. new services) 

and human resources (e.g. provide support and training), influencing 

community life in their localities. Overall, social entrepreneurs might be viewed 

as those who enact social enterprise but without sufficiently supportive 

structures. Can their sheer enthusiasm make social enterprise happen on its 

own? If so, this would be a triumph of agency over structure. 

3) Service providers, as a group of agents, appear to be quite uncertain and the 

group itself is highly diversified in terms of ‘supportiveness’ level. Although 

interviewed agents from this group were supportive towards the concept of 

social enterprise delivering (traditionally) public services, they indicated that 

their personal views were different to their organisational policies or actions. 

So, those who were included in the study indicated that the concept of social 

enterprise should be supported; however the same interviewees/focus group 

participants indicated that within their organisations a diversified attitude exists, 

e.g. often, there is lack of knowledge about social enterprise and a 

‘conservative’ approach (i.e. the public sector should deliver public services) 

makes it difficult for social enterprise to develop. This group might be viewed 

as most ‘laggardly’, i.e. there are only a few who truly promote the idea of 

social enterprise, but most are unaware (or ignorant) of it; for the concept to 

work they need to take it up and run with it; they are the agents in this study 

who could make social enterprise work, but the structure would need to be very 

persuasive.  

4) Those who work for social enterprise - this group facilitates social enterprise 

growth. As such, their attitude towards social enterprise development is 

positive. But how influential are they? What power do they have and to what 

extent are they addressing the structure? The study indicates that this group of 
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agents influence some of structural rules. For instance, the agents can accept or 

refuse to follow procedural rules, e.g. they might approve or disapprove the 

practice of social enterprise. Also, they can promote social enterprise activities 

as socially desirable actions. As such, this group has, potentially, much power 

to influence the social enterprise agenda; it is not, however, instrumental power.  

Despite the changes in the structure that support the emergence and growth of social 

enterprise, there are many structural elements that have not changed and are thus 

holding back the expansion of social enterprise. As such, some elements of the 

structure would need to change in order to ‘make social happen’; these are 

highlighted in the following section. 

 

5.2.5 WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISE TO BECOME 

NORMALISED?  

The study has already identified promoters and barriers to social enterprise growth. 

It has also looked at the findings through a structuration view to propose how 

structure and agency co-construct. If social enterprise is to succeed as an embedded 

way of providing services or products, change needs to happen. As structure and 

agency co-exist and mutually influence each other, changes need to occur in both 

elements.  

The aim of this section is to return to earlier presented barriers and to propose the 

elements of structure that would need to change in order to make social enterprise 

embed; in addition, Table 17 suggests which of the agent groups could bring these 

changes about, what it is that prevents them or might prevent them from 

implementing changes, and whether or not these changes should (or will) happen 

instrumentally or through ‘discursive unconsciousness’ (unintentional actions).  
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Table 17 Suggestion of required changes facilitating social enterprise development 

 

Table 17 suggests that all of the changes identified, with one exception, should 

originate from policymakers/politicians and most of those changes should be 

KEY SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISE 

BARRIERS 

WHAT SHOULD 
CHANGE 

WHO (WHICH AGENT 
GROUP) SHOULD MAKE 

THE CHANGE HAPPEN  

POTENTIAL  
CHALLENGES  

An emergent 

concept  

Service providers, 

politicians and wider 

society need to have 

better understanding 

and embrace the 

concept of social 

enterprise   

- Policymakers/top politicians 

through policy instruments and 

their power (domination) 

- Service providers through 

procedural rules  

 

- Lack of resources that 

follow up the policy 

- Hesitance to change the 

way current service 

(practice) is performed  

 

Perceived 

cultural barriers  

Conservatism/tradition

alism, negative 

approach to changes, 

fear of risk, lack of 

entrepreneurialism, 
dependence on the state 

as a provider 

- Social enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers through 

moral rules and legitimation 

instrumentally or through 

discursive unconsciousness 
- Service providers through 

moral and procedural rules 

instrumentally or through 

discursive unconsciousness 

- Moral rules and 

hesitance to business 

approach among those 

representing third sector 

organisations (e.g. 
‘business is bad’) 

- Lack of positive attitude 

towards new ways of 

service provision  

Nature of social 

enterprise, its 

funding and 

sustainability  

Social enterprise 

delivering public-

related services should, 

if necessary, be 

subsidised by the state 

- Policymakers/politicians 

through financial (non-human 

resources) and instrumental 

change  

 

- Lack of resources to 

support social 

enterprises; lack of 

understanding why social 

enterprises need 

additional financial 

support  

Social 

enterprise as a 

business  

Social enterprises 

should be more 

business-like  

- Policymakers/politicians 

instrumentally through training 

(human resources) 
- Social enterprise managers/ 

employees/ volunteers though 

through procedural rules i.e. 

utilising more entrepreneurial 

techniques or instrumentally 

through employing experienced 

staff 

- Inappropriate training 

methods e.g. lack of 

mentoring   
-  Lack of skills (i.e. 

human resources) 

Lack of support New appropriate 

support, realistic 

expectations, cohesive 

and solid legislation  

- Policymakers/top politicians 

through policy instruments and 

their power (domination) and 

human and non-human 

resources  

- Lack of real 

understanding of social 

enterprise challenges, 

lack of resources to 

invest in social enterprise 

Problems with 
gaining 

contracts  

Public contract 
opportunities for social 

enterprise  

- Policymakers/top politicians 
through policy instruments and 

their power (domination) 

- Social entrepreneurs 

instrumentally through 

procedural rules (e.g. building 

consortium to bid for big 

contracts)  

- Interpretation of ‘best 
value’ as the cheapest 

option; underpaid 

contracts 

- Lack of cooperation 

between social 

enterprises  
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instrumental. The exception where they are proposed to have less power is the 

aspect of cultural barriers. It is important to note here that policy attempts to 

‘educate’ society to work and co-operate with the state, become more 

entrepreneurial and facilitate co-production of services. ‘Culture’, however, is 

influenced by many complex factors (not just policy). Thus, it is suggested that 

cultural changes should come from social enterprise managers/ employees/ 

volunteers and service providers through changing moral and procedural rules 

instrumentally or through discursive unconsciousness. It seems that service 

providers are unsure about utilising social enterprise to deliver their services and 

they ‘have not made their mind up yet’; the change in this group of agents should be 

instrumental as well as it should happen through discursive unconsciousness. This 

leaves social entrepreneurs in a position in which they largely depend on other 

agents to make the change happen. They need to find a way to influence ‘stronger’ 

and more influential agents, i.e. policymakers, to influence structural elements, for 

instance rules and resources to facilitate social enterprise development.  

 

5.2.6 STRUCTURAL DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SELECTED CONTEXTS 

The study aimed to consider contextual factors associated with social enterprise 

development. As such, it presented promoters and barriers that can be linked to 

remote and rural social enterprise (i.e. the geographical context) and the potential to 

introduce social enterprise in health and care service provision (i.e. conceptual 

area). This section characterises indicated microstructures by showing the structural 

differences between establishing social enterprise in a ‘general’ situation and the 

Scottish Highlands and Islands situation (Table 18); and, thereafter, the structural 

differences related to establishing and running a social enterprise delivering health 

and care related services (Table 19).  
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Table 18 Conducive elements of microstructure relating to remote and rural social enterprise 

Conducive elements of microstructure relating to remote and rural social enterprise  

Elements of 

microstructure  

Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Domination 

Societal norms, values, and 

standards ‘adapted’ to local 

environment vie naturalisation 

i.e. ability to cope with 
challenges associated with 

rurality  

 

‘Internal’ understanding of 

community resources, rules 

and powers  

People understand that you can’t 

separate out your social needs and 

the economy and the services. 

Everything has to come together 
because the communities are so 

small (social enterprise employee 

2) 

In small rural areas they know an 

awful lot more about what counts in 

the community, they operate at 

grass roots level (volunteer 19) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 

Moral 

The practice is performed in a 

creative way  

Social action is community 

orientated 

Rural areas can be very creative 

(social enterprise employee 34) 

People are grateful for having a 

new... service (volunteer 25) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

Human 

Utilising available non-human 

resources to solve community 

problems 

Collaborative human action 

Load of community projects (social 

entrepreneur 16) 

 

People have got more interest in 

working together to solve things 

collectively (social entrepreneur 

11) 

Non -conducive elements of microstructure relating to remote and rural social enterprise 

Elements of 

microstructure 

Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

 

 

 

Domination 

A moral order and societal 

norms characteristic for rural 

social enterprise impose a 

specific social action  

 

 

Limited power of rural social 

enterprises leaves them with 

limited access to support  

Whatever business you undertake 

either you have to go into local 

partnership with someone or you 

look at the business which doesn’t 

substitute anybody else’s business 

(social entrepreneur 15) 

A lot of the [support] agencies are 

based in the central belt (social 

entrepreneur 28) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 
 

 

 

 

Moral 

Challenges associated with 
geographical impose the way 

how the practice is performed 

e.g. difficulties in running 

social enterprises  

Appropriate social enactment 

might limit business options  

Trying to get people to or take 
things to people in the rural areas 

is much more difficult (social 

enterprise employee 23) 

 

You don’t want to step on any local 

competitor, it’s such a small place 

(social entrepreneur 15) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

Human 

Geographical conditions 

impose high costs of running a 

business e.g. transport  

Limited skills of local people  

Transport is a real issue (volunteer 

19) 

 

You don’t have a variety of people 

living in an area that actually could 

provide ... a social enterprise 
(health & care professional 20) 
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Table 18 considers elements of microstructure influencing social enterprise 

activities in remote and rural areas. As presented, there are conducive and non-

conducive aspects which facilitate and hinder rural social enterprise development; 

thus, the study identifies a specific context in which structure imposes a number of 

specific rules, resources and social systems. The most important difference between 

‘general’ structure and ‘rural’ microstructure are geographical conditions and their 

attendant consequences. In fact, it could be argued that geographical conditions, 

which represent non-human resources, influence other non-human resources (e.g. 

transport issues), human resources (e.g. lack of skilled staff), procedural rules (e.g. 

community collaboration), moral issues (e.g. community support and help-giving) 

and social systems which are ‘adopted’ to the local environment (e.g. people 

understand that to survive they need to work together; they possess the ‘local 

power’ associated with living in a particular area). Thus, structuration presents the 

‘adaptive’ capability of agents who need to understand micro-structural forces and 

co-construct with them.   

Further, in a similar way the study looked at the possibility of harnessing social 

enterprises in health and care service delivery.  

Table 19 Conducive elements of microstructure relating to social enterprise in health and care 

service provision  

 

Elements of 

microstructure  

Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

 

 

 

Domination 

Moral  expectations and values 

that people need to be looked 

after; as such, social enterprise 

could be one of service 

providers  

 

Using power to facilitate 

engagement of social 

enterprises in health and care 

service delivery  

 

Older people, ageing population 

will continue to be a priority. So if 

you’re developing a model around 

that, chances are you’re going to be 

reasonable successful (politician 

31) 

I’m trying to commission services 

and organise services and facing 

the demographic change (health & 

care professional 29) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 
 

Moral 

Innovative ways of service 

delivery more appropriately 
meeting people’s expectations  

Perception that more should be 

done to harness social 

enterprises to deliver services  

The voluntary sector can be more 

flexible than the NHS (volunteer 19)  
 

A lot of services could be run as 

social enterprises and 

commissioned by the NHS (health 

& care professional 5) 
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Resources 

 

Non-human 

 

 

 

Human 

Possibility of new ways of 

service delivery utilising non-

human resources 

 

Coproduction, empowerment 

and community engagement  

 

On-line programme ...  support for 

particularly mental health things in 

Highland, via the internet 

(volunteer 3) 

They’ve got to ...  let people take the 

onus and responsibility for their 

own health.  (volunteer 3) 

Non -conducive elements of microstructure relating to social enterprise in health and care 

service provision 

Elements of 

microstructure 

Analytical ‘story’ Example data 

Social 

system 

 

Legitimation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Domination 

Norms and societal 

expectations that the 

government is obliged to 

organised services  

 

 

 

There are powerful 
organisations whose job is to 

deliver health and care services  

There is still a feeling that health 

and social care should be coming 

out with loads of money pumped 

into it, we all pay plenty of taxes 

and national insurance and we 

should just get it (health & care 

professional 24) 

It’s a joint responsibility of the 
local authority and the NHS (health 

& care professional 20) 

Rules 

 

Procedural 

 

 

 

 

Moral 

Inherited addiction to a welfare 

state and public service 

delivery 

 

 

Social enterprise might not 

give the same level of security 

that is expected by society  

There’s lots of complicated issues 

in there because you’re taking more 

and more core services away from 

... NHS ...  they should be providing 

that service (FG3 politician 1) 

If you move into the social 

enterprise sector, then quite often 

they can’t match that type of 

pension scheme [the NHS offers] 

(social entrepreneur 11) 

Resources 

 

Non-human 

 
 

 

Human 

Difficulties related to the 

cooperation with current 
service providers  

 

Staff related issues i.e. 

qualification of social 

enterprise employees  

We can’t really identify a way in 

which we could be given a contract 
to deliver a service (social 

enterprise employee 34) 

Social enterprise sector cannot 

possibly meet the standards or the 

quality (health & care professional 

20) 

Table 19 presents the structure for health and social care provision by social 

enterprise. Also in this case, the structure presents a number of specific rules and 

resources as well as social systems which are associated with health and care service 

provision (these are divided in to conducive and non-conducive elements). 

Conducive elements of structure suggest that social enterprise could play a role in 

health and care service delivery. For instance, the study found evidence that cheaper 

and more innovative services can be provided by social enterprise (procedural 

rules). Social enterprise delivers ‘added value’ and some service providers indicated 

that social enterprise could do more in terms of service provision and collaborative 

services (moral rules). To achieve this, social enterprises can utilise human 
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resources (professionals and community members) and non-human resources (e.g. 

new technologies). It was noted that there are norms and expectations with regard to 

health and care service provision; growing needs (e.g. associated with an ageing 

society) mean that new ways of more efficient service delivery have to be found – 

social enterprise presents a potential solution that could meet current ‘norms’ (i.e. 

legitimation). Possibly, the changes require elements of power (i.e. dominating) 

which will support the transition into the ‘social enterprise era’.  

However, there are also non-conducive elements of structure which hinder the 

growth of social enterprise in health and care service provision. For instance, there 

are moral and procedural rules that prevent social enterprise from developing in this 

particular field, e.g. health and care services used to be provided by the state and 

there are people who are resistant to change in the welfare state and in the way that 

current services are provided. Some claimed that it is inappropriate to expect people 

to ‘do things for themselves’. This relates to an ‘old system approach’ and norms 

which are anchored in people’s minds (legitimation). The ‘domination’ of the 

government and service providers, the power they have, and the expectations of 

people towards them make it difficult to introduce social enterprises into the health 

and care sector. The study shows that non-human resources (e.g. difficulties in 

obtaining contracts and delivering services for the NHS) and human resources (e.g. 

staff qualifications) need to be addressed in order to support social enterprise 

development in the health sector.    

 

5.3 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS TO CHAPTER   

Structuration theory was used in this study to further appreciate the theme under 

investigation. This chapter has explained features of the theory and, thereafter, has 

presented research findings highlighting relation between agents and structure. 

Changing elements of structure and suggested changes that need to happen for 

social enterprise to be normalised have been identified. Structural differences 

between selected research contexts have been described.  

Looking through the lens of structuration theory, a summary of the foregoing 

analysis indicates: 
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• a social enterprise is an outcome of intentional (e.g. policymakers) and 

unintentional (e.g. volunteers) action and interaction between structure, 

agency and social systems. Social enterprise could be perceived as a result 

of complicated ‘game’ of structural forces influencing each other over time. 

As social enterprise is ‘experienced’ differently by different agents (i.e. it is 

used as a tool to achieve different outcomes), it cannot be defined merely as 

a social business. Social enterprise means different things to different group 

of agents; 

• a consideration of the promoters and barriers to social enterprise 

development through the structuration theory lens indicates how those 

promoters and barriers occur and how different agents produce them or 

attempt to address them. The findings show that promoters and barriers to 

social enterprise development influence how agents act, i.e. different agents 

respond to promoters and address structural barriers differently. This is 

because they play different roles and exert their power in a different way. To 

overcome social enterprise barriers and strengthen its promoters, changes 

need to occur in both the structure and the application of agency; 

• the remote and rural context and the field of health and care service 

provision presented microstructures which expose social enterprises to 

specific promoters and barriers; these are different to promoters and barriers 

found in a ‘general’ structure. Structural factors associated with remote and 

rural areas might be difficult or even impossible to ‘modify’; however, the 

study findings revealed an ‘adaptive’ capability in agents who, to succeed, 

need to understand micro-structural forces and co-construct with them. In 

relation to health and care social enterprises, the study found conducive 

elements of structure which, if appropriately supported, could facilitate 

social enterprise delivery of health and care services. The study findings also 

suggest that in this particular context non-conducive structural elements 

hindering growth of social enterprise in health and care service provision 

possess the ability to re-shape. This requires attempts by agents to change 

structure; 

• the contextual environment shapes social entrepreneurs and breeds their 

passion for addressing social issues, i.e. the structure shapes entrepreneurs 

minds and their perceptions of the external world. The study has indicated 
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that social entrepreneurs intentionally influence some of the rules, resources, 

and social relationships which are produced and reproduced in social 

interaction. Their actions, however, also bring unintentional effects. 

Nevertheless, looking through the structuration theory lens, the role of social 

entrepreneurs is to influence structure and re-shape it in order to address 

structural social imperfections.  

 

As highlighted, using structuration theory has added to the understanding of the 

data, the topic under investigation and the exploration of research questions. In 

addition to general findings answering the research questions, structuration theory 

has enabled an analysis of the processes influencing social enterprise development, 

indicating how social enterprise emerged, who influences social enterprise growth, 

and how and why social enterprises are supported. Also, structuration theory has 

enabled the study to identify and report the change needed, and who should 

influence the change to create successful social enterprises. The following chapter 

summarises the study’s findings, presenting answers to all of the research questions 

posed. Also, it concludes the study and indicates its contribution to knowledge 

generation in the field under investigation.   
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CHAPTER 6 

 

DISCUSSION 
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6.1 INTRODUCTION  

 
This chapter concludes the thesis. Initially, it summarises findings in relation to the 

set research questions. For each research question, a summary of existing literature 

is provided followed by a summary of policy, where relevant. Thereafter, key 

findings informing the research question from the empirical aspect of the thesis are 

highlighted and the result of looking at the findings through the lens of structuration 

theory is considered. Following this, the overall key original contribution to 

knowledge discovered by this work is descried. Thereafter, this chapter considers 

further avenues for research. It concludes by reviewing the strengths and 

weaknesses of the methodology used and the methods employed. 

 

6.2 SUMMARY OF STUDY FINDINGS 
 

Research Question 1: What is a social enterprise?  

Considering the existing literature  

The academic literature (i.e. the research and analysis presented in peer reviewed 

journals) tends to present social enterprise as an emergent business model that is 

difficult to define. When characterising and describing social enterprise, there is a 

level of confusion and researchers admit that capturing the scope and essential 

nature of social enterprise is challenging given the broad array of organisation types 

that are presented as ‘social enterprises’ (Birch and Whittam, 2008; Shaw and 

Carter 2007). Although the literature portrays social enterprise as a new and still 

emerging and shaping business model, there are some common features shared by 

social enterprises. As such, based on analysis of the literature, this thesis ascribes to 

a general definition of social enterprises as being social organisations that utilise 

entrepreneurial techniques in order to fulfil social objectives (Pearce and Doh, 2005; 

Pearce, 2003). Achieving social aims is a driver of social enterprise activity and the 

enterprise mode is a vehicle that enables income generation and, therefore, supports 

the sustainability of an organisation. Social enterprises are not-for-profit (rather than 

non-profit) and the enterprise dimension is used to reduce grant dependency (Shaw 

and Carter, 2007). Thus, social enterprises are part of the third sector but utilise 

tools that, traditionally, are associated with the private sector. Social enterprises are 

closely related to the public sector as they often deliver services conventionally 
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delivered by the state. As such, social enterprises create links between the third 

sector, the private sector and the public sector (Leadbeater, 2007).  

 

Considering UK government policy  

In the UK, the concept of social enterprise evolved through iterations of English and 

Scottish policies (other countries in the UK were not considered in this study) 

supporting community engagement in service delivery and, thereafter, social 

enterprise development (e.g. DTI, 2002, 2006; Scottish Executives, 2007a; The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b). Policy presents 

social enterprises as a way of empowering communities, building social capital, 

improving the lives of those disadvantaged and finding solutions to social problems. 

According to policy, social enterprises produce more flexible services that are 

adaptive to user needs because they are grounded in the social milieu and not 

focused on other targets such as profit making or public sector welfare. 

Consequently, social enterprise is a tool with the potential to enable better 

collaboration between the state and the community; this collaboration brings 

benefits to individuals, groups and society. Policymakers may be accused of 

portraying social enterprises as a panacea to addressing social challenges and a 

‘bridge’ between the state and ordinary people.  

 

Interestingly, the picture of social enterprise presented by the academic literature 

and policy documents differs; the former is pre-occupied with discussing 

organisational formats/structures and entrepreneurial characteristics of both the 

organisations and those running them; it also situates social enterprises in the wider 

market context. The latter, however, conveys social enterprises more as a way of 

action facilitating development of people and wider communities. Initially, policy 

did not relate directly to social enterprise per se – that is, discussion circulated 

around the wider third sector and community enterprises which engaged the 

potential of volunteers; the emphasis was on community-state collaboration and, 

only more recently, about enterprising approaches in the third sector. This evolution 

of policy led to contemporary embracing of the concept of ‘social enterprise’.     

 

It is important to note that, in policy, the emergence of social enterprise was 

initiated in England and then followed in Scotland. This suggests either that Scottish 
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policymakers recognised the potential of social enterprise and started designing 

policies facilitating their development or that politicians in English political parties 

ideologically influenced their Scottish colleagues and the political scene generally 

(during the period of this study the Scottish party in power changed from Labour to 

Scottish Nationalist and the latter were perhaps even more enthusiastic than Scottish 

Labour, although it could be argued that the English Labour Party strongly 

promoted the concept of social enterprise). It can be concluded that UK 

governments more generally perceive social enterprise as desirable and potentially 

significant in re-shaping service provision (as indeed can be seen in the English 

Conservative Party’s interest in the ‘Big Society’).    

 

Summary of empirical findings   

The empirical findings of this study confirmed confusion regarding the definition of 

the term and indeed the idea of social enterprise. Most of those interviewed during 

the course of the study had an umbrella notion of the themes encompassed in social 

enterprise. Their responses described well the lack of precision as to what the 

‘organisational type’ of social enterprise actually is (as described in the literature 

(Neck et al., 2009; Nicholls and Cho; 2008; Townsend and Hart, 2008, Haugh and 

Kitson, 2007, Teasdale, 2010; Kerlin, 2010)). Study participants seemed concerned 

at the lack of precise definition.  

 

Nonetheless, in general, respondents associated social enterprise with a social 

business or an organisation with a social mission (as presented in the literature e.g. 

Pearce, 2003; Borzaga and Defourny, 2001; Allen, 2005; Ridley-Duff, 2008; Shaw 

and Carter, 2007; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). The study found that social 

enterprises are varied in their actual presence and the portrayals they wish to 

convey, with some organisations trying to be viewed as a social enterprise (in spite 

of their poor financial self-sustainability and lack of enterprising approaches) while 

others were unconcerned as to whether they are recognised as a social enterprise, a 

voluntary organisation or a community group. As such, the study identified many 

different types/perceptions of social enterprises; rather than perceiving social 

enterprise as a new business model, it should be perceived as an umbrella term used 

to characterise many types of organisations gathering together under the term ‘social 
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enterprise’ (possibly because they may gain funding or be supported in some other 

way).  

 

Those who identified with the concept of social enterprise saw it as new form of 

organisation, incorporating a new philosophy and way of thinking about business; 

having a future-oriented social, economic and environmental ‘of the current 

zeitgeist’ dimension. Many identified with the idea of social enterprise as a 

formalised way of helping those disadvantaged in society. On the other hand, some 

respondents claimed that a social enterprise is a type of organisation presenting the 

spirit and attitudes that have existed for many years; thus, they viewed the term as 

representing only a new ‘label’ and not a new type of organisation. An alternative 

perspective was to see social enterprises as organisations that introduce a cheap way 

to provide services. Wariness that social enterprise will take away public services 

(and jobs) and force communities to do things themselves was perceived as an issue, 

in addition to suspicion that social enterprise provides a method of forcing charities 

and voluntary groups to generate their own funding. Hence, rather than (or in 

addition to) viewing social enterprises as a method of community engagement (The 

Conservative Party, 2010a, 2010b; Cabinet Office, 2010a, 2010b), it can be viewed 

as a way of forcing people to do things for themselves, cutting public spending and 

pushing public responsibilities (or what are traditionally viewed as being public 

responsibilities) onto communities. 

 

Looking through the lens of structuration theory  

Looking through the lens of structuration theory, a social enterprise is an outcome 

of action and interaction between structure, agency and social systems. It is an 

intentional construction in the way that, for example, policymakers design policies 

to promote and support the growth of social enterprises. Simultaneously, 

development is ‘unintentional’ and evolutionary as the idea is taken up by ‘social 

entrepreneurs’, voluntary organisations, volunteers and the public, who become 

interested in the model and produce and reproduce social enterprises as the outcome 

of structural forces influencing each other over time.  

 

Considering the question ‘what is social enterprise?’ and analysing this against a 

structuration theory framework from the perspectives of the different stakeholders 
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considered in this study, the findings indicate different constructions of social 

enterprise. For politicians, social enterprise is a model that can be proposed and 

promoted, with the potential to achieve service delivery more cheaply. It can be 

promoted on the basis of its social capital building potential, opportunities to build 

skills, and its moral onus to be social. Thus, community engagement and 

community empowerment are now embedded phrases that society generally accepts 

as a good thing. If politicians can associate these with social enterprise then they 

can build confidence and trust towards social enterprises. Consequently, ‘social 

enterprise’ is part of a tool-box being used to build a new order in which the role of 

state (in terms of service provision and addressing social challenges) is minimised. 

Social enterprises which are promoted as organisations that are able to appropriately 

address local needs represent an opportunity for the state to reduce dependence on 

public services while building social capital and empowering people to co-produce 

services.  

 

For service providers, a social enterprise is an organisation that has the potential to 

co-produce services. This means that, for this group of agents, social enterprises 

simultaneously present opportunities and threats, the latter being that social 

enterprise requires new attitudes and change within a traditional (conservative) 

structure. For instance, in the case of health service providers,  a social enterprise 

service may not fit with current patient safety regulations, leaving providers to 

wonder how they will retain governance. Social enterprises, which promote flexible 

and democratic approaches, could enforce changes in the field of service provision 

and these are not always desired by those currently providing services. This lack of 

support is caused, in one way, by uncertainty as to whether social enterprises can 

provide good quality services and, on the other hand, by the threat of replacing 

existing services with new ones delivered externally. Thus, service providers could 

view social enterprises as organisations that bring an unwanted change or that 

represent a model they would need to implement that would come with significant 

organisational, human and compliance barriers.   

 

For social entrepreneurs, a social enterprise represents an exciting new 

organisational format which enables them to achieve social objectives in an 

entrepreneurial way (which is very fashionable in the current milieu due to 
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emphases on recapturing the social and focusing on the environment). Being 

entrepreneurial, they recognise it as a way of gaining government funding. Being a 

social entrepreneur is currently fashionable – social entrepreneurs tend to be 

portrayed as altruistic ‘community saviours’. Thus, to social entrepreneurs, a social 

enterprise is a way to run an interesting type of business, gain community buy-in, 

and obtain resources.  

 

Finally, for social enterprise managers, social enterprise employees and volunteers, 

a social enterprise provides a way to interact with each other in order to create a 

sustainable support to local communities; more precisely, however, for workers, it is 

a place to find salaried employment and for volunteers to acquire new skills, meet 

people and feel like being a part of a community. Hence, social enterprise is a 

method of bringing mutual benefits at both a personal and community level. 

 

These diverse pictures of social enterprise may arise from having taken a ‘snapshot’ 

of what people think of social enterprise now (or more precisely, at the time when 

the study was undertaken, which was when the concept was just being introduced in 

policy and practice). It is worth noting that utilising structuration theory adds an 

‘over-layering’ dimension in relation to understanding what a social enterprise is - 

i.e. structuration theory reveals the relationship between agents, structure and the 

production of social enterprise, indicating that the agents have different interests, 

drivers, roles and impacts on how the structure might change; different agents 

perceive social enterprise from a different perspective discovering its multiple 

dimensions. Thus, this finding contradicts with the picture gained from the 

literature, which presents a relatively ‘homogenous image’ of social enterprise (i.e. 

as a social business) and the more comprehensive view presented through the study 

findings.  

 

Research Questions 2&3: What are the promoters and barriers to developing 

social enterprises? 

Considering the existing literature  

Although the academic literature enthusiastically describes the concept of social 

enterprise, it says little about practical issues affecting social enterprise 

establishment, growth and sustainability (i.e. how social enterprises operate and 
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their processes of development). There is no comprehensive academic analysis of 

promoters and barriers of social enterprise. For instance, a number of authors (e.g. 

Pearce, 2003; Kay, 2003; Seddon et al. 2004; Birch and Whittam, 2008; Hudson, 

2005; Haugh and Kitson 2007; Teasdale, 2010; Nicholls, 2010) present the model of 

social enterprise indicating its ability to sustainably tackle social issues; this, in a 

way, promotes social enterprise as it helps to build an understanding about this form 

of business. However, it does not list practical promoters facilitating its growth. In a 

similar way, some authors (Hudson; 2005; Haugh and Kitson, 2007; Peattie and 

Morley, 2008; Teasdale, 2010; Arthur et al., 2003; Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 

2005) identify factors which might be perceived as barriers or obstacles to  social 

enterprise development, e.g. measuring social enterprise added value is problematic 

(as such it is difficult to prove their positive outcomes to potential funders); there is 

a lack of realistic assessment of financial costs of services provided by social 

enterprises and lack of a constructive partnership and public commitment (this can 

lead to financial difficulties). These, however, do not provide a complete 

examination of factors hindering social enterprise establishment and its further 

growth.    

 

Considering UK government policy  

British governments’ social enterprise policy is orientated around the promotion of 

social enterprises. Policy documents aim to facilitate social enterprises; for instance, 

the publication ‘Private Action, Public Benefit’ Cabinet Office (2002) identified a 

gap in the range of legal forms available to social enterprises, stressing that ‘there 

are no corporate forms design for charities. Those available to social enterprises 

are also not well suited to their needs: they lack adequate protection of assets and a 

strong brand, and create difficulties in raising finance’(Cabinet Office, 2002:49). 

This led to creation of a Community Interest Company (Cabinet Office, 2007a, DTI, 

2005a).  The DTI (2002) suggests that social enterprises should generate at least 

50% of their funding through trade; at the same time, however, it states that: ‘for 

some [social enterprises] the social cost of their business will always be too great to 

permit the business to generate sufficient surpluses unless that cost is paid for, at 

least in part, by some other means’. Hence, a need to create financial support for 

social enterprise has been recognised and addressed: ‘The Office of the Third Sector 

will make available up to £10 million for investment in social enterprises ... The 
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Office of the Third Sector and the DTI’s Small Business Service will roll out further 

financial awareness training for social enterprises, working with the regional 

development agencies and the social enterprise sector’ (OTS 2006:5). The 

UKgovernment decided to increase ‘the amount of finance available to social 

enterprises, by supporting the establishment of the £125 million Futurebuilders 

fund, managed by Futurebuilders England’ (OTS, 2006:22). In Scotland financial 

support has been ‘... implemented through the Futurebuilders Scotland Programme, 

which is providing £17 million of direct investment into social economy 

organisations supplemented by a £1 million support programme (OTS, 2006:69).   

 

Promotion of social enterprise was enabled through ‘helping to raise the profile of 

social enterprise, funding the establishment of the Social Enterprise Coalition, and, 

together with Enterprise Insight and the Social Enterprise Coalition, organising 

Social Enterprise Day’ (OTS, 2006:22). In Scotland an equivalent was established 

and Scottish Executives (2007a:15) noted that ‘the Scottish Social Enterprise 

Coalition provides a national voice for many of these organisations, and others 

interested in the development of social enterprise’ arguing that the organisation was 

created to ’represent the needs and views of social enterprise in Scotland; promote 

the values and benefits of social enterprise as widely as possible; and develop 

thinking about social enterprise’. ‘The government economic strategy’ (Scottish 

Government, 2007b:38) included actions to ‘support social enterprise, as part of 

investment in an enterprising third sector, ensuring the provision of start-up 

assistance and encouraging efforts to provide supported employment as an early 

step for those furthest from the labour market.’ An intention to develop social 

enterprise networks in Scotland has been expressed: ‘We will continue to support 

the Scottish Social Enterprise Coalition to hold S2S, Scotland’s annual social 

enterprise trade fair. This event encourages trading between social enterprises as 

well as greater co-operation between organisations. We will also support local 

events that promote inter-trading between third sector organisations that could link 

with the local ‘meet the buyer’ events, as well as other activities that encourage 

wider networking and collaboration ... We will continue to support the Senscot 

Social Enterprise Networks, ensuring that they operate as a forum to encourage 

learning and collaboration amongst social enterprises. The potential outcomes from 

increased networking include the formation of consortia as well as the wider 
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benefits of learning from the practical experience of others ... We will ensure the 

criteria of the Scottish Investment Fund and the Third Sector Enterprise Fund are 

supportive to the development of collaborative ventures where this enhances the 

capability and capacity of the sector (Scottish Government, 2008b:9).  

 

More recent national policy documents express politicians’ commitment by 

declaring that: ‘We will use the state to help stimulate social action, helping social 

enterprises to deliver public services and training new community organisers to 

help achieve our ambition of every adult citizen being a member of an active 

neighbourhood group. We will direct funding to those groups that strengthen 

communities in deprived areas (p.37)… We will work with local authorities to 

promote the delivery of public services by social enterprises (p.38) …. To stimulate 

social action further, we will: … develop a measure of well-being that encapsulates 

the social value of state action’ (The Conservative Party, 2010a:37-38). Also, 

further financial support has been acknowledged: ‘We will create an independent 

Big Society Bank, funded from unclaimed bank assets, which will leverage private 

sector investment to provide hundreds of millions of pounds of new finance for 

neighbourhood groups, charities, social enterprises and other non-governmental 

bodies’ (The Conservative Party, 2010b:2). 

 

As shown, current UK policies aim to support social enterprise development. 

However, lack of effective actions addressing some social enterprise barriers 

identified in Social Enterprise: A Strategy for Success (DTI, 2002) and Better 

business - A strategy and action plan for social enterprise in Scotland (Scottish 

Executive, 2007a) must be noted. For instance, these documents recognised that 

social enterprises face challenges related to poor understanding of the concept, as 

well as poor business and financial support; the hesitance of voluntary organisations 

to move from reliance on grants towards greater self-sufficiency, and a lack of 

interest in viewing social enterprises as a valid career option; and difficulties in 

identifying added value and an ability to present social enterprises as valid 

businesses to policymakers, financiers and business support providers (DTI, 2002; 

Scottish Executives, 2007a). Interestingly, despite governments’ efforts, the barriers 

identified nearly a decade ago (DTI, 2002), still have not been overcome. This 
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questions governments’ willingness or ability to address challenges faced by social 

enterprise.  

 

Summary of empirical findings   

The study identified the following social enterprise promoters: 

- increasing popularity of social enterprise – this leads to a better understanding 

and, therefore, acceptance of the social enterprise concept; 

- social, economic, environmental and added value contributions encourage 

individuals, communities and the state to promote social enterprise, e.g. social 

entrepreneurs create social enterprises, communities engage in social enterprise 

activities and the state creates policies facilitating social enterprise growth; 

- to succeed, social enterprises need both bottom-up (e.g. volunteer support, 

employment of capable staff) and top-down (e.g. accessible and fair public 

procurement and coherent social enterprises policies) support; 

- although not always sufficient, financial and business support was seen as being 

helpful in social enterprise development; as such, further development in this 

area is essential; 

- social enterprise networking and collaboration with the public, private and other 

third sector organisations brings opportunities for business development, e.g. 

public contracts may become a main source of income; 

- increasing knowledge of how to run a social enterprise, e.g. successful 

examples of self-sustaining and well-prospering social enterprise, are used as 

case studies.   

The study identified the following social enterprise barriers: 

- misunderstanding of the concept, e.g. social enterprise is frequently seen as a 

way of transferring the state’s responsibilities to communities. The assumption 

that citizens are willing to co-produce services (in policy papers often presented 

under cosy words such as ‘collaboration’) is mistaken; 

- lack of sufficient financial support, e.g. a need for start-up and ongoing funds to 

subsidise social enterprise activities; 
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- hesitancy (and sometimes inappropriateness) of voluntary organisations to 

become more ‘business-like’ (e.g. the ethos of voluntary organisations might not 

be familiar with a business approach);  

- the low skills of those involved in social enterprise activities, i.e. due to social 

enterprise characteristics (e.g. employment of those disabled or unskilled), 

productivity and efficiency of social enterprises is low and this, in turn, leads to 

poor financial results; 

- lack of business skills and an entrepreneurial approach among those running 

social enterprises, e.g. social enterprises have problems attracting a sufficient 

number of experienced business people; 

- lack of appropriate business support tailored to a social enterprise needs, e.g. 

policies indicate that communities should become more entrepreneurial but this 

is not supported by ‘mentoring-type’ support; 

- cultural issues, e.g. elements of dependency culture are evident (this, although 

not a positive thing, requires long term interventions rather than creating 

‘empty’ policy statements relating to civil society); 

- inconsistent policy, e.g. a lack of coherence between national and local 

government levels (this may be a reason why some barriers to social enterprise 

growth have been identified in policy documents but not addressed and 

resolved); 

- procurement process issues, e.g. complex procurement processes discourage 

social enterprises to bid for public contracts; the study identified underpaid 

contracts that make social enterprises fragile (this justifies the concerns 

expressed that social enterprises are viewed as a cheap way of service delivery).  

Looking through the lens of structuration theory  

Looking through the lens of structuration theory enabled critical analysis of how 

structure and agency co-construct and facilitate or hinder social enterprise 

development. A consideration of the promoters and barriers through structuration 

theory shed new light on the promoters and barriers, how they occur, how different 

agents produce them or attempt to address them. To overcome social enterprise 
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barriers and strengthen its promoters, changes need to occur in both structure and 

the application of agency.  

The agents in this study mainly did not intend to create social enterprise barriers; 

rather, they tried to address them. The findings identified that barriers to social 

enterprise development influence how agents act and that different agents address 

different structural barriers in different ways. Similarly, different agents promote 

social enterprises differently; this is because they play different roles and differently 

exert their power.  

Politicians have instrumentality over policy directions and thus have the potential to 

address barriers by implementing changes in policy (e.g. governments’ policies 

support social enterprise development). Social entrepreneurs possess ‘moral power’ 

that has the potential to persuade people to use or develop social enterprises (e.g. 

they engage people in social enterprise which activates a change in the perception of 

the ‘traditional’ business). It is proposed that both of these groups of agents want to 

change the way the rules, resources, and social relationships (tenets of structuration 

theory) are produced and reproduced in social interaction. Social enterprise 

managers/employees and volunteers are important in shaping the social system in 

practice, through practice and through their reproducing of practice; their potential 

to practice is clearly significantly influenced by activities of social entrepreneurs 

and politicians/policymakers in furthering the idea of social enterprise as achievable 

and as a provision mechanism for services. The service providers were agents who, 

at the time of the study, remained fairly passive, observing changes in structure, but 

waiting for a ‘tipping point’ that would force them to commit to expensive and 

problematical change.  

Thus, the extent of social enterprise support varies from one group of agents to 

others depending upon their power, resources, the ‘rules’ they follow and their 

interaction with social systems. This presents a complexity of structure and co-

dependence of agency; for instance, policymakers are not able to succeed and 

popularise the concept of social enterprise without obtaining support from other 

agents (they can help to achieve this by changing policy). On the other hand, other 

agents need policymakers to facilitate their actions (for example, social 

entrepreneurs want politicians to promote and legitimise their sector). As change 
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proceeds, agents cannot forecast the precise shape of the future structure – they may 

not even know what they ‘want it to look like’ (however, they may attempt to 

influence it). Summarising, looking at promoters and barriers through structuration 

theory lens has added another dimension of findings generating better understanding 

of social enterprise promoters and barriers, i.e. structuration theory enabled the 

study to show how social enterprise promoters and barriers are perceived and 

addressed by different agents. In addition, it pictured the complexities of structure 

and its outputs, suggesting that social enterprise promoters and barriers are a result 

of the action and interaction of many structural forces. Identifying those forces may 

help to address social enterprise barriers and, potentially, create better support for 

social enterprise.  

Research Questions 4&5: How do remote and rural settings influence social 

enterprise activities? Can social enterprise play a role in health and care service 

delivery? 

The study considered contextual factors including promoters and barriers to remote 

and rural social enterprise (i.e. in the geographical context) and promoters and 

barriers to social enterprise in health and care service provision (i.e. in the 

conceptual area). These questions are discussed together as they both present 

specific contexts.  

 

Considering the existing literature  

The literature describing promoters and barriers of rural social enterprise is 

underdeveloped and the limited extent of existing writings within this theme can be 

noted (Clark et al., 2007; Zografos, 2007). In relation to remote and rural 

communities, academic papers tend to focus on the wider third sector organisations 

including charities, voluntary organisations and local community initiatives; these 

often relate to, for example, rural governance, community empowerment, 

regeneration, difficulties with providing public services, and not directly to 

challenges associated with setting up and running social enterprises in the rural 

context. As such, this study makes a contribution to knowledge about remote and 

rural social enterprise.  
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The literature does recognise some promoters and barriers linked to development of 

social enterprises in health and care service provision. For instance, as social 

enterprises generate social capital and engage those who may be isolated and 

disadvantaged (McCray and Ward, 2009), these organisations are likely to be 

supported and promoted. However, the literature also identifies difficulties in 

developing social enterprises in health and care service provision. These include: 

tensions for public sector professionals that relate to changing organisational culture 

and instilling a commercial focus, and being innovative and adaptive (Walsham et 

al. 2008; Borins, 2002; Boyett, 1997) – these require new skills including financial 

accounting, business planning, advanced networking and enhanced collaborative 

skills (Regine and Lewin, 2000). In addition, social enterprises may not offer the 

same retirement pension and employment rights as the sector norms and, as such, 

may not be supported by health workers (Harris, 2007). Thus, hesitancy from 

current health and care service providers may be perceived as a barrier to the growth 

of social enterprise organisations in the health and care sector. To develop, social 

enterprises need buy-in and support from service user stakeholders in communities 

(McCray and Ward, 2009); this support is not guaranteed. In addition, health and 

care social enterprises tend to be small and may not be able to utilise economies of 

scale (Meier and Hill, 2007; McCray and Ward, 2009). Consequently, costs per 

capita associated with running a service through small-sized social enterprises may 

be prohibitively high – this can lead to lack of interest in developing social 

enterprises in the field of health and care provision.   

 

 

Considering UK government policy  

Although UK and Scottish policies acknowledge an increasing role of social 

enterprise in the contemporary economy, they rarely conduct studies or analyses 

that focus specifically on the rural context. Despite the fact that ‘rural social 

enterprises are a particular feature in Scotland delivering important services in 

remote communities, with 35 per cent of Scottish social enterprises being rural 

based’ (Scottish Executives, 2007a:11-12), there are no policies which specifically 

address the issues relevant to remote and rural social enterprises, thus implying that, 

at policy level, the Scottish Government is of the opinion that there is no difference 

between setting up social enterprises in either urban or rural areas, hence it issues 



256 

 

more general statements such as ‘we will work with the Scottish Social Enterprise 

Coalition (SSEC) and the EQUAL Partnership to produce a marketing strategy and 

campaign for social enterprise in rural and urban Scotland’ (Scottish Executives, 

2007a:19) or ‘the Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) Network, which covers 

the northern, mainly rural, half of Scotland, deals with the wider social economy’ 

(Scottish Executives, 2007a:45). There is, however, a lack of policy identifying and 

supporting the unique needs of peripheral areas and remote and rural social 

enterprise.  

 

In health and care service provision, English policies promote the development of 

social enterprises. For instance, in 2006 the Department of Health in England 

established the Social Enterprise Pathfinder Programme to better understand social 

enterprise in health and social care, declaring support for social enterprises in the 

field: ‘We will establish a Social Enterprise Unit within the Department of Health to 

co-ordinate our policy on social enterprise ...  and ensure that a network of support 

is put in place to encourage the wider use of social enterprise models in health and 

social care. The Department of Health will also establish a fund from April 2007 to 

provide advice to social entrepreneurs who want to develop new models to deliver 

health and social care services’ (DH 2006b:176). The NHS offered support 

‘allowing new providers, including social enterprises ...  to offer services to 

registered patients alongside traditional general practice’ (2006b:58). 

Subsequently, in 2007, in order to help to develop collaboration between the NHS 

and the social enterprise sector, ‘Welcoming social enterprise into health and social 

care’ was produced (DH, 2007). Soon afterwards, it was announced that ‘the 

journey of setting NHS organisations free from central direction began ...  the NHS 

is exploring new approaches such as ...  social enterprises’ (DH, 2008a:62), and 

that ‘a strong emphasis on partnership working between PCTs, local authorities 

and other partners ... including social enterprise’ would be placed (DH, 2008a:83). 

The NHS in England also informed: ‘We will support the NHS in making local 

decisions on the governance and organisational models that best underpin vibrant, 

high-quality community services. Staff will have the right to request setting up 

social enterprises. Staff who transfer to new social enterprise organisations will 

continue to benefit from the NHS Pension Scheme’ (DH, 2008b:10). 
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Policy regarding social enterprise in health care in Scotland is less clear and, 

although general claims are made that also in Scotland social enterprises are 

welcome to deliver health-related services (SSEC, 2009), less encouragement and 

assistance is offered to the social enterprise sector. This lack of explicit 

encouragement could be perceived as a barrier in regard to a sector that is generally 

regarded as very conservative with regard to change and innovation.  

 

Summary of empirical findings   

The study findings revealed that remote and rural settings, usually perceived as 

antagonistic and harsh areas in which to conduct traditional business, offer some 

benefits on which social enterprises might draw. These include:  

- market context, i.e. small numbers of clients sparsely located deter 

commercial enterprise and present difficulties for public sector providers, 

leaving market gaps for needed services; these can be provided by social 

enterprises which do not have to face strong competitors; 

- a culture of self-help, e.g. social enterprise resonates well with the rural 

population’s tendency to problem-solving and a willingness to help each 

other out. Service availability in remote areas tends to be less adequate than 

in urban areas. Although this is not itself positive, it engenders rural attitudes 

of independence and a willingness to work together to respond to a 

challenge; 

- support from local communities which quickly recognise the establishment 

of a new organisation and appreciate the new service/product provider (this, 

in fact, relates to a lack of, or a sufficient level of, services that social 

enterprises target);  

- the relatively small size of a social enterprise (which frequently stays small 

due to a low number of customers) means that the organisation remains 

flexible and is capable of quickly adapting to or introducing changes and/or 

innovation.  

 

Barriers to rural social enterprise include:  

- challenges of geography, i.e. contextual factors associated with rural areas 

such as transport and staff travel costs have a negative impact on rural social 
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enterprise development. Also, finding skilled employees willing to travel 

long distances to work is difficult (a lack of experienced and capable 

employees hinders social enterprise growth); 

- market size - a small market makes it difficult to develop a viable business, 

even a social enterprise, i.e. it is challenging to establish any long-term 

sustainability of business. Due to low demand and the small customer base, 

development opportunities are limited. Also, setting up an enterprise in a 

rural area can be difficult as entrepreneurs must be careful to avoid 

adversely affecting other neighbouring businesses; 

- insufficient support in rural areas – long distances make it difficult for rural 

social enterprises to access help and to build collaborations and networks. 

Lack of tailored support is evident. In addition, a shortage of financial 

support (which in fact should be enhanced due to contextual factors, i.e. the 

high cost of running a social enterprise and the importance of rural social 

enterprises providing services that may be otherwise lacking) was identified. 

Aspects of the rural context were often noted as being simultaneously opportunities 

and threats, specifically, the market context and the embedded nature of business 

relations, the latter implying that, if a niche can be found, an enterprise might meet 

with considerable supportive resources. Evidence of a strong ethos of solidarity was 

found, with examples given of high engagement in informal and formal help-giving. 

The only issue of rural embeddedness that did arise related to the development of a 

unique business idea that did not threaten neighbouring businesses. The study has 

shown that empowerment is really happening from within communities but that this 

needs to be more widely recognised. Findings indicate that social enterprise might 

have a particular niche in the rural context. Thus, it may be that rural areas would 

benefit from specific and targeted social enterprise policy initiatives that would help 

to address service deficits. The evidence suggests in order to flourish, a rural social 

enterprise needs specifically rural sources of finance and advice. 

 

The factors that promote development of social enterprise in health and care service 

delivery consist of: 

- the ability to provide complementarity to NHS services including 

preventative health and care services, e.g. maintaining the population’s 
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general health, provision of assistance in self-management of long term 

conditions;  

- provision of ‘low level’ health-related services that do not require highly 

qualified staff, e.g. caring for or assisting older people and those disabled, 

isolated or vulnerable, helping them to live independently; 

- the ability to provide flexible, efficient and patient-friendly services, 

engaging people in service co-production;  

- successful examples of efficient collaboration between social enterprise and 

the NHS; 

- the necessity to find new and innovative ways of producing health and care 

services which are facing demographic challenges and budgetary pressures.  

 

There are, however, factors that might hinder the growth of social enterprises in the 

field of health and care service provision. These include: 

- lack of cohesive policy direction across health boards, which delays social 

enterprises in achieving their full potential and may place them in a 

peripheral position of health and care delivery; 

- lack of a joined-up strategy between the NHS and local authorities, and the 

bureaucratic structures of these organisations which may hinder their co-

operation with social enterprises; 

- lack of patterns, norms and roles facilitating collaboration between potential 

new service providers, i.e. social enterprises and the NHS; 

- hesitancy on the part of current service providers who, for example, perceive 

social enterprises as competition, thus threatening their staffs’ continued 

employment;  

- hesitancy from service users who might perceive the introduction of social 

enterprises as being an initial stage of NHS privatisation;  

- lack of social enterprise experience in providing health and care services 

and, therefore, concerns about the quality of service provision;  

- lack of community readiness to co-produce services. 

 

Growing social enterprise in the field of health and care service provision requires a 

realistic and positive approach from local people as well as by policymakers. Given 

the current political climate, communities may indeed need to embrace social 
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enterprise, as the co-production of services might become the most likely way to 

achieve adequate service provision. Conversely, politicians should understand that 

informal help (associated often with the third sector) cannot be easily formalised 

and time is needed to create a culture of co-production. 

 

Looking through the lens of structuration theory  

The remote and rural context and the field of health and care service provision 

presented microstructures which expose social enterprises to different structural 

factors; these create specific promoters and barriers which are different to promoters 

and barriers found in a ‘general’ structure.  

The study identified that rural microstructure is largely influenced by geographical 

conditions and their consequences, e.g. transport issues, sparsely populated areas 

with a limited number of potential experienced employees, community 

cohesion/collaboration and ‘traditional’ dependence on community support and 

help-giving. Structural factors associated with remote and rural areas might be 

difficult or even impossible to ‘modify’. However, the study shows how, for 

example, social systems tend to adapt to the local environment. Thus, rather than 

attempting to change the structure, the study findings (looking through structuration 

theory lens) highlight the ‘adaptive’ capability of agents who need to understand 

micro-structural forces and co-construct with them. This means that barriers to 

remote and rural social enterprise development require a unique ‘adaptive approach’ 

enabling social enterprise to work alongside the structural challenges. Also, remote 

and rural characteristics present unique promoters which should be harnessed for 

social enterprise to succeed.   

In relation to health and care social enterprises, the structure presents a number of 

specific rules, resources and social systems creating promoters and barriers to 

development of those organisations. The study found conducive elements of 

structure suggesting that, if supported, social enterprise could facilitate delivery of 

health and care services, e.g. through collaborative and innovative service provision. 

However, it also identified a number of non-conducive structural elements 

hindering growth of social enterprise in health and care service provision, e.g. 

cultural aspects of moral and procedural rules, legitimation, domination, human and 
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non-human resources. Findings suggest that structure in this particular context has 

the capacity to re-shape, e.g. culture, over time, might change. Thus, barriers to 

social enterprise in health and care service provision might be removed, which 

suggests that agents in this microstructure might attempt to change the structure 

rather than adapting to it.   

These issues raise the point that there are specific rules in different contexts. For 

instance, in the case of this study, geographical context imposes ‘adaptive capacity’ 

on agents. On the other hand, the investigated conceptual context encourages agents 

to influence structure by reshaping it. Hence, the way that agents act depends on a 

particular context in which he/she is immersed, e.g. remote and rural areas 

(geographical context) imply high costs of running a business and this issue cannot 

be easily overcome; instead, those living in remote and rural locations might draw 

on local characteristics and modify their behaviour in order to function well. Those 

working in health and care service provision (conceptual context), however, need to 

be convinced that social enterprise can bring benefits to both the NHS and wider 

communities (thus there is a need to change structural features).  

Research Question 6: What is the role of social entrepreneurs?  

Considering the existing literature  

The literature describes how social entrepreneurs might be perceived as a ‘type’ of 

entrepreneur (Dees, 1998), in many ways comparable to commercial entrepreneurs, 

but with different business motivations and spheres of operation. A social 

entrepreneur is motivated to address social problems using techniques from 

business; he/she looks for new and better means for delivering social value (Dees et 

al., 2001; Bornstein, 2004). Social entrepreneurs are said to engage in 

entrepreneurial activity that contributes to social capacity-building, with economic 

development as an adjunct rather than a primary focus (Austin et al., 2006). They 

work towards a merged value proposition that blurs the traditional view that the 

creation of economic value is separate from its social equivalent. The role of social 

entrepreneurs is to create social impact, not only as a result of an operational 

process, but also as a part of the process, i.e. they look for opportunities to add 

social impact throughout their entire value chain (Nicholls, 2006, 2008).  
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Social entrepreneurs develop networks to pool resources, build and strengthen their 

own venture, and to deliver impact and create social value (Dennis, 2000; BarNir 

and Smith, 2002). A social entrepreneur might be characterised, simplistically, as 

one who establishes a social enterprise; social enterprises would not exist without 

entrepreneurial people with social objectives in mind (Dees et al., 2001; Nicholls, 

2006, 2008; Peredo and McLean, 2006; Sharir and Lerner, 2006). Thus, the role of 

social entrepreneurs is to set up social enterprises; in community development terms 

they might be described as community leaders who initiate and ‘make things 

happen’ (Pearce, 2003).  

 

Considering UK government policy  

Although UK and Scottish policies rarely mention social entrepreneurs, they have 

been defined in policy ‘as ‘innovative individuals who start businesses that meet 

social or environmental needs’ (Scottish Government, 2008b:1). Policies have 

identified social entrepreneurs as ‘driven by their desire to change society for the 

better’ (OTS 2006:14) or as those who ‘deliver a specific public service’ in a 

different way to existing service providers (Scottish Executive, 2007a:10). 

Acknowledging their role, a need ‘to encourage and develop ... social entrepreneurs 

– people who identify business solutions to social problems’ was noted (Scottish 

Government, 2008b:15).  

 

The Enterprising Third Sector Action Plan recognised the importance of social 

entrepreneurs offering ‘start-up funding for the best social entrepreneurs. This 

funding will be attached to access to business support and training, in order to give 

our new social entrepreneurs the best chance of success’ (Scottish Government, 

2008b:15). It was noted that ‘key to nurturing a new generation of social 

entrepreneurs is increasing young people’s understanding of the social enterprise 

business model as a way to channel their creativity and motivation to make a 

difference’ (OTS 2007:3). Thus social entrepreneurs have been characterised as 

people who have a positive (social) impact on communities and help the state to 

deliver services.  
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Summary of empirical findings   

A social entrepreneur is a visionary who makes things happen, takes things forward 

and who builds social capital within his/her community. For instance, interviewed 

social entrepreneurs were able to find market opportunities and work hard to 

achieve their goals. Often, they possessed a vision and turned it into a reality despite 

a lack of external support and faith in a particular idea. Social entrepreneurs work 

with communities and for communities, and involve local people in order to solve 

community problems. They are protective about their locality, the geographical 

community or community of interest. Their role is to improve the lives of others 

and, as such, influence their local context. Social entrepreneurs are the driving force 

of a social enterprise organisation; they generate new business ideas and utilise 

these to fulfil social objectives. Social entrepreneurs mentor and create ‘the next 

generation’ of ‘new’ social entrepreneurs and, as such, make people more receptive 

to the idea of social enterprise.  

Social entrepreneurs are committed and motivated people who invest their time and 

effort in making their ideas and their organisations work. They use skills and 

resources that are available in the environment. Some social entrepreneurs help to 

develop a social enterprise and once it is established, they move on and aim to 

create another socially orientated business. Thus, their role could be perceived as an 

‘enabler’ or ‘catalyst’ in social enterprise development.      

Exploring the role of social entrepreneurs, the study considered whether they really 

are ‘entrepreneurs’ or if they are simply individuals motivated to meet social 

objectives to achieve social change. The findings suggest that social entrepreneurs 

should be classified as entrepreneurs as they possess significant entrepreneurial 

characteristics. They differ from commercial entrepreneurs, however, because they 

have a different mission and distinctive spheres of operation. Social entrepreneurs 

tend to be driven people who want to create a better world by helping needy people.  

They use entrepreneurial activity to do this. So, they utilise their entrepreneurial 

skills and knowledge to bring social innovation. 

 

The findings show that opportunities are individually idiosyncratic 

conceptualizations of the social and economic environment and they take form as 
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the social entrepreneur defines them. When it comes to venture creation, social 

entrepreneurs may appear to be ‘irrational’ if viewed by business rules. They may 

establish a business in spite of, or because of, an inhospitable environment, where 

the private sector does not want to invest as it would not be profitable, and where 

the public sector will not invest as it is too costly. The decision framework about 

venture creation is rooted in their missions. 

 

Social entrepreneurs are embedded in a social context and are influenced by their 

environment – their approach is a response to the context. The context affects the 

norms of risk-taking for the social entrepreneur who may be constrained because of 

exposure in a public and local community context. The study suggests that social 

entrepreneurs will take risks as long as they have financial assets and the risks fall 

within that which would be acceptable to the environment (e.g. one social 

entrepreneur described his successful and unsuccessful business ventures, 

identifying all of them as being a good lesson for the future).  In this study, social 

entrepreneurs were generally innovative in couching an accepted idea or model in 

social terms. The outcome of their activity is innovative in bringing social 

innovation and benefits. The mission, not the action per se, may be the innovation. 

 

Looking through the lens of structuration theory  

The contextual environment shapes social entrepreneurs and breeds their passion for 

addressing social issues (i.e. several social entrepreneurs had become socially aware 

because of their personal experience and/or past events that happened in their family 

or their community; hence, their motivation arises from their beliefs and 

experiences). Thus, structuration theory is helpful in providing an analytical 

framework for considering the emergence of the social entrepreneurs. The structure 

enables and constrains the social entrepreneur and the structure shapes 

entrepreneurs’ thoughts and perceptions of the external world. The environment 

from which entrepreneurs emerge shapes the types of enterprises they form, while 

their approaches and competitive instincts to succeed and ‘make a profit’ remain the 

same. The macro structure encourages development of social enterprises, while the 

micro structure provides specific incentives; those incentives and the inner 

experience of social entrepreneurs shape what their initiatives look like. This means 

that social entrepreneurs emerge and are shaped by the structure. 
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However, social entrepreneurs also have a distinctive role in shaping the structure. 

The study indicated that social entrepreneurs deliberately influence some of the 

rules, resources and social relationships which are produced and reproduced in 

social interaction, e.g. social entrepreneurs purposively set up social enterprises 

aiming to support a selected group of people; in order to achieve this they utilise 

available resources, engage people, develop networks and ultimately, change the 

lives of individuals. Their actions may also bring unintentional effects, e.g. a 

perception that social enterprises deliver cheap services (thus social entrepreneurs 

are not able to predict all of the outcomes of their deliberate action, i.e. the structure 

can be formed, but its final shape depends upon the interplay of many structural 

factors). To achieve social objectives, social entrepreneurs perform action utilising 

their entrepreneurial skills (human resources); their action brings them an individual 

satisfaction and facilitates a societal change (moral rules). Social entrepreneurs 

change a conventional perception of social enterprises (procedural rule) and have an 

impact on the social system, e.g. social enterprises are popularised and supported 

(legitimation) and as the number of successful social enterprises grows, the sector 

becomes more influential (domination). Thus, looking through the structuration 

theory lens, the role of social entrepreneurs is to influence structure and re-shape it 

in order to create an environment in which social enterprises can thrive.  

 

6.3 CONTRIBUTION OF THE RESEARCH  

 
Re social enterprise 

Social enterprise is a multiply constructed phenomenon from several perspectives. 

Firstly, this is because many types of organisation may be viewed as social 

enterprises; this is conveyed in the current literature, but is also reflected in the 

study’s empirical findings, where different types of enterprises were regarded as 

social enterprises and those describing them were sometimes keen to define and 

describe their organisations as social enterprises and sometimes not. The multiple 

construction phenomenon seems to reside in: a) the relatively early state of 

understanding of the topic/concept; b) the idea that social enterprise is a term that 

defines organisational ethos rather than precise type (organisations with social aims, 

but that use varying degrees of business ethos to drive, guide, manage and fund 
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them). The dichotomy between descriptions of social enterprise in the literature and 

in policy seems to reside in the concentration of study being within the academic 

business literature at the time this study was conducted, whilst it was emergent 

policy that was promoting social enterprise and thus critical research analyses of 

social enterprise from different perspectives were relatively limited. Using 

structuration theory added to knowledge about social enterprise as it showed how it 

is differently constructed and driven by different types of agents; for example, a 

majority of politicians seek to promote it, while a majority of volunteers and 

workers accept it as a new source of work with a worthy moral foundation. 

 

This study has added new knowledge around promoters and barriers to social 

enterprise, considering this from both a ‘big picture’ philosophical perspective and a 

practical one that could provide information to help those developing social 

enterprises. There is little in the existing literature that considers promoters and 

barriers both to development of the social enterprise sector and to individual 

enterprises. This study has shown that, while policymakers are keen to provide 

rhetoric in supporting the development of social enterprise, they have not followed 

up by introducing sufficient practical measures in the realms of financing and 

facilitating public sector procurement. Thus, while the development of social 

enterprise has been promoted and some people have eagerly embraced it, on a 

practical basis it has been difficult to establish and sustain social enterprises due to a 

lack of supporting infrastructural policies and support mechanisms.  The study has 

added to the existing body of knowledge by highlighting the very practical issues 

which must be overcome by social enterprises, for example around attracting 

volunteers and sufficiently highly skilled and knowledgeable workers. 

 

Specifically, the study has added knowledge regarding a niche arena of social 

enterprise action: rural areas. There are few studies of social enterprise in rural 

areas, despite the fact that there is high rural volunteering and that social enterprise 

appears to have a ‘fit’ with rural needs, in that one of its defining features is its 

capacity to provide services that match distinctive local needs and its capacity to 

adapt itself to small or diverse markets.  This study adds literature that illuminates 

the specific promoters and barriers to social enterprise in a rural context; for 

example, the need to distinguish the new enterprise from existing offerings co-exists 
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with the potential embracing of social enterprise as a provider within an 

environment where there may be no existing or alternative provider. Social 

enterprise in the health and social care sector has been heavily promoted in England, 

particularly through Department of Health initiatives, but it has been sluggish in 

Scotland due to a different (i.e. more continuing Welfarist) emphasis on service 

provision and organisation.  It can be seen that a state of indecision has prevailed 

among Scottish provider organisations (exemplified by responses of those working 

for health boards etc.) who were enthusiastic about the idea in principle, but did not 

want to commit to it for fear of lack of central political commitment. Indecision 

about social enterprise at policy level was a key feature of this study, and without 

commitment, social enterprise is unlikely to succeed, as there are many barriers to 

it. 

 

This study has confirmed the role of social entrepreneurs as distinctive, often 

‘heroic’ individuals who build on their experiences, contacts and contexts to 

develop enterprises that have a social mission. This social mission is often informed 

by past experiences of work, the entrepeneurs’ families or people with whom they 

have had interactions. It is crucially important to note that, although business 

literature highlights the importance and role of entrepreneurs, policy documents 

tend to ignore the production of social entrepreneurs. There is thus a potential 

disconnect – policymakers want more social enterprise, but they are neglecting the 

development of social entrepreneurs. Perhaps there should be more in policy around 

the development of these individuals. However, policy seems to assume that social 

enterprises can be established and run with volunteers and employees. Structuration 

theory provides a useful critical framework for understanding the distinctive role of 

social entrepreneurs as agents and how they inform the structure; in turn, the 

structure may help to produce more social entrepreneurs by popularising the 

concept.  However, without intentional policies to support more social entrepreneurs 

to develop, the ubiquitous role-out of social enterprise may be hindered. 

 

An interesting aspect of the study is that it presents different contexts of social 

enterprise development including a geographical context and a conceptual context. 

The study has identified differences between selected settings and has recognised 

that promoters and barriers of social enterprise growth vary between those settings. 
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The study is a unique one in the growing field of social enterprise literature as it 

adds another level of analysis; that is, findings consider the analytical framework of 

structuration theory. This has created a multi-dimensional picture of the findings. 

Consequently, using structuration theory has enabled an addition to the existing 

body of knowledge regarding structuration theory that exists in the literature in the 

investigated field (Mair and Marti, 2006; Sarason et al 2006; Nicholls and Cho, 

2008). For instance, the study has not only recognised the importance of 

investigated contexts but also it has looked at those contexts through the eyes of 

different agents, building a better understanding of the theme (for instance, different 

agents have different perceptions of what social enterprise is). This has not been 

carried out previously in relation to social enterprise study.  

 

The study findings are not limited to a description of promoters and barriers of 

social enterprise development. In addition, they recognise formative characteristics 

of structure (i.e. the creation of social enterprises is facilitated and, simultaneously, 

restrained by the environment in which they operate) indicating that agents are not 

only passive elements influenced by the structure; they also have a role in shaping it 

through undertaken activities (i.e. agents and structure mutually co-construct). 

Unlike other studies utilising structuration theory in the field of social 

entrepreneurship (Mair and Marti, 2006; Sarason et al 2006; Nicholls and Cho, 

2008), the findings have identified different levels of power carried by different 

group of agents. Those powers are used to influence social enterprise development. 

The study also describes the different roles of different types of agents and indicates 

suggestions regarding what needs to change in order to further develop the social 

enterprise sector in rural Scotland. Consequently, the study has provided theoretical 

and practical contributions.  

 

Theoretical implications  

Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory provided a theoretical approach to interrogate 

findings. The study demonstrated that the potential development of social 

enterprises might be considered to be determined by structure and agents. Based on 

Giddens’ (1984) theory, the study indicated how different agents are enabled and 

constrained by structure in their attempt to influence growth of social enterprises. 

Using structuration theory showed how actors take advantage of, as well being 
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restrained by, the environment in which they operate. Structuration theory enabled 

the analysis of a cross-section in the evolutionary process of an innovation.  

 

Implication for policy and practice 

The study should be of interest to policymakers who foresee the development of 

social enterprise as a sector in the provision of goods and services. The research 

findings have a number of policy implications that should be taken into account by 

when designing a social enterprise policy, by the local authorities that want social 

enterprises to grow, by public procurement officers, and by local economic 

development agencies and social enterprise support agencies, e.g. Highlands and 

Islands Social Enterprise Zone, First Port, and the Scottish Social Enterprise 

Coalition.  

 

Current policies that promote social enterprise growth are broad and aimed at 

national level. This study emphasises that when designing policies, the contextual 

factors and their effect on the creation and development of social enterprises should 

be taken into account. If governments require social enterprises to increase in 

numbers and impact, policies should be designed and tailored more directly towards 

contextual (regional or sectoral) needs and requirements. For instance, policies 

should take into account the relatively high costs of running a social enterprise in 

remote and rural areas, and offer those businesses additional financial support. 

Further, in relation to social enterprises in health and care service provision, 

national policies should provide clear leadership and united approaches across all 

health boards.   

 

The findings suggest that comprehensive policy and support from both national and 

local government is needed in order for social enterprise to succeed. Findings have 

identified a need for creating long-lasting policy and the necessity of mutual support 

at national, regional and local levels. Lack of policy direction, ambiguity and poor 

supportive structures may hinder prospective social enterprises, e.g. health-boards 

across Scotland might offer different levels of support towards social enterprises; 

thus, although generally supported in national policies, social enterprises may not 

receive support at regional level. In addition, enhanced collaboration between local 
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authorities and the NHS could bring benefits to social enterprises delivering health-

related services.  

 

Policymakers must understand that social enterprises need time to grow. The study 

has found evidence which suggests that many social enterprises do not want to be 

grant dependent as this reduces their financial flexibility. The findings indicate that 

the aim of many social enterprises in the long-term is to become self-sustaining to a 

larger extent. However, the results of the study also reveal that there are some social 

enterprises (for example those employing and supporting disabled people) that, due 

to their profile, will always rely, to some extent, on external financial support. Thus, 

if the government wants these social enterprises to exist, then they must provide the 

funding to support them. Alternatively, social enterprises that are constrained due to 

their profile, should re-design their organisational structures and link with 

commercial and profit making sub-divisions. Therefore, growing social enterprises 

requires a realistic and positive approach from local people as well as from 

policymakers.  

 

There are a number of agencies supporting social enterprises; they promote social 

enterprises, disseminate knowledge about this form of business and provide 

training. Consequently, they are important players in the nurturing of social 

enterprise generally. However, this study has identified a gap in the support offered 

to those running, or willing to run, a social enterprise. The findings suggest that 

social enterprises need a guide model of how to set up and run successful social 

businesses. People, especially in remote and rural communities, where lack of 

expertise regarding how to run a business was identified, should receive tailored 

external support including a ‘mentoring’ type of assistance. Mentors would, if 

necessary, take an active role in solving problems (for instance, dealing with 

bureaucracy, applying for funds or dealing with a procurement process).  

 

The study has identified a lack of a comprehensive social enterprise database (this, 

in fact, influenced the selection of the research methods for this study). This raises 

questions regarding the reliability of the Government’s claims relating to the size 

and impact of the sector.  
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This study also has implications for practitioners. As such, the findings present 

promoters and barriers in the field of social entrepreneurship that can be 

encountered by social entrepreneurs and others willing to set up and run social 

enterprises. An awareness of potential obstacles can help to create a successful 

strategy, overcome challenges, find solutions to potential problems, avoid crisis 

situations, and consequently, help to design and run more successful social 

enterprises.  

 

In addition, the findings emphasise contextual factors influencing the development 

of social enterprises. Those who run remote and rural social enterprises might be 

exposed to specific challenges; this study has revealed barriers associated with the 

regional and geographical locations of social enterprises. Yet, it also presents a 

number of promoters attached to rurality. Consequently, the results can inform 

practitioners, encouraging then to utilise the advantages offered by remote and rural 

areas (promoters) and avoid (where possible) potential obstacles (barriers). 

Importantly, the study has revealed the adaptive capacities of remote and rural 

agents. This means that challenges related to remote and rural settings which cannot 

be easily overcome can be addressed through an adaptation process of the 

embedded agents.  

 

The study has identified potential for developing social enterprises in health and 

care service provision. It has taken into account many factors (such as cultural, 

socio-demographical, legal, and political) indicated by interviewees. It has revealed 

a number of challenges which, if overcome, could facilitate development of social 

enterprises in health and care service provision. Here, rather than ‘adapting to 

structure’, a need to re-shape it is required e.g. policymakers might design 

integrated policies facilitating social enterprise development in the field of health 

and care service provision.  

 

6.4 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
 

The study has identified contextual factors influencing social enterprise 

development. Consequently, further studies exploring different contextual and 

geographical settings should be conducted and compared. This would be useful in 
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informing national policy as to whether it needs to be more nuanced for sectors and 

settings differentiations.  

 

Current literature presents case studies of successful social enterprises. Learning 

from failure can be equally informative in suggesting best practice. Identifying what 

should be and what should not be done when developing a social enterprise may be 

interesting and useful. Further research should investigate social enterprises that did 

not succeed, and the reasons for their failure.      

 

In relation to structuration theory, the role of agents could be further explored. For 

instance, research may look at how and why entrepreneurs take a social, rather than 

a commercial, route, how they can protect themselves from the whims of the 

political arena and public sector structures to grow and flourish and how the 

public/society responds to the growth of social enterprise as a provider of goods and 

services – that is, how agents and structure change as they mutually co-construct. 

Also, it would be interesting to explore the role factors such as age, personal 

experience and the developmental life-stage play in shaping a socially 

entrepreneurial characteristic. Can engagement in social entrepreneurship possibly 

be best understood by studying the life-situations of potential social entrepreneurs?  

 

In relation to social enterprise delivering health and care services, it would be 

interesting to identify more existing and emergent examples of collaboration 

between social enterprises and the NHS. It is necessary to explore how these 

collaborations were initiated, what kind of services are currently produced by social 

enterprises, the quality of the services and the experience of service users.    

 

Finally, it would be worth exploring the concept of socially entrepreneurial 

communities. What makes some communities embrace the concept of social 

enterprise? What is the role of socially entrepreneurial leaders in creating resilient 

communities? Can weak and less-resourced communities incorporate the concept of 

social entrepreneurship? All these issues should be investigated, as governments 

seem to neglect the role of social entrepreneurs whilst at the same time promoting 

social enterprise. As it is suggested that communities should be able to produce 

social enterprises, study evidence of how this may be achieved is needed.  
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6.5 STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF RESEARCH METHODS  

 

Strengths 

The study captured views of different groups of social enterprise stakeholders, 

allowing for broad exploration from different perspectives. Collecting data from 

fewer ‘types’ of social enterprise stakeholders might have produced one-sided 

findings; for example, politicians emphasised a need for social enterprises (and even 

the wider third sector) to be self-sustaining; practitioners (social enterprise 

managers, social entrepreneurs), on the other hand, emphasised a need for enhanced 

financial support. Thus, looking at the broader environment helped to build a more 

comprehensive understanding of the promoters and barriers associated with social 

enterprise development. Investigating different agent groups enabled appreciation of 

the processes influencing the change; as presented, four groups of agents are 

differently influenced by, and have different impact on, structure. Thus, including a 

range of social enterprise shareholders supported an analysis of structural factors 

shaping social enterprise development.   

 

Triangulation of the data (literature review, followed by interviews, followed by 

focus groups) increased the credibility and validity of the study results. Although 

the literature review enabled the construction of a schedule for data collection, the 

exact categories within the promoters and barriers emerged through conducting 

interviews and during the data analysis. This ensured accuracy of categories as they 

were not pre-set but emerged in the course of the research process. Data from 

interviews were compared with focus groups discussions; these confirmed and 

extended earlier findings. This helped the author to feel more confident that the 

findings represent an accurate reflection of how stakeholders perceive social 

enterprise and the issues around its development. 

 

Weaknesses/limitations  

The method of data collection (i.e. snowball sampling) might be considered limiting 

as it can lead to interviewing people with similar opinions because they are part of 

the same networks or hold each other in regard. At the time of the data collection, 

no robust database of social enterprises existed and thus snowball sampling was the 

best and perhaps only method of gaining a substantial sample of social enterprise 
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stakeholders. To overcome problems associated with snowball sampling, the 

investigator took care to ensure that a number of different social enterprise 

stakeholders from various backgrounds and with diversified perceptions were 

included. In addition, the study findings were tested through exposure to a number 

of social enterprise stakeholders through discussions in three focus groups, in order 

to validate the chosen topics.   

  

The number of interviewees and their location (mainly in the Scottish Highlands 

and Islands) limited the generalisability of findings beyond that region. However, 

that generalisation was not an aim of the study; rather the study set out to consider 

social enterprise development in a particular region and for a particular service 

sector. In retrospect, the timing of the study might also be regarded as both a 

challenge and an opportunity; social enterprise was only just emerging as a concept 

at the time of the study, thus knowledge was limited and people were uncertain 

about its future. Simultaneously, this is interesting as it represents a study carried at 

the base of a potential innovation ‘S’ curve.      

 

During the study, the author became immersed in the field under investigation, 

making new friends and networks in the field during the course of study. Although 

this can be viewed as a positive thing, this network development held the potential 

to influence the investigator towards regarding social enterprise in a particular way 

and could have shielded him from alternative discourses. To minimise bias and 

improve objectivity, each research stage was discussed with the study’s supervisors, 

and emergent themes from data analysis were reviewed by the supervision team.  

 

The study could be criticised for not fully exploring all aspects of structure. This, 

however, was not the aim of the study. Structuration theory was used as an 

analytical tool to re-consider collected data and generated findings, and to look at 

ways of explaining and critiquing the study findings. 

 

In a way, the author found it challenging to investigate an area that, as an emerging 

field, was dynamic and changing. Researchers try to capture the concept of social 

enterprise; there are different approaches used to investigate social enterprise issues 

and this study is one of them. Although the field under investigation could be 



275 

 

perceived as being ‘messy’ and ‘chaotic’ (which might be viewed as a limitation of 

the study), it is the role of researchers to discover, investigate and clarify fields that 

are ‘unexplored’ or emergent. 
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Appendix 1 Three sectors/systems of the economy 

 

 

Source: Pearce (2003) 

As shown, the first sector, which consists of all commercial enterprises, is profit driven. Here, a 

market role implies that profit potential encourages those willing to exploit opportunities. 

Conversely, market areas where returns are unattractive discourage private sector from investments 

and are noticeable by its absence (Haugh and Kitson, 2007). In this sector the production of goods 

and provision of services aim to maximise return for private shareholders. The first sector promotes 

competition, individual gain and utilises natural and human resources to increase profit (Pearce, 

2003).  

 

The second sector concentrates on redistribution, planning, delivering services to people and 

managing aspects of the economy to that end. This sector, which is based on the principle of public 

service by democratically elected institutions, is often described as inefficient, bureaucratic, 

paternalistic and centralised (Pearce, 2003). Still, it plays a significant role in the economy of all 

nations.  
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Finally, the third sector (sometimes called as the third system) is perceived to be created by active 

citizens, working collaboratively to satisfy social needs; as such, it spreads over trading and non-

trading activities (Pearce, 2003). The third sector consists of a variety of organisational types which, 

while sharing a commitment to address and tackle unmet social needs, are diverse in the forms and 

structures they adopt, the activities in which they engage and the client groups they serve (Shaw and 

Carter, 2007). The diversity of organisational visions, ideologies, theories and philosophies 

(Moulaert and Nussbaumer, 2005) is reflected in the institutional heterogeneity of the third sector. 

Third sector organisations range in size from very small, informal community groups and 

associations, to large, legally constituted non-governmental associations, cooperatives and charities. 

Haugh and Kitson (2007) highlight three main groups of the third sector: the voluntary faction, the 

community segment and the social enterprise group. Consequently, social enterprises straddle the 

border between the public and the private sector, forming part of the third sector. 

 

One part of the third sector is called the family or domestic economy and it includes families, 

informal associations which people form to help others or to share common interests. Then, more 

organised and structured associations, right through to voluntary organisations and charities, exist in 

the system. Some voluntary organisations and charities engage in money making activities. In many 

cases, however, characterising trading and non-trading aspects can be problematic. For instance, 

charity shops are often recognised not as businesses but as fundraising outlets. Yet, the general role 

that applies is that the third sector does not aim to maximise financial profit for shareholders; instead, 

it values mutuality and self-help, promotes caring for others and emphasises social needs which 

should be satisfied. 

 

A section of the third sector is called ‘social economy’ which is defined as: ‘that part of the third 

system or sector which is made up of organisations who to some degree engage in the sale of goods 

and services’ (Pearce, 2003:190). Consequently, trading voluntary organisations, trading charities, 

social enterprises and any other organisations with a primarily social purpose and which to some 

extent generate income through trade activity are a subset of the social economy (Amin et al., 2003; 

Arthur et al., 2003; Hudson, 2005; Defourny, 2001). However, to distinguish from other 

organisations, social enterprises are generally held to comprise the more businesslike end of the 

spectrum of organisations that make up the third sector or social economy (DTI, 2002). 
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Appendix 2 A brief characteristic of legal structures for social enterprise 

 

Source: Based on: Companies House (2010); Business Link (2010), Home office 

(2009); SEC (2009). 
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Appendix 3 Cross-sectoral dimension of social entrepreneurship 
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Source: based on Weerawardena and Mort (2006); Peredo and McLean, (2006); 

Zahra et al. (2008); Neck et al. (2009). 
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Appendix 4 Email to participants (first stage of the study - interviews) 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

My name is Artur Steinerowski and I am a PhD student from UHI. Recently I have 

started doing my research with supervision of Prof. Jane Farmer. The theme of my 

study investigates Social Enterprise in health and care service provision in rural 

areas. At this early stage of my research I would like to find out opinion of local 

community (entrepreneurs, business people, politicians, councillors etc) about social 

enterprise. The overall research aim is to investigate barriers and promoters of social 

enterprise and to discover factors supporting that kind of business movement. 

Therefore it is crucial to hear people’s views regarding that matter.  

 

I would be grateful if we could meet and talk about this theme. The interview 

should take approximately half an hour. This would help me a lot in further progress 

of my studies and your assist would be really appreciated.  

 

As it is so important to me I am able to meet you basically any day of the week at 

any time. Therefore if you are keen in helping me and participating in my research I 

would like to ask you to indicate the date and time that suits you the most for that 

interview.  

 

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Yours truly, 

Artur Steinerowski 

 

My contact: 

Artur Steinerowski 

Centre for Rural Health, UHI, The Greenhouse, Beechwood Business Park North 

Inverness IV2 3ED Scotland, UK 

Email address: artur.steinerowski@abdn.ac.uk  

Tel no. 01463 667xxx (day only);   Mobile no. 078xxxxxx (any time) 
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Appendix 5 The interview schedule (first stage of the study) 

 

1. Can you describe me your job? 

2. Have you ever heard about social enterprise?  

3. How would you describe social enterprises? 

4. Is SE supported by the Scottish government? 

5. Generally speaking, how do you feel about social enterprises involved in health 

and care service? 

6. Can you identify any potential barriers/promoters for SE? 

7. Who are social entrepreneurs? What are they motivations? 

8. Do you know any social entrepreneurs? …or people who know them? 
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Appendix 6 Email to participants (second stage of the study – Focus groups) 

 

Dear Sir/Madam,  

My name is Artur Steinerowski and I am a PhD research student (UHI Millennium 

Institute) doing research with the supervision of Prof. Jane Farmer. In my current 

study I am investigating the theme of social enterprise and am focusing my attention 

on rural areas of the Highlands and Islands. The overall research aim is to discover 

barriers and promoters to social enterprise and to find factors supporting that kind of 

business movement.  

 

Now I would like to invite you to one of my focus groups, which will be run in 

the form of a facilitated discussion over a light lunch. It will take place on 

Tuesday 12
th

 Feb 2008 between 12pm–3 pm at Cowan House, Inverness Retail 

and Business Park, Inverness IV2 7GF.   
 

During the meeting I would like to present my research results and then assist in a 

debate which would reveal the opinion of different stakeholders regarding social 

enterprise issues. Working in partnership is a great way to enable all participants to 

pursue new ideas, extend knowledge, exchange useful information and build new 

opportunities for a common co-operation. 

   

This discussion will focus on the challenges facing social enterprises.  The theme is 

important as social enterprises can help transform the way in which services are 

delivered by actively involving communities, including those who are most 

vulnerable. They do this by providing services focused on the needs of the client 

rather then the provider. Noteworthy is that  primary healthcare, social services, 

education and utilities have been identified as potential areas for growth of social 

enterprise provision, particularly health and social care as demographic trends 

indicate a need for very high levels of services for an ageing population.  

 

I would be really happy if you could take part in the discussion as it can help to 

develop social enterprises and by doing this develop our region.  

 

In order to ensure everyone is involved in the discussion, numbers are limited 

to 10 maximum. I would be grateful if you could email me on the undernoted 

email address by Friday 1
st

 February to advise if you are available to 
participate in this event. Your help is extremely appreciated.  

  

I look forward to hearing from you.  

Best wishes. 

 

Artur Steinerowski  
My contact: 
Centre for Rural Health, UHI, The Greenhouse, Beechwood Business Park North 
Inverness IV2 3ED, Scotland, UK, Email address: artur.steinerowski@abdn.ac.uk 

Tel no. 01463 667307   Mobile no. 07821970052       
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Appendix 7 A focus group schedule 

 

An exploration of social enterprise  

– Focus Group 
 

14
th

 Feb 2008, Horizon Scotland, The Enterprise Park, Forres. 
 

 

1. You have heard my presentation. What do you think about the things that 

have been said? Is this what you would have expected? Are there any 

surprises? 

 

2. The data was collected in 2006. Has anything significant changed since 

then? 

 

3. I have shown you some of the promoters and barriers to developing social 

enterprises and social entrepreneurship. If we assume that social enterprise is 

a ‘good thing’, what could be done to improve things and to stimulate social 

enterprise activity? What needs to be done to make things happen?  

 

 

Barriers        Promoters 

 

- Lack of knowledge:    - Growing promotion of social 

enterprise 

a) about social enterprise   - Attitudes and culture – e.g. Scotland 

is  

b) about how to run the business   a good place for SE? Highland is a     

 - Fear of change       good place for SE? 

- Lack of money & competition for   - Good networking 

     funding within the sector    - Ease of getting volunteers  

 

Barriers and Promoters (simultaneously) 

 

Highlands context and size of the market 

Politicians, government and local authorities – ambiguity over direction & 

leadership 

 

 

4. My project started off looking at social enterprises in health and care service 

provision but maybe not enough evidence of this actually happening right 

now? Do you think that social enterprises could and should be involved in 

health and cares service provision and how would this happen?  

 

 
 

 

Artur Steinerowski  

Email address: artur.steinerowski@abdn.ac.uk 
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Appendix 8 Interviewees’ characteristics  

Interviewee 

number  

Background/experience/job 

title   

Codes/symbol used  

1 Politician politician 1 

2 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 2 

3 Volunteer volunteer 3 

4 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 4 

5 Health and care professional health and care professional 5 

6 Politician politician 6 

7 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 7 

8 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 8 

9 Politician politician 9 

10 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 10 

11 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 11 

12 Volunteer volunteer 12 

13 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 13 

14 Politician politician 14 

15 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 15 

16 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 16 

17 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 17 

18 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 18 

19 Volunteer volunteer 19 

20 Health and care professional health and care professional 20 

21 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 21 

22 Social enterprise manager social enterprise manager 22 

23 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 23 

24 Health and care professional health and care professional 24 

25 Volunteer volunteer 25 

26 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 26 

27 Health and care professional health and care professional 27 

28 Social entrepreneur social entrepreneur 28 

29 Health and care professional health and care professional 29 

30 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 30 

31 Politician politician 31 

32 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 32 

33 Politician politician 33 

34 Social enterprise employee social enterprise employee 34 

35 Volunteer volunteer 35 
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Appendix 9 Focus group participants’ characteristics  

Focus group 

number  

Background/experience/job 

title   

Codes/symbol used  

 

1
st
 Focus group  Politician FG1 politician 1 

1
st
 Focus group  Service provider FG1 service provider 1 

1
st
 Focus group  Service provider FG1 service provider 2 

1
st
 Focus group  Service provider FG1 service provider 3 

1
st
 Focus group  Service provider FG1 service provider 4 

1
st
 Focus group  Service provider FG1 service provider 5 

1
st
 Focus group  Regional development employee FG1 regional 

development employee 1 

1
st
 Focus group  Regional development employee FG1 regional 

development employee 2 

 

2
nd

 Focus group Politician FG2 politician 1 

2
nd

 Focus group Service provider FG2 service provider 1 

2
nd

 Focus group Service provider FG2 service provider 2 

2
nd

 Focus group Regional development employee FG2 regional 

development employee 1 

2
nd

 Focus group Regional development employee FG2 regional 

development employee 2 

 

3
rd

 Focus group Politician FG3 politician 1 

3
rd

 Focus group Service provider FG3 service provider 1 

3
rd

 Focus group Service provider FG3 service provider 2 

3
rd

 Focus group Service provider FG3 service provider 3 

3
rd

 Focus group Regional development employee FG3 regional 

development employee 1 

3
rd

 Focus group Regional development employee FG3 regional 

development employee 2 

 
 


