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Abstract

In this pgper | focus on the emergence of socia entrepreneurship as an organisationd field in
the UK, specificaly between 1995 and 2001. Social entrepreneurship in the UK emphasises
therole of individua socid entrepreneursin bringing about socid innovation, change and

progress.

This paper draws on new inditutiona theory in organisations to understand socia
entrepreneurship as an emergent organisationd field. It is based on interviews and
documentary analysis, and covers four broad aress. This paper looks first at definitions,
perceptions and the use of language in how socid entrepreneurship is understood and
presented. Second it why there has been an interest in social entrepreneurship in the
UK. Thirdly it proposes five functions of entrepreneurship based on different theories, and
reviews the waysin which socid entrepreneurship fulfilsthose functions. And findly it
explores some of the more contentious aspects of socid entrepreneurship, which have given

rise to some strongly held aternative positions in the UK.

Thefindings and discussion draw attention to the way in which business terminology and
vaues are both explicit and implicit in the language of socid entrepreneurship. | argue that
socid entrepreneurship doesin fact fulfil the functions of entrepreneurship identifies by



theoretical gpproaches, but within a particular context. Its emergence has taken place within a
context of political and socid trends which support the emphasis found in socidl
entrepreneurship on the individua, on achieving results, and on adopting private sector
gpproaches. The paper concludes by commenting that there is adanger in socid
entrepreneurship highlighting the business aspects of entrepreneuria approachesin contrast to
voluntary and public sector gpproaches, and not placing enough emphasis on the inherently
politica nature of bringing about socid change.



“ To study the function of a social practice or ingtitution is to analyse the contribution
which that practice or institution makes to the continuation of that society asa whole.”

(Giddens, 1993: 711)

Introduction

Socid entrepreneurs emerged into the landscape of the UK voluntary sector in the late 1990s,
pretty much on the heds of the arrival of the New Labour government. Socid entrepreneurs
tend to be portrayed as skilled, energetic, inspiring, persstent (eg CAN website). They are
subject to high expectations to trandform society where others have falled — ‘they can
transform the neighbourhoods and communities they serve’ (Leadbegter, 1997). There have
also been some concerns and reservations about the roles ascribed to sociad entrepreneur s
and the ways in which socia entrepreneurship is presented. This paper looks a where socia
entrepreneurs have emerged from, and seeks to understand why there has been interest in
socid entrepreneurship and what is underlying the concerns being expressed. 1t assumes that
socid entrepreneurship fillsafunction in society, in asmilar way to economic or business

entrepreneurship.

“It is important to emphasise that if a community regeneration organisation is to be
effective and successful it will be the centre of a swirl of activity. Social
entrepreneurs are needed to manage what can be large, fast-moving, creative
organisations. Social entrepreneurs are therefore, an essential component, not an

optional add-on.” (Thake, 1995: 48)

This paper is focused on the emergence of socid entrepreneurship within the UK asan
organisationd field. From about 1995 there have been an increasing numbers of people and
agencies using the term and supporting and promoting socid entrepreneurs. Drawing on new
inditutiona theory, socia entrepreneurship isidentified in this paper as an emergent
organisationd fidd. Itisan organisationd field in the sense that there are severd organisations
which interact with one another and recognise each other’ swork as being within the same
arena, and arange of organisations that influence and provide support (DiMaggio & Powell,
1991). Itisemergent inthat the few organisations working explicitly on socid

entrepreneurship tend to be rdatively young, established mainly in the late 1990s and early



2000s. Thefidd has been taking shape and growing as more organisations have entered the
fidd, ether as newly formed organisations or within exigting organisations. Smilarly more
resources have been directed to supporting socia entrepreneurship — sgnificantly £100 million
endowment from the UK government Millennium Commission to provide grants for individua
socid entrepreneurs. People have increasingly been identified as socia entrepreneurs and
have sdif -identified assuch'. The term has started to appear in think tank and government
policy papers, research has begun to take place, there have been competitions to identify
socid entrepreneurs, and aongside this there has been some national mediainterest.

In term of how big and significant socid entrepreneurship is as afield, there are about hdf a
dozen to ten organisations working specificaly on supporting socid entrepreneurs and these
are smdl to medium sized organisations. There are many more socid enterprises, socid
venture funds and other such organisations, and the socid entrepreneurship fidd isrelaively
smal compared with that. However, it isthought to have the ear of government as some of
the individuas advocating for support of socid entregreneurs are considered close to New
Labour, s0 there is influence beyond the size of the exigting organisations. Neverthdess socid
entrepreneurship is dill very much at the early stages of development as afied, and its
potentia impact and future il in the balance— “Are we just the new voluntary sector groups

that were created this year, or next year. Or are we something more significant?” (P1S)

Socid entrepreneurship isidentified here not so much as a st of organisations but rather as an
isste around which organisations, policies, research and other activities develop (Hoffman,
1999). By doing this| am to highlight the way in which the issue is understood, how it is
chdlenged, what the varying perspectives are, and in this way to identify the nature and
functions of socid entrepreneurship in the UK. | am drawing on documentary and interview
data: documents, websites and press articles about socia entrepreneurship; and atota of 18
interviews with socia entrepreneurs, commentators on socia entrepreneurship and
organisations promoting socia entrepreneurship. This paper looksin turn at (i) language and
socid entrepreneurship, and in particular confusion around definitions and the adoption of
business sector terms; (i) why interest in socia entrepreneurship has emerged and what
factors have contributed to thet; (iii) in the light of theory on entrepreneurship what the



functions of socid entrepreneurship might be; and findly (iv) what are the problematic areas
and theimplications for the organisationd field.

i) Definitions, perceptions and reflections on language

This section reviews the varying definitions of socid entrepreneurship thet exist and the
different e ements of what socid entrepreneurship is understood to be about. Thisleadsto a
brief consideration of the way in which business language has been adopted and business
concepts used to express some of the current thinking in developing new socia wefare

provison.

Two contrasting definitions of socid entrepreneurship become clear very quickly when reeding
the documents and talking to people (Dees, 1998), and are only occasiondly defined
digtinctly:

Generating socid change and new approaches to socia problems through implementing
innovative ideas which create socia benefits.

Combining an income generaing or business type activity with asocia purpose. These
activities make afinancid surplus or profit which is then reinvested into the socid cause.

Thisis often referred to as socid enterprise.

The confuson between these two notions of socia entrepreneurship was identified clearly asa
problem in the interviews — “ The thorny issue of what is the difference between socid
enterprise and socid entrepreneurship” (P1S). Both are about generating new approaches
through using business styles or practices, and both emphasise the role of individud socid
entrepreneurs. The two meanings are often confounded with any distinction not seen as

sgnificant. For example the following definition could mean either or both:

“A person who uses conventional business discipline, management tools and

entrepreneurial skills to achieve a social purpose.”

(Enterprising Communities: Glossary definition of social entrepreneur)




The focus here is on socia entrepreneurship as implementing innovation, the first definition.
However this section will focus on the blurring of these two meanings to identify some of the
roots of socid entrepreneurship in the use of language.

The firg root and source of blurring is the smple ambiguity in words and language. Often
assumptions are made rather than attempts to clarify or define exactly what is being written or
talked about. Thisis exacerbated by the ambiguous meaning of words that are associated
with entrepreneurship such as. ‘enterprise, ‘initiative, ‘profit’ and ‘ sugtainability’. One
example of thisis the reluctance to use the term socid entrepreneur in some places because
“as so0n as they see the term entrepreneur they immediately think business, money grabbing
and al those kinds of characteristics and that is not what we are trying to get across’ (P2S).
Thislinguigtic confusion is further complicated by a series of new funding initiatives linked with
socid entrepreneurship, which aso use businesstermsin asocid context. Theseinclude
venture philanthropy, socia investment funds, and community development finance, where
thereis at times asmilar confuson and confounding of whether the aim is a * double bottom’
line of financid and socid profit, or Smply socid benefit.

This use of language illustrates a more genera trend to adopting business practices and terms,
which is the second aspect discussed here. Business terms are often accepted with little
chdlenge, though there are implications in that they down play the role of politica action and

emphasise sarvice provison by voluntary agencies.

“Nevertheless, business concepts, like competition, price, contract and customer

relations, have permeated the debate about the future of voluntary action. In so doing,
they have lost any specific political associations and become generally accepted as
legitimate criteria to apply in devising the governance and assessing the performance

of third sector organisations (Handy, 1988).” (Deakin, 2000).

It also seems that people have different perspectives on whether being business like and
adopting business gpproaches isliterd or metgphorica. Thefirst definition cited earlier, of
socid entrepreneurship as implementing innovetion, is a metgphorica adoption of
entrepreneur ship as gpplied to socia problems. [t is about entrepreneurs as having ‘flair’,
‘drive’, ‘passion’, or asort of attitude or gpproach that can be gpplied to socid problemsin a



smilar way as has been so successfully gpplied to business. The second definition, of socid
entrepreneurship, as about developing income generating activities, is the identification of
entrepreneurship with amore literal understanding of business as being about making a profit.

Lastly both definitions are aresponse to a sodetal trend to ‘a consumerist and amora
individualism’ (Moore, 2000), and reflects language that focuses attention on the individud’s
capacity to shape their own environment rather than on socid structures. The use of the term
entrepreneur from businessis dso in contrast to more politica terms such as activigt, and

reflects the sense of the state not being so central.

What is gtriking about the emergence of socid entrepreneurship isthat it is very much
associated with business language, business practices, business thinking, and in some casesthe
marrying of socia benefit with economic profit. It is aso associated with notions of
individudism, individud initiative, and a shift away from ‘dependency’ on existing forms of
welfare, whether provided by the State, the market or charity. From this point of view socid
entrepreneurship is aterm which reflects the timesin which it has emerged —atimeinwhich
people are have a better understanding of themselves as consumers rether than citizens or
members of acommunity. Thereisagenerd familiarity with private sector thinking and
practices, and a more complete language exists around this. This is demongtrated by the way
in which the word ‘socid’ is placed at the front of arange of words more commonly linked
with business (such as socid —enterprise, -investment, - capitd, -economy). Itisdso atime

when business gurus rather than saints are our inspiration for how to make a better world.

ii) Why the interest in social entrepreneurship?

There are anumber of more specific trends and factors that have come together to foster the
current interest in socid entrepreneurship as anew approach to tackling socia issues. The
interviews showed a high level of consstency in identifying those factors. In this section socia
entrepreneurship as afield is consgdered within the context of overlapping and layered
ingtitutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). It is postioned aslargely within the voluntary sector,
and as overlapping with the public sector in terms of welfare service provison and policy

implementation, and with the business sector in terms of values and gpproaches. Socid



entrepreneurship is one eement within awider emergence of ideas imported from business,
including socid enterprise, venture philanthropy and the socid economy (Mayo and Moore,
2001; Wdlace, 1999).

New inditutiona theory in organisationd analysis suggests a number of different factors that
may be important when consdering inditutiond change and the emergence of new ingtitutions,
and here| draw on two of these (DiMaggio & Powdl, 1991). These areingtitutional
‘contradiction’ and ‘ conflict’ which have been suggested as creating the opportunities and
incentives for inditutiona change (Friedland, 1991) and path dependency which means that
change in ingtitutions depends on the historical context and the nature of preceding ingtitutiona
development. This paper considers the ways in which socia entrepreneurship hasitsrootsin
trends within the public, private and voluntary sectors that have intensified some of the
contradictions and conflicts within and between indiitutions. There are dso broader politica
and culturd trends that have created a context receptive to socia entrepreneur ship. These
contradictions and trends have come together to creste alogic and legitimacy for socia
entrepreneurship which individual proponents have been able to use to promote socia
entrepreneurship. Thisis also aprocess of framing in the way in which such entrepreneurs
have influenced and shaped the context and what are understood to be the problems and the
solutions (Kingdon, 1995; Schneider, Teske & Mintrom, 1995).

Thefirgt area of interest is the voluntary sector itsdlf. It is suggested that a contradiction has
developed between the role of the sector as a source of innovation and socia experiment
(Baddlt, 1997; DiMaggio & Anheier, 1990), and perceptions of it as amateurish and
unprofessond. The interviews and some of the documents identified that the voluntary sector
is perceived as ‘flabby’, abit ‘Dad’'s Army’, old fashioned, and held back be large committee
based decison making. One article talked about *‘the relative squaor of the socid sector’
(Drayton, 1997). An additiona contradiction within the sector was identified as a tendency
for ‘charity’ to create dependency at the same time as attempting to empower people. It was
fdlt that these contradictions have held the sector back from being effective in meeting socid
needs, and in particular in fulfilling itsinnovation role. This has led people to focus on aned



for more effective leadership in the sector (Deakin in Plowden, 2001: 4; Bubb, 2000), and to
develop an interest in the role of moving spirits, community activists, and socid entrepreneurs.

"There were clear limitations in explaining voluntary action in terms of supply and
demand. Initiative (individual, collective, or activist) was the key factor. This
explained why voluntary action was commonly strongest where it was least needed,

and weakest where it was most needed" (Knight, 1993)

There has been atrend over the past two or three decades for voluntary organisations to
adopt practices and terminology from business. The current focus on socid and community
enterprise, and socid entrepreneurship could be seen as anaturad progression of those existing
trends. Thereiseven asensethat socid entrepreneurship is not so much about innovation and
change and more about “ gradudly shifting toward an effective management of NPOs, which is
amore normative concept of entrepreneurship” (Badelt, 1997).

An addition to this picture isthe decline in religiogity. Rdigion and rdigious vaues have been
the ingpiration for much voluntary and socid action (Beveridge, 1948; James, 1987; Rose-
Ackerman, 1996; Chaves, 1995). Religious beliefs are no longer presented as amain reason
why people would be motivated to teke socid action. This does not mean that spiritua vaues
do naot play arolein motivating people, but more that they are not discussed so openly in the
way that they were for example in the Victorian era of philanthropy. The idea of being
enterprising and pursuing a sdf-interest has become more valid. This has left agap in what
people have seen as legitimate motivations for establishing charities and attempting to bring
about socid change.

In terms of broader political and cultural change, the fostering of an ‘enterprise culture’ for
businessin the UK under Thatcher, and the increased focus on the individud and on individud
initiative have contributed directly to interest in creating smilar culturesin the public and
voluntary sectors (Carr, 2000). In practica terms the introduction of contracting out of
sarvices by loca government to voluntary organisatiors started to nurture a more competitive
and entrepreneurid pirit in the voluntary sector. Socid entrepreneurship is understood as a
backlash againgt 80s sdfish individuaism and yuppiedom, and a (not surprising) redisation
that the private sector doesn't have al the answersto socid and public issues. In fact debates



in the private sector have been increasingly focused on ethical issues around socid and
environmenta responghility, as well as tackling corruption and needing to improve the ethics

of core business practices.

There has been anideologica continuation from Thatcherism to New Labour and Third Way
thinking, as enterprise remains a strong vaue with attempts to bring the community back in to
the debates and policies. Infact socid entrepreneurship is closdly identified with the
government as “pretty pure Third Way Blairism” (C2). Furthermore, government agendas
around identifying sources of innovation with which to renew the public services, bring us back

to therole of the voluntary sector having filled that function treditionaly.

These trends and contradictions become critical when socia needs are seen as not being
effectively addressed. Thisis acutely fdt in the perastent failures and decline of the Wefare
State, and its inability to provide the safety net promised in the origind vison — “The Welfare
State has got very tired” (P2S).

“I think that there is a desperation in our society to find some answers to very

pressing social problems” (S2).

One example of thisisthe tenson that has developed in the arena of urban regeneration,
between top down government policies and programmes, and local community action. This
has been the focus of much of the interest in socid entrepreneurship, where it has been felt that
regeneration strategies have not been effective, and part of the solution is to develop more
effective support for grassroots and neighbourhood initiatives (eg Atkinson, 1999; Gibson,
1998). They emphasisetherole of individuasin taking grester responsibility for their
economic and socid well being, and of creating sustainable socid provision both economically
and in terms of not cregting individua dependency. More broadly socid entrepreneurship is
connected with ‘arenewed search for the public good when the main chalengeis‘how to

creste amodern sense of the social and of society’ (Moore, 2000).

So there was a need for anew approach to * charity’ which chalenged dependency and could
be more innovative. At the same time there has been a perceived need for innovation in socid

welfare as public and private sector approaches have been seen asinadequate. Despite



uncertainty about the ability of businessto tackle socia problems, business approaches are il
seen as successtul, and have been adopted and promoted within the public and voluntary
sectors. There have dso been identifiable individuas who played aleading role in raising
socid entrepreneurship as an issue. The concept was promoted and legitimised through
publications, media attention and interest from opinion leaders. Organisations were
established to train and support socia entrepreneurs, to fund them, to provide networking
opportunities and information, and to identify them. A whole cluster of initiatives has formed
around ideas of adapting business gpproachesto socid issues, including socid
entrepreneurship, socia enterprise, socid investment, venture philanthropy. 1t ill leavesa
question as to what extent socia entrepreneurship is Smply the adoption of different words, or
whether it redly reflects anew player in thefield of socid welfare. The main caveat on the
aboveisthat socid entrepreneurship and socia enterprise are international phenomena. To
limit its emergence just to such specific UK issues as retiond politics does not capture its

wider and more internationa nature.

iii) Functions of entrepreneurship

In this section | draw on the academic literature on entrepreneurship in economics,
management, anthropology, sociology and psychology to idertify the functions thet
entrepreneurship is thought to play in society. These are compared with themes on socia
entrepreneurship that are identified from the interviews and documents andysed, and specific

functions of socid entrepreneurship in the UK are suggested.

Entrepreneurship is often identified as a function in society or in the market (Schumpeter,
2000; Kirzner, 1982). Based on theory, | have identified five functions of entrepreneurship.
These are presented here not as alternatives, but as diferent agpects of and perspectives on
entrepreneurship.

. innovation, (Schumpeter, 1998 (1949));
. bearing risk for society or bearing uncertainty (Knight in Hebert and Link, 1988);

. gpotting and acting on opportunities (Kirzner, 1982, 1989);



. bridging between sectors, fields and resources (Aldrich et d, 1998; Barth, 1963);
. and leadership (Casson, 2000; Schumpeter, 1998 (1949); Swedberg, 2000).

These five functions are overlapping and include aspects of one another, such that taking risks
is an aspect of innovation, and acting on opportunitiesis an aspect of bridging between fields.
All of these elements of entrepreneurship festured significantly in the interviews and are found

in the documents.

The innovation function is most strongly associated with the Austrian economist Schumpeter,
who is ds0 congdered the ‘main figure' in the academic literature on entrepreneur ship
(Swedberg, 2000:12). Schumpeter’ s writing on entrepreneurship focused mainly on the
capitalist economy and the critica role of entrepreneurship in creating change and progress.
However there is a sense in hiswriting that these ideas could aso gpply to socid and political
aress of life (Swedberg, 2000: 14). In fact innovation is regarded as an important function of
the non-profit sector (Badelt, 1997; DiMaggio & Anheier, 1990). This compares with state
socid provison where there are limitations on the ways in which public funds can be used.
Whilgt the nonprofit sector is sometimes criticised for being less accountable than government,
this can give it more leaway in terms of innovating and piloting new approaches. The
innovative function of the voluntary sector is one way in which government and non profit
sectors can complement each other.

The innovative aspect of socid entrepreneurship is present in the literature (Thake, 2000;
Dees, 1998; L eadbester, 1997; Johnson, 2000) and is strongly identified in the documents
relating to socia entrepreneurship and by the organisations promoting it —socia entrepreneurs
are “the midwives of invention” (SSE brochure, 2000: 2) and “find innovative solutionsto
society’s most pressing problems’ (CAN brochure)

In the interviews, innovation and creativity were aso strongly linked with socid
entrepreneurship, but not so much with having abrilliant idea, but rather with bringing existing
ideas together in new ways, or using other peopl€' sideas — “it indudes being open to ideas
maybe rather than having lots of ideas’ (C2). These views of entrepreneurship are consistent
with Schumpeter’ s concept of innovation as being about ‘ new combinations .



“Entrepreneurs for me are not innovators they are not coming up with something
completely new, they are using existing ideas, bringing them together and giving

them a new twist.” (P2S)

At ahigher leve innovation was understood as away to transform communities and society as
awhole. Again thisiscongstent with Schumpeter’ s origina ideas about the function of

entrepreneurship which isto transform industries and create economic progress in society.

“the way | see it interpreted frequently, the title for an individual who is seen as being

capable of transforming the fortunes of a community.” (C3S)

The second function identified isrisk bearing. Risk has been broken down into known risk,
uncertainty where there are known outcomes, and radical uncertainty where outcomes are
unknown (Hebert and Link, 1982). Thereisthinking that entrepreneurstake responsbility for
radical uncertainty (Hebert and Link, 1982), whilst managing other forms of risk through
venture capita, loans and insurance. Socid outcomes are notorioudy difficult to quantify and
hard to evauate over the short or medium term. In this sense the idea that socid

entrepreneurs bear risk for agpects of the socia development of society seems very relevant.

Risk and the possibility of failure was strongly identified in the interviews but is only weakly
reflected in the documents.  In the documents socid entrepreneurship is not explicitly identified
with arisk taking function, though risk isimplicitly present (eg Ashokawebsite, SSE website,
CAN website). In contrast, during the interviews risk-taking was asignificant issue. In
particular risk taking is seen as necessary if thereis to be sociad change and progress —“and |
would posture that with socid entrepreneurship the profit, the beneficia outcomes, are aby-
product of the function of therisk. Y ou have to take risk to move forward” (S3).

At the same time government isidentified as risk averse, and the voluntary sector as the place
where risk can be taken, and where government can somehow delegate the risks involved in
experimentation and innovation. The forms of risk that are taken include financid risk,
personal and organisationd reputation.

“they are worried about failure and that is why you have to have people like me, you

have to have people who can take a risk.” (P1S)




“If you want to turn it round from inside you have to take the risk, government can do
that with voluntary organisations. and they can minimise the risk by supporting

voluntary organisations like ourselves.” (AS2)

The third function of entrepreneurship identified is gotting and acting on opportunities.
Kirzner (1989) stressed the importance of dertnessto and the ability to take advantage of
opportunities as the key to entrepreneurship. Whilgt this approach is about the function of
entrepreneurship as making use of opportunitiesit aso emphasises the cognitive processes of
individua entrepreneursin terms of opportunity recognition and decisorrmeaking. In some
approaches opportunities are viewed as objectives existing facts (Shane & Venkataraman,
2000) which need someone to notice them. A different perspective isthat opportunities are
‘framed’ or created by the entrepreneur (Schneider & Teske, 1995). Along smilar lines
(Johannisson, 1995) suggests that entrepreneurs spot “ “enactable’ contexts’” not smply
opportunities— in other words flexible environments within which they can influence and cregte

their own opportunities.

Alertness to opportunities was consstently considered to be centra to socid entrepreneurship
in the documents and interviews. The terms ‘ opportunistic’, seizing opportunities, spotting
needs and gaps in provison were used. In the interviews opportunism was closaly associated
with taking risks, making things happen, and responding to needs. There wasllittle expression
of the entrepreneur as playing arole in framing a Stuation in a different way, or as cregting
opportunities by understanding or presenting an issuein anew way. In fact opportunities and
socia needs were talked about as real and tangible, and socia entrepreneurs as ultimately
pragmatic (Leadbeater, 1997) and realists (Ashoka).

“Constantly thinking about trying to exploit new opportunities and being responsive to

emerging needs.” (C3S)

The fourth function is identified as bridging and creeting links between different sectors, fields,
and resources. Thisisamore complex notion that is most clearly understood as the waysin
which entrepreneurs network (Aldrich, 1998; Granovetter, 1995; Johannisson, 2000). There
are two other ways in which linking is present in the literature. One is forming bridges
between different groups, as opposed to individuas, be they organisations, fields, sectors,



indtitutions (Barth, 1963). The other isin identifying and mobilising the resources required for
an innovation to beimplemented — in other words linking the resources to the opportunity, the

indtitutions with the resources to the innovations (Rogers, 1995).

Socia entrepreneurship is often expressed as building partnership or aliances (Leadbester,
1997), and most often as cross-sector partnerships. The benefits of thisinclude: gaining
credibility by forming a partnership or aliance, being noticed by those with resources and
power, doing dedls and striking partnership in order to access support. Furthermore socia
entrepreneurid projects tend to fit in to several areas of work, and across fields and sectors,

which issmilar to the idea of innovation as ‘ new combinations or boundary spanning.

“As social entrepreneurs we can make links between different sectors. Also there is
that whole government agenda about partnerships. So | guess we're good at going
and talking to different people and helping them see the benefits of joining up with

whoever, and making that work.” (S4)

Socid entrepreneurs were aso identified as mobilising resources, providing energy and
ingpiring people. Thisis amilarly abridging role, in bringing together ideas with the necessary
resources. Entrepreneurship can therefore be much less about having and developing the
innovative idea, and more about diffusing that idea and getting support for it (Rogers, 1995:
336).

“but maybe its more about resources and understanding the different kinds of
resources that go into things, be that volunteers or people skills or space and so on.”
(S4)

One particular bridge that socid entrepreneurship isthought to creete is between the business
world and the socia sector, be it public or voluntary. This has been done through adopting a
language and vaues that are more easily understood in the business sector, for example being
pragmatic rather than idedlist. Thisin turn had helped to create support for socid
entrepreneurship from business people.

Thefind function identified is leadership. It is often stated in the literature that entrepreneurs
exhibit leadership skills. In particular the charismatic and transformationa |eadership styles

which create a sense of solidarity, communicate and frame issues that can be understood,



motivate multiple stakeholders, and attract new members and supporters (eg Schneider &
Teske, 1992). Nevertheessit isless clear if entrepreneurship is a specific type of leadership
or if entrepreneurs make use of avariety of skills which include leadership.

“Entrepreneurship is all about leadership in various different ways. It's a subset of
leadership...you can be a leader without being an entrepreneur, but there is an

overlap, all entrepreneurs are leaders.” (P4S)

There are two specific leadership roles that entrepreneurs seem to fill based on the interviews
and documents. Thereis thetraditional form of leading people —*“The qudity that al socid
entrepreneurs have in abundanceis leadership. They are very good at setting amission for an
organisation and mobilising people around it” (Leadbegter, 1997: 78). The second is
providing leadership in afield or industry through example (Schumpeter, 1998 (1949);
Gardner, 1997) — “they become compelling role models for hundreds of others’ (Ashoka
website).

Socid entrepreneurship therefore can be seen to fill the functions in society that are associated
with entrepreneurship theory. Based on that analysisit can be concluded that socid
entrepreneurship is part of the broader family of entrepreneurship, and therefore it is about
more than agenerd trend to use and adopt business terminology. The use of the phrase socid
entrepreneur rather than terms such as community leader, socid activigt, voluntary sector
pioneer (which was used by Beveridge, 1948), emphasises particular functions that are
relevant to the current climate and Situation within the voluntary, public and private sectors.
Theseinclude a specific interest in:

= how to recapture and nurture the innovative role of the voluntary sector, a atime when
innovation isapriority given the percelved failure of much provison of socid services and
the crigsin the Wedfare State, coupled with a dissatisfaction with public and private sector

forms of provison;



»  whererisk istaken and how it is shared in the development of new gpproaches to socid
provison, particularly given the pressures of public accountability and the often risk averse

nature of government;

= supporting initiatives which are closer to deprived communities than government, and are
flexible and responsive enough to respond to and creste opportunities for social benfit;

= how to create better links and relationships between the sectors, with someinterest in
creating more sustainable socia organisations and finding ways of using resources more
effectively for socid benefit;

= ingpiraion, initiative and leadership in the socid sphere, whereby the dependency
asociated with the welfare sate is directly challenged and people take greater control of
their socid well being.

iv) Implications for social entrepreneurship in the UK

In thislast section of the paper | discuss some of the contentious areas of socid
entrepreneurship. These are documented in the writing of afew people, and were raised and
discussed in the interviews. On the whole these contentious areas can be identified as tensons
and conflicts between the values and nature of the voluntary sector and the way in which
entrepreneurship is associated with business. In addition there are particular emphasesin the
way inwhich socid entrepreneurship is presented, which contrast, often deliberately, with
some voluntary sector traditions and values. The intention here is to acknowledge and explore

these tensions and contradictions, rather than to try and resolve or overcome them.

I ndividual — community

The most often talked about and most obvious areaof tension is between the focus on the
individud in entrepreneurship, and collective action and solidarity in the nonprofit and
community sectors (Thake, 1999; Pearce, 1999). Thereis undoubtedly an emphasis on the
individud in the field of entrepreneurship. It isworth noting that this has been subject to long



standing criticism and debate even before the idea of socid entrepreneur came aong, for

example in the article “Who is the entrepreneur? is the wrong question” (Gartner, 1988).

The superlative way in which socid entrepreneurs are described is very gtriking in the
promotiona materids — “zed, young-at-heart, X-factor, well-connected, visionary,
unorthodox, team player, sense of humour...” (excerpts from the A to Z of socid
entrepreneurs on the CAN website). This has clearly been dienating for many, and hasbeen a
particular concern to those working in the field of community development (Pearce, 1999;
Waite, 2000; Atkinson, 1999) as well as people who have been caled socid entrepreneurs
(C3S, 4; S1). Concernsincluded socia entrepreneurs being carried away by their own
mythology, not crediting the range of people involved in cregting socia change, not
understanding the context within which socid action and community change take place.

“the danger at the moment is that if you focus on the individual element you are not

nurturing the community dimension” (C4)

Whilgt there is wide recognition by the groups promoting socid entrepreneurship that socia
entrepreneurs do work in teams, work oollaboratively, and create dliances, these are
nevertheless portrayed asindividua attributes rather than as part of a collective process
(Leadbeater, 1997; CAN website).

Theindividua — community tension takes on other formsin the contrast between working for
privete, persond benefit in business and public or common benefit in the voluntary sector.
There are ds0 issues around persond identity and confusing an entrepreneuria organisation
with one person who is leading that organisation.

“I think that is part of the flaw, we are seen as an entrepreneurial organisation
because we have an entrepreneurial leader, assumed, but that is wrong, we are an
entrepreneurial organisation because we have an entrepreneurial process not

because we should be associated with an individual.” (S2)

Business approach — political process

The assumption of much of what is written and discussed on socid entrepreneurship is about
working within and with the existing politica and economic systems — the neo-liberd market



economy. Thereisagenera sense of de politicisng socid action in the discussion of socid

entrepreneurship, in contrast to politica action being inherent in bringing about socia change.

“And it was seen as an integral part of community development practice to raise

political and critical awareness.” (C5)

Thisisthen manifested in three specific ways. Thefirgt is a greater focus on socid
entrepreneurs as creating change through dternative socid provision and services, rather than
through campaigning, lobbying and advocacy. Thisis followed through with the descriptions
of socid entrepreneurs as pragmatic and redigtic- “driven by the need to address redl
problems....... they have gone beyond the traditiona divisons of left and right, market and
state” (Leadbeater, 1997: 80). This seems aso to be expressed as afocus on being practica
rather than ideologicd. At the same time there is concern that the advocacy role of voluntary
organisaions, and the role of advocacy in promoting socid change, are being missed out in the
debates on socia entrepreneurship — “socia entrepreneurship can leave out the campaigning

part, which may have afar greater influence on acause’ (C2).

The second way is the shift from conceliving of socid action as a palitical process, to being
more like a business process. This reflects a change from citizen to consumer (eg Moore,
2000). There was an emphasis during some of the interviewsthat socia entrepreneurship
focused on the customer and the service being provided to the customer, which business has
done much better than the public and voluntary sectors— “But modtly it's about good
customer care and in the sector | don't think we are very good at that” (S5). However thisis
aso contested, and there is clearly some confusion about the nature of the process of socia
entrepreneurship —“The process | have been involved in dl my life, ismore like apalitica
process’ than the process of business (P4S).

Thethird way isthat socid entrepreneurship places an emphasis on outcome, in contrast to
community development approaches which emphasis process. Thereis clearly adesreto see
results, to get things done, and this is consistent with the notion of business as opposed to a
typica voluntary sector process which is characterised as ineffective and amateurish. Itisaso
reflected in the language, with words such as ‘ solution’ to socid problems, implying thet there



arein fact solutions rather than seeing it as an ongoing and long term process of tackling socid

issues

“and maybe social entrepreneurship is too focused on the product and the outcomes
.......... and process is important in a way that maybe it isn't in business. Maybe

social entrepreneurship is too utilitarian.” (C6)

There are two other important assumptions that are made in the discussion of socia
entrepreneurship.  These are not necessarily so contested, but are nevertheless not clearly
stated and do have implications about the particular nature and roles that social
entrepreneurship has been set up to play. Thefirg of these isthe focus on innovation, change,
and transformation, and a concomitant lack of emphasis on sustainability and consistency.
Thisisdightly smplifying the issue as sustainability is occasondly considered in the discussion
on socid entrepreneurship. One way is as the problem of ‘founder syndrome’ and the
sustainability of individual organisations. The other way is the development of socid enterprise
and sl generated income streamsin order that organi sations can be economicaly
independent and sustainable. One of the biggest concernsin the voluntary sector is the short
term nature of grant funding and contracts, and the way in which the sector is providing a
series of ‘projects rather than long term development. Nevertheless, socid entrepreneurship
tends to be seen as pioneering new and innovative approaches, rather than as good quality
sustained management of an organisation. In other words socia entrepreneurship seemsto fit

the project based approach that has been adopted by many funders, including government.

“I think that some of the most radical things that are happening at the moment are
the people that are doing 30 year plans, to really change things, and | think that is

what is going to change society radically is stability.” (S4)

The second emphasisisthat socia entrepreneurship in the UK tends to be located within
community regeneration, and is associated with creating lots of new organisations and groups
that would start small and would grow if they had the potentid —“\We will be backing
thousands of socia entrepreneurs — those people who bring to socid problems the same

enterprise and imagination business entrepreneurs bring to wedth crestion” (The Prime



Minigter, the Rt. Hon. Tony Blair, 1997). This meansthat socid entrepreneurship is not
conceived of asaway for the large established charities to become more entrepreneuria and
innovative, nor is there particular interest in trying to apply the resources and experience of
those organisations to bringing about socid change.

There are severa contested and controversid aspects to socid entrepreneurship. These are
rooted in the association of entrepreneurship with the business sector, and the perceived clash
of values and approaches between that and the voluntary sector. These contentious areas and
assumptions do contrast socia entrepreneurship with what is often understood as the way

things are done in the voluntary sector, a voluntary sector much in need of reform.

“They get caricatured at the extremes - there is the social entrepreneur as the super
individual at one end and | suppose at the other end is the sort of image of the
voluntary sector as being a bit dithery and large committees and everything has to be

politically correct and it doesn't really matter what we produce at the end of it.” (C3S)

There isadanger in highlighting what socid entrepreneurship can offer in thisway, of throwing
the baby out with the bath water. Socia entrepreneurship is presented as about needs as
opposed to rights, as being pragmatic and not idedistic, as concerned with effectiveness and
outcomes rather than processes, and about individuals and their capacity for action rather then
structures and policies. This places socid entrepreneurship asiit is currently understood firmly
within the current economic and politica framework rather than as chdlenging it. It givesita
sense of addressing socid problems as being more about meeting consumer needs than a
process of political empowerment. It could aso be in danger of adopting ideas from the
businessworld, just asthe most progressive parts of the businessworld are fundamentally

questioning some of their own practices and values.

Concluding comments

Socia entrepreneurship is characterised by a striking emphasis on theindividud socid

entrepreneur and the difference that one person can make.



“The job of the pattern-change social entrepreneur is to recognise whenever a part of
society is stuck in an inefficient or harmful pattern, to conceive a better and safe
alternative, to make that vision realistic and then a refined reality, and then to
persuade his or her entire society to make the leap to this new way.” (Drayton,
2000)

Whilst Isaiah Berlin said that “Few new truths have ever won their way againg the resstance
of established ideas save by being overstated”, and the ways in which socia entrepreneurship
wasfirgt promoted needed to present aclear image that contrasted with existing approachesin
order to gain attention and be seen as a significant dternative. However the sort of emphasi's
found confuses the function of entrepreneurship with the impact one individua entrepreneur
can have. Schumpeter is credited with having “glorified the entrepreneur” (Swedberg, 2000:
17), nevertheess he is dso quite clear that “the entrepreneurial function need not be embodied
inaphysicd person and in particular in asingle physica person. Every socid environment has
its own ways of filling the entrepreneuria function.” (Schumpeter, (1949), 1998).

Infact socid entrepreneurship does seem to fulfil particular functions that are consistent with
the theoretica approaches to the sudy of entrepreneurship. It does therefore seem useful to
adopt the term entrepreneur, and develop the theories and think ing that are behind it so that
they are more rdevant to asocia context. At the same time the implications of usng a
terminology that is strongly associated with the business world could be counter productive as
the political nature of socid changeis diminished.
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Interviews

Qualitative research methods were used, based on two sources of data: written materials and
interviews. The interviews conssted of eighteen open and loosdly structured interviews
conducted in late 2000 and early 2001. Three groups of people were interviewed: people
involved in promoting socia entrepreneurship; people who had been identified as socid
entrepreneurs; and people who have commented on socia entrepreneurship. There was some
overlap between these, such that atotal of 11 socia entrepreneurs wereinterviewed. The

data was andysed thematicaly, usng computer software Nudi<t.



Category Number interviewed. References used in this paper

Promoting soc entrepreneurship 6° P1S, P2S, P3, P4S, P5S, P6
(P)
Social entrepreneurs (S) 6 (+5) S1, S2, S3, S4, S5, S6

+ (P1S, P2S, P4S, P5S, C3S)

Commentators on soc 6 C1,C2,C35,C4,C5,C6

entrepreneurship (C)

a) Four peopleworking in organisations promoting social entrepreneurship were also identified as social

entrepreneurs

b) one person who has commented on the concept has also been identified as a social entrepreneur

' Descriptions of social entrepreneurs tend to beextremely positive, for example: aperson “with a
powerful idea, who combines visionary and real world problem-solving creativity, who has a strong ethical
fibre and who istotally possessed by his or her vision for change” (Bornstein, 1998) “ Social entrepreneurs
combine street pragmatism with professional skills, visionary insights with pragmatism, an ethical fibre
with tactical thrust.” (Catford, 1998).

! Community Action Network, which isan ondine internet based network of social entrepreneurs, had a
membership of 573 at May 2002. Senscot, a Scottish network of social entrepreneurs and people
interested in social entrepreneurship, had a membership of 334 at May 2002. And coming up to 100
students have been through the School for Social Entrepreneursand its satellite and associate
programmes.



