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Towards social innovation strategy: an analysis of UK Social Enterprises 

Abstract 

This paper presents the management practices and organisational behaviours that influence and 

inform social innovation (SI) strategy in social enterprises (SEs). Based on previous studies, 

we theorise that a collaborative and user-centred approach and a participatory organisational 

culture positively relate to social innovation performance. Data were collected from 78 SEs in 

the UK and analysed with ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. Findings confirmed that 

cooperation with the community, beneficiaries and universities, development of solutions 

based on the community's needs, design thinking, and people inside the SE who have 

intrapreneur behaviour have a positive linear relationship with SI performance. Our paper 

proposes a framework that indicates the what, why, and when of the social innovation strategy, 

highlighting the essential role of community, universities, and embeddedness of users 

throughout the whole innovation process. This knowledge is crucial for SEs and policymakers 

to assess which practices they should prioritise and focus their scarce resources on and what 

behaviours should be encouraged/developed to manage SI strategically. 

Keywords: social innovation, social enterprise, user-centred approach, cooperation, 

intrapreneurship, performance 

1. Introduction 

The last decade was a critical and fruitful period for developing social innovation (SI). There 

has been a significant increase in academic publications (Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 

2017), investment, and support programmes, such as the European Union Programme for 

Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI), with a budget of EUR 919.4 million for 2014-2020 

(European Commission, 2019). SI is "a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, 

efficient, sustainable, or just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues 

primarily to society as a whole rather than private individuals" (Phills et al., 2008, p. 36). SI is 

an alternative for addressing unmet social needs and delivering social welfare as an essential 

competitive strategy for a social enterprise (SE). An SE is considered an organisation guided 

by social values that sells goods and services in a competitive market due to its social mission 

or in support of it (Defourny and Nyssens, 2010).   

Revised Manuscript WITHOUT Author Identifiers
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For Tortia et al. (2020), SI is one of the main outputs of a SE as this type of organisation 

has the organisational context and routines that are adequate for the development of SI 

(Venugopal and Viswanathan, 2019). As they share aspects such as governance and motivation, 

including reinvesting dividends in the development of social goals, both concepts are closely 

related and have indistinguishable borders (Biggeri et al., 2017; Mulyaningsih et al., 2016a; 

Tortia et al., 2020). Therefore, the choice to study the SI process in SEs is natural. SI becomes 

an essential element of SEs, which are required to develop, sustain and diffuse SI to enhance 

their impact on society and guarantee their sustainability as enterprises. Funders, policymakers, 

donors and communities are calling for SEs to be more innovative (Alvord et al., 2004; Dees, 

2007; Nielsen and Samia, 2008). However, the knowledge regarding SI and SE interaction is 

scarce (Tortia et al., 2020), and academics and social entrepreneurs are still struggling to 

understand the determinants and the processes of their innovations (Doherty et al., 2014; 

Phillips et al., 2015). For instance, how to manage them effectively (Phillips et al., 2015; 

Slimane and Lamine, 2017) and which elements of the innovation process significantly 

influence the creation of economic and socio-environmental value (Foroudi et al., 2021).  

Current studies exploring SI in SEs recognise managerial practices and organisational 

behaviours that can improve the SI process, such as partnerships, user integration and 

participatory culture (Baek et al., 2019; Mulyaningsih et al., 2016; Phillips et al., 2017). 

Despite these critical findings, most studies provide a conceptual explanation, primarily based 

on case studies (Eichler and Schwarz, 2019; Phillips et al., 2017; Silveira and Zilber, 2017). 

Although this provides good insights into the SE, it does not indicate how these practices and 

behaviours can be implemented and how they improve overall SI performance. To address this 

need, our paper aims to answer the following question:  

 To what extent are management practices and organisational behaviours proposed in 

the literature influencing SI performance in SEs, and how can these practices and 

behaviour inform a SI strategy for SEs? 

To answer this question, we used the findings from a previous systematic literature 

review (João-Roland and Granados, 2020) that identified management practices and 

organisational behaviours developing SI in SEs. We assessed them with a quantitative study 

with 78 SEs in the UK. Our focus was on management practices such as open innovation, 

collaboration, user-centred approach, and organisational/individual behaviours such as 

participatory organisational culture. Our findings indicated that a collaborative, participatory 
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and user-centred approach, driven by intrapreneurial teams, should be followed by SEs when 

designing their SI strategy.  This knowledge is crucial for SEs and policymakers to assess which 

practices they should prioritise and focus on their scarce resources, what behaviours should be 

encouraged/developed, and how SI can be managed strategically in SEs.  

The remainder of our paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the theoretical 

background and hypotheses exploring the management practices and organisational behaviours 

supporting SI in SEs. Section 3 presents the methods and data used, Section 4 presents the 

sample characteristics and results.  Section 5 discusses the results and Section 6 concludes. 

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses 

There are many definitions of SI. While the sociological approach (e.g. Cajaiba-Santana, 2014) 

focuses on social practices, the economic conceptualisations (e.g. Dawson and Daniel, 2010; 

Pol and Ville, 2009) are more outcome-oriented (social impacts). However, they share two core 

conceptual elements: "1) a change in social relationships, -systems, or -structures, and 2) such 

changes serve a shared human need/goal or solve a socially relevant problem" (van der Have 

and Rubalcaba, 2016, p. 1932). More recent studies have argued that SI can also be defined 

from an institutional approach, considering cultural aspects, governance, and empowerment, 

recognising the different actors involved in the SI process (Solis-Navarrete et al., 2021). This 

approach acknowledged that SI could generate different types of value, not only economic but 

also social, environmental, institutional, cultural and political, emphasising the breadth of the 

SI boundaries.  

As a process, the mapping of social demands can be the first step of the process led by 

individuals (that may or may not benefit from the SI), social movements or organisations 

(Edwards-Schachter and Wallace, 2017; Nicolopoulou et al., 2017; Senent-Bailach and Rey-

Marti, 2017). It is argued that SI is a non-linear process with constant interactions and feedback 

loops creating learning opportunities (Terstriep et al., 2021) but characterised by tensions that 

result from complementing a social mission and the need to remain financially stable 

(Kleverbeck et al., 2017). It operates through partnerships and collaborative knowledge 

development, resulting in products, services or models that address social issues (Murray et al., 

2010). It may be radical when it proposes disturbing means, altering patterns of production, 

consumption, and distribution (Huddart, 2012) or incremental when it involves the 
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recombination and re-application of existing knowledge domains in new ways of meeting 

social goals (Bocken et al., 2014; Yunus et al., 2010).   

The development of SI can occur in different settings, such as research institutions, the 

private sector, government and other institutions in civil society (Ludvig et al., 2018; Schöning, 

2013). The most common setting for it is within the social economy1. In this setting, it is 

essential to acknowledge that, although SEs, which are framed within the social economy, can 

be created to explore a SI, or SEs can generate SIs, not all SEs originate from SIs or aim to 

socially innovate (Guadarrama and Acosta, 2017; Solis-Navarrete et al., 2021). Still, SEs are 

recognised by many researchers as a suitable environment for developing SI (Tortia et al., 

2020; Venugopal and Viswanathan, 2019) and because SIs have been considered an effective 

competitive strategy for SEs (Ko et al., 2019). For this reason, this research focuses on SI 

developed by/in SEs.  

Our previous systematic literature review (João-Roland and Granados, 2020) is used to 

address our research question. This study identified the SI process, its management and main 

drivers based on the analysis of 54 academic articles. The leading management practices and 

organisational behaviours (open approach/partnerships, organisational culture and community 

involvement in the innovative process) associated with the generation of SI in SEs compiled in 

our systematic review were grouped into the following three hypotheses.   

2.1 Open approach and partnership  

An open approach to innovation is understood as an organisation's willingness and 

readiness to open up to various forms of collaboration, including its propensity to implement 

open innovation practices and trust in external partners (Ahn et al., 2016). In our review, at 

least a third of the papers analysed in the systemic literature review proposed 'partnerships' as 

a critical theme that plays the most prominent role in SI generation. For example, Bhatt and 

Ahmad, (2017) discovered that the financial capital was limited in all the SI processes 

performed by Indian SE. However, social connections facilitated cooperation and trust. The 

partnership and collaborative network were necessary for both the generation of SI and the 

growth of the newly created SEs (scale). Yun et al. (2017) studied ten Korean SEs and 

concluded that their success and growth depended on their striving to move towards open 

                                                
1 Generally speaking, social economy  is characterized by different actions of hybrid agents (market, society and 

government) whose objective is to secure economic resources to meet social demands (Moulaert and Ailenei, 

2005).  
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innovation after obtaining government support in the early stages. Similarly, in the study of 

Fab Labs, Rayna and Striukova (2019) concluded that the adoption of an open approach had 

allowed the programmes to be adapted to the environment in which they were inserted, with 

the necessary diversity to meet social needs and promote social impact in the short term.  

For Chesbrough and Di Minin (2014), an open innovation strategy in the social context 

implies changes in organisations' business models, either inbound or outbound, to address 

social challenges. Hence, open innovation can be a strategy for SI (Ghazinoory et al., 2020; 

Phillips et al., 2017; Rayna and Striukova, 2019; Raynor, 2019; Selloni and Corubolo, 2017; 

Svensson and Hambrick, 2019). There could be three main reasons that justify the adoption of 

open innovation by social organisations: i) enable innovation and social activities of 

organisations through access to scarce resources and knowledge in SE (Castro-Arce et al., 

2019; Nicolopoulou et al., 2017; Slimane and Lamine, 2017); ii) to align different partner 

objectives (not measured through financial accounts); and iii) improve the efficiency of 

proposed solutions, through exchange between several agents and continuous joint 

improvement, which potentialises the longevity and SI’s capacity to generate systemic change 

(Santoro et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, an open approach can expand the frontiers of SI (Farmer et al., 2018), 

where partners may be called upon to explore opportunities mapped but not developed by SE 

due to scarcity of resources or different strategic interests (Phillips et al., 2017). In open SI, 

unlike technological innovation, commercialising intellectual property is not always the goal, 

focusing more on creating shared value (Mair and Gegenhuber, 2021). Instead, there is 

knowledge transmission and sharing of ideas, which guarantees diversity of resources and 

skills, a fundamental requirement for the SI process. That is, the value generated collectively 

is much greater than that which would be obtained by each organisation individually. 

Moreover, the learning process generated from knowledge obtained externally and its 

application in the organisation, through the use of open dialogue, is shown as an essential venue 

for the development of ideas and enhancing the organisation's ability to generate SI (Chalmers 

and Balan-Vnuk, 2013; Urban and Gaffurini, 2017). 

Another benefit of a collaborative strategy is the achievement or improvement of the 

SE's credibility. The partnership with actors with an established reputation allows the SE, still 

unknown in a given ecosystem, to engage actors not involved in the process (Raynor, 2019), 

introduce (Biggeri et al., 2017) and scale the SI to new markets (Morais-da-Silva et al., 2016). 
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Following these empirical findings, we proposed the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1 (H1): An open approach and partnership are positively related to social 

innovation performance. 

2.2 User-centred approach 

The user-centred approach is the heart of SI, given that the process starts with the identification 

of the needs in the community, and the solutions must be developed in partnership with, or 

preferably by the people that benefit from it (Dawson and Daniel, 2010; Nicolopoulou et al., 

2017; Venugopal and Viswanathan, 2019; Vezina et al., 2019). In the systemic literature review 

carried out previously, eight papers addressed the importance of this theme as a precursor 

antecedent of SI. In addition, three articles presented techniques that aim to place the user at 

the centre of the innovative process, totalling 20% of the analysed papers. 

The community involvement in the process of SI development results in advantages 

such as: a better understanding of the values, local needs and context (Venugopal and 

Viswanathan, 2019); greater confidence and, as a consequence, people and organisations are 

more inclined to collaborate; communities willing to collaborate (Farmer et al., 2018), try and 

validate the SI (Bhatt and Ahmad, 2017; Rao-Nicholson et al., 2017); access to external 

knowledge that facilitates the dissemination of SI by adapting it to other contexts and creation 

of SI ecosystems (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2017). 

In addition, Judit et al. (2016) show that the lack of commitment/involvement of active 

local community actors can compromise the SI's success. Ahmed et al. (2018) showed that SIs 

that are easy to use and maintain resulted in successful dissemination, as users can replicate 

them. Lastly, Selloni and Corubolo (2017) suggest that design thinking could play a crucial 

role in the SI process because the method maximises the community’s involvement by (i) 

putting the user in the centre of the innovative process, (ii) promoting constructive 

collaboration and (iii) facilitating the involvement of participants.  According to Bennett and 

McWhorter (2019), design thinking is a human-centred approach to problem-solving 

comprising three main phases: inspiration – responsible for defining the problem in an 

empathic way; ideation – work to generate, develop and test viable ideas; and implementation 

- where ideas are tested, and implementation challenges are resolved. Despite the phases, it is 

an iterative process. 
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Further literature suggested two other management practices that promote a user-

centred approach: the agile method and focus group. In the former, the process is divided into 

small stages with outputs where the next steps are defined in short meetings with all involved. 

The adaptive process based on the lessons learned facilitates the involvement of users and 

stakeholders (Castro-Spila et al., 2018). According to Beaumont Mitch (2017), companies 

(non-software product-based) have developed breakthrough product innovations using a mix 

of Agile and non-Agile methods. That is, while incremental innovations are developed in the 

traditional phase-gate pathway, an agile approach is applied to activities with substantial levels 

of uncertainty (breakthrough innovation) when iterative "loops" and prototypes are used to 

reduce uncertainties and clarify the desired solution. They also use multidisciplinary teams to 

ensure the customer's voice is heard. 

Meanwhile, the focus group method is recommended for the initial stages of the 

innovation process by Mulyaningsih et al. (2014). The discussions generated by this tool 

contribute to equality in the perception and clarity in understanding a social problem and in 

selecting its solution. To Hamel (2001), a focus group applied to SI involves i) the aim of 

improving the individuals’ or community’s condition through the betterment of products, 

processes, services or approaches; ii) distinct agents involved in a planned process; iii) 

innovative practice; iv) an evaluation that considers previous notions and values or an ex-post 

impact evaluation of the SI. 

Hypothesis 2 (H2): A user-centred approach is positively related to social innovation 

performance  

 2.3 Participatory organisational culture 

A participative organisational culture was present in 18% of the papers analysed in the previous 

systematic literature review. This organisational factor is fundamental for the SI, as it provides 

open communication, constructive negotiation, and a decision process guided by joint 

reflection (Dawson and Daniel, 2010). Thus, it is recommended that organisations create 

physical or virtual spaces and conditions that favour dialogue and innovation (Biggeri et al., 

2017). Using data from South African SEs, Urban and Gaffurini (2017) confirmed that 

participative decision-making and organisational dialogue are positively linked with the 

frequency of SI. Learning occurs when different areas of the enterprise continuously 

communicate between themselves, and the increased involvement of employees can increase 
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their engagement. Finally, Biggeri et al. (2017) suggested that a participatory culture that 

encourages open minds towards new ideas and points of view from a multidisciplinary 

perspective enhance capacities of SEs’ to produce SI. 

Ko et al. (2019) affirmed that the sense of belonging to the organisation and 

entrepreneurial passion increase the motivation of employees to engage in creative processes 

and seek solutions to social problems. Therefore, managers of SEs should encourage this 

behaviour. The social intrapreneur uses the resources and infrastructure of the organisation in 

which she/he works to generate social value on a large scale by developing innovations that 

promote social and/or environmental objectives. The social intrapreneur increases the social 

value and economic benefit promoted by the employer (Portales, 2019). Participatory 

evaluation methods and feelings of shared ownership are also essential to evaluate SI’s success 

as they minimise conflicts arising from different perceptions of performance (Szijarto et al., 

2018). 

 Indeed, research in entrepreneurship and innovation has already identified the 

relationship between the company’s culture and intrapreneurship. For example, Srivastava and 

Srivastava (2010) studied 150 private sector managers in retail food, confirming the hypothesis 

that participative organisation culture is positively related to intrapreneurship. Likewise, Eze 

et al. (2018) recommend that manufacturing companies enhance their shared organisational 

values and norms as the organisational culture plays a vital role in promoting intrapreneurial 

behaviour. 

As a result of the reasoning above, we formulated a fourth hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Participatory organisational culture is positively related to social 

innovation performance. 

  

3. Methods and Data 

3.1 Instrument and sample 

We followed a quantitative research design based on an online survey questionnaire to answer 

our research question and test the hypotheses proposed. The hypotheses were tested with three 



9 

 

models with several constructs. The constructs, the questions used in the survey instrument and 

the theoretical support are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1: Data collection instrument description (theoretical support and question) 

 

C
o

n
st

ru
ct

 Citations examples Questions in the instrument 

H
1

: 
O

p
en

 a
p

p
ro

ac
h
 a

n
d

 p
ar

tn
er

sh
ip

 

“Without a platform of experience, in-depth knowledge of the 

field, and established reputation, it would be practically 

impossible to make a difference on a larger scale” (Westley et 

al., 2014, p. 23). 

“A high level of social capital and trust between different actors 

in the ecosystem positively influences the capacity of SEs to 

introduce SI” (Biggeri et al., 2017, p. 302). 

Credibility and reputation of the SE are of great importance for 

the final stages of the innovation process (scalability). (Morais-

da-Silva et al., 2016). 

Credibility of the partners contributes to the engagement of 

actors not involved in the process (Raynor, 2019). 

How useful/ valuable was 

credibility and reputation of the 

social enterprise, and the support 

network, in attracting resources? 

Belonging to a network of innovators that share the same values 

is recommended for social innovators as they work as a source 

of ideas, moral support and facilitate access to collaborators and 

resources (Lettice and Parekh, 2010). 

How useful/ valuable was 

participation in specific networks 

for social 

entrepreneurs/innovators? 

Distribution of tasks and collaboration with more experienced 

partners (Senent-Bailach and Rey-Marti, 2017) 

“(...) collaboration of multiple actors, including the central and 

local governments, communities, public and private 

organisations, and individuals” (Castro-Arce et al., 2019, p. 13) 

SE “are more effective in creating innovation when working in 

partnership with others”. (Phillips et al., 2017, p. 328) 

Local and foreign partners can stimulate SI (Rao-Nicholson et 

al., 2017) 

“(…) “social networks help to access or minimise financial 

resources necessary for new venture creation during social 

innovations” (Bhatt and Ahmad, 2017, p. 1783) 

Indicate the type of collaborator 

the social enterprise collaborated 

with. 

● Community/beneficiaries 

● Other social enterprises 

● Private companies 

● Universities 

● Government 

● NGOs 

Associating external knowledge with the one produced internally 

impacts the levels of social innovation in social enterprises 

(Urban and Gaffurini, 2017). 

Creating new knowledge from lessons learned, experiences and 

best practices (Mulyaningsih et al., 2014) 

“(…) organisational learning is an important cultural element of 

the cases that enjoyed successful outcomes in scaling up” 

(Voltan and De Fuentes, 2016, p 461) 

How useful/ valuable was the 

combination of external and 

organisational knowledge to 

innovate? 

U
se

r 
ce

n
tr

ed
 a

p
p
ro

ac
h

 

“(…) community participation in co-design led to low-cost and 

technically feasible evidence-based service and product 

innovations” (Farmer et al., 2018, p. 10) 

SI was “grounded in local community members' experiences of 

problems and context” (Farmer et al., 2018, p. 10) 

By enabling access to local knowledge, the community can 

perform an essential role in the customisation of the innovations 

(Svensson and Hambrick, 2019) 

How useful/ valuable was the 

development of solutions (goods 

and services) based on the needs 

of the community? 

“(…)the success of the EMRI has been in tailoring social 

innovation to the Indian context” (Rao-Nicholson et al., 2017, 

p.235) 

If the SI is easy to use and maintain, it can be replicated by the 

users (Ahmed et al., 2018) 

How useful/ valuable was the 

development of solutions that are 

easy to use? 
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“Design thinking approach could play a crucial role, especially in 

supporting, accelerating, and democratising such innovation 

involving users and other actors” (Selloni and Corubolo, 2017, p. 

790) 

How useful/ valuable was design 

thinking? 

Focus Group Discussion – “(…) equality of perception over an 

emerging problem towards a mutually agreed solution” 

(Mulyaningsih et al., 2014, p. 4) 

How useful/ valuable was the 

Focus Group? 

Agile prototyping process (potential users engaged and 

stakeholders) (Castro-Spila et al., 2018) 

How useful/ valuable was the 

Agile Method? 

P
ar

ti
ci

p
at

o
ry

 o
rg

an
is

at
io

n
al

 c
u
lt

u
re

 

“(…) less successful outcomes were experienced (to scaling up 

the SI) where the organisational culture was rigid, and control 

was centralised” (Voltan and De Fuentes, 2016, p. 463). 

“(…) open dialogue, constructive negotiation and reflective 

decision making”, dialogue is essential to processes of SI 

(Dawson and Daniel, 2010, p.18) 

“(…) strong relationships and a sense of shared ownership were 

essential to the success of the evaluation SI phase” (Szijarto et 

al., 2018, p. 26). 

The decision-making process is 

participative. 

Collaborative work and open discussions among employees 

encourage them to get involved in developing and sharing 

knowledge and producing news (Pasricha and Rao, 2018). 

People inside the SE share 

knowledge 

Intrapreneurship (source of ideas and leadership) (Berzin and 

Pitt-Catsouphes, 2015) 

Employee training and less leader dependency (Morais-da-Silva 

et al., 2016) 

The entrepreneurial passion promotes greater team engagement 

in the development  of solutions to social demands. (Ko et al., 

2019). 

People inside the SE have 

intrapreneur behaviour 

“Openness to new ideas and points of view and capacity to 

analyse issues in a multidisciplinary perspective enhance the 

social innovation capacities of SEs” (Biggeri et al., 2017, p. 301) 

Is the team interdisciplinary? 

Three sets formed the survey instrument: SE's characteristics (Main activity, age, 

number of employees and geographic scope); SE's management information (behaviours and 

practices, organisation culture and decision-making process, social entrepreneur and 

cooperation) and SI performance (number, originality, longevity and diffusion). The first and 

third parts of the questionnaire were based on the European Community Innovation Survey 

(CIS). It is the leading survey used by the European Union developed to monitor innovation 

activities (Mention, 2011). The literature review informed the second part of the questionnaire.  

The questionnaire was collected through a self-completion online survey in the second 

half of 2019. According to Hughes and Preski (1997) the main types of biases related to key 

informants are related to the characteristics of the informant (organisational position and 

attributes not related to the position) or the complexity of the task (bias are errors of recall). To 

minimise the first type, the invitation emails were sent directly to the email of the CEO, social 

innovator or senior manager of the SEs. Such information was collected from the British 

government website (https://find-and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/search?q=) 

or the organisation's website. This strategy was adopted because, in non-profit surveys, 
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executive directors are considered the best key informants since they are the most 

knowledgeable about organisations' routines (Kim and Daniel, 2020). As for recall bias, it was 

decided to include an option to pause and later resume filling out the questionnaire so that the 

retrospective of organisational events could be checked and confirmed. As we understand that 

providing respondents' personal data could extend the response time of the questionnaire and 

reduce the response rate, informant characteristics were not collected, minimising non-

response bias.  

SEs in the UK formed the population for this research. The sample was derived from a 

previous quantitative study by Granados and Rivera (2017), which contained contact details of 

169 SEs interested in participating in further scientific research. Additionally, 136 

organisations listed in UK SE networks were added to the database, resulting in a sample of 

306 organisations. Self-assessment was used, meaning the UK government definition2 of SE 

was presented, and the respondents self-defined it as a social enterprise or not.  

The instrument was submitted for a pilot test with a panel of professionals and 

academics representing the SE community to ensure clarity and an appropriate number of 

questions for an average response time of 10 minutes. Small definitions of the concepts 

mentioned in the questionnaire were included to ensure the correct understanding of the 

questions and facilitate filling. Respondents were also rewarded with a report with the survey's 

main results at the end. The survey was made available over two and a half months, with two 

follow-up email reminders to increase participation. Despite the efforts described, only eighty-

seven responses were received, but nine were dropped due to inconsistencies in the responses 

or because they did not self-define the SE. This resulted in a response rate of 29%. According 

to Hager et al. (2003), studies suggest that in organisational research, the concern with non-

response bias due to low response rate is lower than in individuals because the similarity 

between respondents and non-respondents is significant. Thus, organisational research's return 

rates between 25 and 50% are not atypical. 

3.2 Dependent variables 

SI indicators are still lacking because there is no consensus about the concept of SI, its 

determining factors or appropriate metrics to measure and evaluate it (Unceta et al., 2016). 

                                                
2 Social enterprises are “businesses with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are principally reinvested 

for that purpose in the business or community, rather than being driven by the need to maximise profit for 

shareholders and owners” (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011).  
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According to Seelos and Mair (2017), the SI process can be divided into two phases: first, the 

act of innovation in which new solutions are developed with potential for future impact, and 

second, the act of scaling in which organisations create positive social impact. Therefore, we 

developed the SI performance index (SIPI) as our dependent variable to test our hypotheses. It 

is a synthetic unit of measurement of four indicators of innovative performance: i) the number 

of new or significantly improved SI (products/ services, process, marketing and organisational) 

introduced to the market in the last three years; ii) novelty degree, where the highest score 

means the SI is new to the market; iii) longevity that expresses the SI ability to continue in the 

long run, and iv) diffusion that indicates the reach and dissemination of SI. The calculation 

method of the index is the weighted sum of the four criteria mentioned. 

𝑆𝐼𝑃𝐼 = ∑ (𝑁𝐼 ∗ 0.10) + (𝑁𝐷 ∗ 0.30) + (𝐿 ∗ 0.20) + (𝐷 ∗ 0.40) 

The first and second indicators are adaptations based on the practices used in the 

Community Innovation Survey (CIS) to measure the enterprise's innovative activity levels and 

have been adjusted previously by Phillips et al. (2017) to be used in the context of SI in SEs. 

The first indicator aimed to measure the SE's ability to develop and significantly improve a SI 

within three years. The highest score is three for those who created three or more SIs and zero 

for those who did not socially innovate in the given period. A weight of 10% was applied to 

this indicator because producing a SI does not necessarily lead to the end of the SI process 

(Farmer et al., 2018; Murray et al., 2010; Tanimoto, 2012). The indicator measuring 'novelty 

degree' (0 - did not innovate; 1 - could not determine; 2 - new to SE only; and 3 - new to the 

market) weighted 30%. It indicated the enterprise's pioneering level of engagement with 

innovative activities (Phillips et al., 2017) and captured innovations based on a continuous 

change model (Mention, 2011).  

The 'longevity' indicator contributed to 20% of the final score as it indicates the SE's 

capacity to develop and strengthen the SI, promoting its dissemination to other contexts 

(Mulyaningsih et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2010; Senent-Bailach and Rey-Marti, 2017; 

Tanimoto, 2012). The SEs received different scores according to the following: 0 - did not 

innovate; 1 - innovation being used for less than a year; 2 - innovation still in use after a year 

and 3 - innovation still in use after a year by the SE and others. Finally, the most crucial 

indicator (weight of 40%) was 'diffusion' as the SI process is only finalised when the innovation 

is institutionalised as a social practice (Bhatt and Ahmad, 2017; Farmer et al., 2018; 

Mulyaningsih et al., 2014; Murray et al., 2010; Tanimoto, 2012). The indicator measures the 
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realised capacity as it refers to the process of innovating, implementing and disseminating 

(Unceta et al., 2016). The score ‘zero’ was attributed to enterprises that did not innovate, 'one' 

to SI implemented in niche markets, 'two' to SI implemented in other contexts/regions, 'three' 

to SI implemented by the SE and its partners, 'four' if the innovation was disseminated to other 

countries, and 'five' if the SI became part of a government program or public policy.  

3.3 Control and Independent Variables 

As in other studies with SI, models were run with dummy variables for the industry sector 

(Work Integration Social Enterprise – WISE, environment, renewables and energy, 

employment services, retail and leisure, business services and marketing, housing, education 

and youth services, financial services, health and social, cultural and other), geographical 

location (Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales, North East, North West, Yorkshire and the 

Humber, East Midlands, West Midlands, London, East of England,  South East and South 

West), age of SE and number of employees (Kickul et al., 2018; Ko et al., 2019a; Phillips et 

al., 2017).  

Respondents indicated how much the management practices were extremely valuable 

or not at all valuable on a five Likert scale. Similarly, they agreed or disagreed with the 

decision-making process/culture and social entrepreneur/ innovator characteristics on a five 

Likert scale (1 = 'strongly disagree'; 5 = 'strongly agree'). All the information was coded into 

binary variables to analyse and create independent variables (answers 1, 2 and 3 = 0 and 

answers 4 and 5 = 1). The respondents also indicated the type of collaborator the SE 

collaborated with (community/ beneficiaries, other social enterprises, private companies, 

universities, government and non-profit organisations – NGOs). The internal reliability of the 

questionnaire was measured with Cronbach’s Alpha, with a value of 0.79, which is acceptable 

according to the parameters proposed by Hair Jr et al. (2005). 

4. Sample characteristics and results  

The final sample used in this study had 78 SEs. Albeit small, it presents data similar to the 

Social Enterprise: Market Trends 2017 report that was commissioned jointly by the Department 

for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) and the Department for Business, Energy and 

Industrial Strategy (BEIS) (Table 2). 
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The majority of the respondents’ SEs operated in education (16), health (14) and Work 

Integration Social Enterprise - WISE (13), which shows a diversified selection of activities. 

The biggest SE employer in the sample had 275 employees, but most SEs were micro-

businesses (1-9 employees). 47% of our sample employed between two to five employees.  The 

average age of SE in our sample was 14 years old, and most SEs were located in the London 

area (25%), followed by North West, South West and South East (10% each). Wales had the 

smallest representation, with 1.15%, but a similar small figure was shown in the government 

report (2.8%) (Stephan et al., 2017). 

Table 2: Comparison between sample characteristics and the government report 

  Our sample SE: Market Trends 

2017 report 

Age (≥ 10 years old) 67% 72 % 

Micro businesses (1-9 employees) 61% 68,5% 

Region (England) 84% 86.1% 

 

We used Stata® Statistics Software to test our hypotheses. As we were interested in not 

only testing our hypothesis but also measuring the magnitude of changes associated with the 

independent variables of interest, while controlling for confounding factors, regressions were 

run using ordinary least squares (OLS) with SIPI as the dependent variable. We found that H1 

(F= .041, p < .05), H2 (F= .026, p < .05) and H3 (F= .057, p < .10) were partially confirmed. 

It is important to highlight that the robust standard errors do not change the significance of the 

coefficients in the three models. 

The results showed that H1 explains 23% of the variation in SIPI (adjusted R squared= 

0.2271). This means that, regarding the influence of an open approach and partnership, we 

found a positive linear relationship between SIPI and cooperation with community/ 

beneficiaries and universities (figure 1). On the other hand, a negative linear relationship was 

found between cooperation with NGOs and SIPI. This result can indicate that, just as the 

excessive use of bricolage3 can prevent the development of innovations with a long-term 

systemic impact (Kickul et al., 2018), cooperation with other NGOs can reduce diversity (same 

                                                
3 “The combination of existing resources for new problems and opportunities” (Fisher, 2012, p. 1031) 
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abilities, experiences and knowledge) and negatively influence the organisational and 

innovative performance of SEs (Cho et al., 2017).  

 

 

 
H2: User-centred approach 

Variables  P>[t] 

Solutions based on the needs of the community 0.089 

Solutions that are easy to use 0.854 

Focus Group  0.387 

Agile Method  0.659 

Design thinking  0.021 

 
H3: Participatory organisational culture 

Variables  P>[t] 

People inside SE share knowledge 0.275 

Intrapreneur behaviour 0.003 

Team is interdisciplinary 0.644 

Decision-making process is participative 0.549 

Figure 1: Conceptual model and main results  

Regarding control variables, geographical location had no influence, only age and 

sector influenced the hypotheses. The age of SE decreases SIPI (significant at 1% level), but 

operating in the retail sector increases SIPI (significant at 5% level). Concerning age, our 

findings concurred with previous innovation studies that identified a negative impact of age on 

the intensity of innovative activities (see Balasubramanian and Lee, 2008). However, we 

acknowledge that more studies on SE are needed to determine precisely this relationship. 

Regarding the findings of the retail sector, our study found that the most frequent types of SI 

developed by the companies in our study in the last three years were new services, new 

processes and new management methods. This might explain retail companies' good 

performance as many provide services. 

H1: Open approach and partnership 

Variables  P>[t] 

Credibility and reputation of the social enterprise or the 

support network to attract resources 

0.700 

Combination of external knowledge and organisational 

knowledge to innovate 

0.681 

Participation in specific networks for social 

entrepreneurs/innovators 

0.245 

Cooperation with community  0.074 

Cooperation with other SEs  0.642 

Cooperation with private companies  0.355 

Cooperation with universities 0.054 

Cooperation with Government 0.510 

Cooperation with NGOs  -0.091 

Social 

innovation 

performance 

(SIPI) 

 F = .026 
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H2 explains 23% of the variation in SIPI (adjusted squared= 0.2295). We found a 

positive linear relationship between SIPI and the development of solutions based on the 

community's needs and design thinking. Afresh, operating in one sector increases SIPI, 

Housing (p = .032, p < .05).  

The influence of participative organisational culture on SI performance was explored 

in H3, which explains 19% of the variation in SIPI (adjusted squared= 0.1858). We found a 

positive linear relationship between SIPI and people inside the SE who have intrapreneur 

behaviour. Again, retail (p =.05) was significantly associated with SIPI and housing (p = .042, 

p < .05), but it is worth noting that only one SE in our sample works in this last sector.  

5. Discussion 

Our hypotheses are designed to determine the management practices and organisational 

behaviours associated with SI performance in SEs. First, our findings confirm that cooperating 

with the community and universities increases the SE's ability to innovate socially. Models 

such as the 'Quadruple Helix Innovation System Framework' (see Carayannis et al., 2018 and 

Bellandi, Donati and Cataneo, 2021) and 'Triple Helix twins' (see Etzkowitz and Zhou, 2006) 

have already studied the relationship between the enterprise, universities, government and civil 

society, where the latter has the role of ensuring the balance between technological 

advancement and generation of negative externalities. The “interaction of the Triple Helix 

twins constitutes a social organisation that integrates a positive entrepreneurial dynamic into 

civil society” (Etzkowitz and Zhou, 2006, p. 80). 

As already proposed by Bayuo et al. (2020), universities can play a crucial role in SI 

through their three pillars: research, teaching and third-mission. In research, by working with 

businesses and civil society organisations to co-produce and co-design SI projects supported 

by students. In teaching, for example, by using methodologies of active problem solutions, 

where students develop solutions to problems presented by the community. Lastly, regarding 

the university’s third mission, by collaborating with other stakeholders to create living labs, 

science shops or do-it-yourself (DIY) labs (Lhoste, 2020). Similarly, Benneworth and Cunha 

(2015) suggested that universities can support the SI process in three different ways: 1) by 

providing knowledge that is necessary for innovation development; 2) by supplying 

infrastructure and assets, for example, the use of laboratories, and financing projects and 3) by 
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facilitating access to resources either by advising on external sources of funds or by persuading 

investors to support SI.  

The importance of cooperating with the community lies in the ability of the SE to act 

as a ‘bridge’ between the community, universities, and the government. This ability increases 

SE’s capacity to innovate because the community is the source of the innovative process 

(Farmer et al., 2018; Venugopal and Viswanathan, 2019). Hence, identifying and 

understanding a social need is the main reason motivating SE and community cooperation (see 

Figure 2). In this process, the SEs in our sample that appropriated the local experience and 

knowledge and developed solutions (goods and services) based on the community's needs 

presented a SIPI that was 13% larger than those that did not. 

 

Figure 2: Type of partner and purpose of collaboration 

After the ideation phase, the involvement of universities contributes to accessing 

scientific knowledge and resources for the project's development. Benneworth and Cunha 

(2015) argued that this type of cooperation is more beneficial when there is an alignment of 

interests between the university and the social innovators. The researchers and lecturers have 

helpful knowledge of SI from their previous teaching and research activities. The challenges 

associated with searching for a solution to social problems can originate new research ideas 

and practical activities, contributing to engaging and up-to-date lectures. Furthermore, the 

university's credibility and reputation are strategic assets for the SE and enable them to access 
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funding from the government, foundations and private companies, among others, through 

funding calls targeting the development of research projects.  

Our findings demonstrated how the SEs improved their overall SI performance by 

following an open approach and partnership. Aligned to this finding was the acceptance of H3 

about the user-centred approach. Specifically, the use of design thinking as a management 

practice increased the SE's SIPI by approximately 15 percentage points. Design thinking 

stimulates the search for solutions through experimentation and quick action, is iterative, based 

on collaborative work, and facilitates users’ involvement (beneficiaries), who are the centre of 

the innovative process (Brown, 2008; Micheli et al., 2019). According to Bennett and 

McWhorter (2019), empathy with potential innovation users is inherent to SI. Although this 

can happen without design thinking, the approach helps the social innovator to think about the 

new solution empathically, that is, from the awareness, feelings and experiences of SI end 

users. 

 Moreover, it aims to convert problems into opportunities, seeking to develop solutions 

that create value for the user whilst being technically and financially feasible for the company 

(Brown, 2008). In other words, it considers the desires of the government (solution to social 

problems), the SI beneficiaries, universities and the SE. 

Our study found that a management behaviour, intrapreneurship, was identified as a SI 

boosting factor in the SEs supporting a participatory organisational culture. According to 

Dwivedi and Weerawardena (2018), extremely limited resources and a troubling operational 

environment make the social purpose organisations adopt an entrepreneurial stance. Similarly, 

the conception of innovative approaches to generate social value is intrinsic to social 

entrepreneurial behaviour. The intrapreneurial behaviour increased the SIPI of analysed SEs 

by 16.67 percentage points. This finding reinforces the view that using the knowledge, 

competency, partners, and relationships in the SE is a viable option to encourage innovative 

activities (Berzin and Pitt-Catsouphes, 2015). However, according to Portales (2019), the 

intrapreneurial potential to generate social impact must be accompanied by organisations 

encouraging and developing SIs.   

Overall, the human resources in a SE (managers, employees, volunteers and trustees) 

are paid below the market rate. Still, they are attracted and motivated to work in such 

organisations due to their calling to the SE's social mission, usually a dual role as client and 
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employee (Doherty et al., 2014). These characteristics work as a powerful booster for 

intrapreneurship because, as they get involved in the SI process, their passions and beliefs guide 

them to expand their limits, promoting positive social change (Caringal-Go and Hechanova, 

2018). 

However, it is worth noting that salaries below-market rates are considered barriers to 

attract skilled employees (Doherty et al., 2014). This might have partially affected the 

innovative capacity of the SEs analysed, as only 9% of them reported developing entirely new 

innovations in the market. For Dawson and Daniel (2010), SI consists of new knowledge and 

technologies or the recombination of knowledge domains into new ways of meeting social 

objectives. Kickul et al. (2018) demonstrated that bricolage contributes positively to the ability 

to innovate up to a certain point. High levels of bricolage may hinder the use of non-traditional 

resources to expand work in neglected markets. This may suggest that the SEs in the sample 

present higher SIPI because their human resources can recycle existing knowledge into new 

projects. However, the lag in team building can lead to a lower capacity to produce radical SIs. 

In cases where the beneficiaries of the social change form the SE, the intrapreneurship 

behaviour is also associated with empowerment (Edú Valsania et al., 2016), which is a SI 

characteristic, especially in the final stages of the innovation process (Castro-Arce et al., 2019; 

Mongelli and Rullani, 2017). For some of the SE's employees, the involvement in the 

innovation process represents a motivational and empowering factor as they are often 

marginalised when it comes to decision-making in traditional organisations (Caringal-Go and 

Hechanova, 2018). However, to explore the empowering potential by/through SI, it is crucial 

to consider the power relations, which can result in (dis)empowerment of actors (Avelino et 

al., 2019). In this way, design thinking can democratise SI's development, ensuring everyone's 

involvement (Selloni and Corubolo, 2017). Lastly, the intrapreneurial behaviour can be 

stimulated beyond the boundaries of the SE, involving the organisation's partners. Silva and 

Wright (2019) showed how different knowledge, skills, experience, and entrepreneurial 

characteristics from different organisations' actors contribute to integrating social and market 

mechanisms to generate social and business values.  

In light of our results, we proposed a framework (Figure 3) that captures the 

management practices and organisational behaviours that can support a SI strategy in SEs. 

According to Tidd and Bessant (2015), the innovation strategy is based on the organisation’s 

ability to manage limited resources in a context of growing complexity to develop new 
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solutions that boost the company’s growth. We proposed four pillars that support the SI 

strategy. Of the 18 variables investigated, grouped into three hypotheses, five showed a positive 

linear relationship between SIPI, which is why they became the pillars of the proposed 

framework. From H1, cooperation with communities and universities was represented by  

‘cooperation with university’ and ‘cooperation with community’ pillars. In H2, design thinking 

and the development of solutions based on community needs were represented as a ‘user 

centred approach’, as both aim to place the user at the centre of the innovation process. In H3, 

intrapreneurial behaviour was represented by the ‘intrapreneurship’ pillar.  

 

Figure 3: Structure for development of SI strategy   

The SI process starts with cooperation with the community, identifying their needs, 

which become the source of the innovation process. Afterwards, an affective and cognitive 

exercise elicits the requirements for innovation. This exercise helps to understand and guide 

the process from the perspective brought by the living conditions of potential SI users. The 

solutions are then designed, developed and tested (prototypes) in an interactive and iterative 

process while stimulating intrapreneurship and cooperating with universities and the 

community. 
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The community is interested in improving quality of life, possesses knowledge of the 

local dynamics, increases the SE's credibility among potential users of the SI, and legitimises 

it (Bhatt and Ahmad, 2017; Farmer et al., 2018; R. Rao-Nicholson et al., 2017; Venugopal and 

Viswanathan, 2019). On the other hand, the university aims to increase its interaction with 

society and apply the newly developed knowledge to teaching activities and research. It can 

also access funding calls focusing on SI (Benneworth and Cunha, 2015), contributing advanced 

and up-to-date knowledge and skills (Silva and Wright, 2019).  

The diamond represents the divergence and convergence of ideas, a common 

characteristic in user-centred approaches. Using tools like design thinking seems to contribute 

significantly to aligning interests, democratisation in participation, coordinating efforts, and 

accelerating the innovative process.  

6. Conclusions 

To answer the need for SEs to be more innovative and to help them understand how to manage 

innovation effectively, we asked the question: to what extent are management practices and 

organisational behaviours proposed in the literature influencing SI performance in SEs, and 

how can these practices and behaviours inform a SI strategy for SEs?. Based on our findings 

from 78 SEs in the UK, we confirmed how specific management practices and organisational 

behaviours could improve SI performance in SEs. Furthermore, we proposed a framework that 

helps SEs to develop a SI strategy. 

Our paper contributes to both theory and practice. First, it informs SI and SE literature 

by indicating the determinants and the process of SI. It highlights the crucial role of practices 

and behaviours that proved effective in other types of enterprises, such as design thinking, and 

applies it in the context of SEs. Moreover, it contributes to current discussions about the 

particularities of SI, which makes it different from technology innovation (Vrontis et al., 2021) 

and SE (Foroudi et al., 2021). It includes the essential role of community and universities, the 

embeddedness of users throughout the whole innovation process, and the need for 

intrapreneurship. 

Secondly, our paper’s contributions to practice are twofold. For SEs, it helps them 

understand how to manage the SI strategy. Our framework indicates the what, why, and when 

of the innovation activity. This means developing, reviewing, and updating their management 

practices and organisation's behaviours that are compatible with the organisation’s mission and 
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establishing targets for innovation. SEs need to realise that, to shape their SI strategy, they need 

to identify the community's social needs following emphatic principles, co-create solutions 

with them, and develop a solution that creates/transforms/sustain value. All this is supported 

by four critical pillars: the community, cooperation, user-centred approach and 

intrapreneurship. For universities and other supporting organisations, it emphasises their 

critical role in the innovation process of SEs. Universities can support SI in different ways, 

such as providing advisory services to social innovators, opening their networks, bringing 

resources, and becoming social change agents (Petersen and Kruss, 2021).  

There are some potential limitations of our study. Firstly, the sample size was relatively 

small, although it represented the characteristics of the SE population in the UK. Further studies 

can include other potential organisations where SI happens, such as public and for-profit 

institutions, or different geographical contexts, such as developing countries. This will address 

current discussions about the role of SI in emerging economies (Arocena and Sutz, 2021; Rao-

Nicholson et al., 2017) and in different institutional contexts (Turker and Altuntas Vural, 

2017). Second, our study did not find a significant influence of control variables such as 

geographical location, age and sector in the hypotheses. However, we acknowledge that the 

nature of the work developed in some sectors may influence the innovation process, sources 

and practices of SEs, and their location, which provide different access to resources or 

opportunities. Further research should consider the influence of different geographical 

ecosystems on the levels of innovation from SEs, as identified in entrepreneurial studies (Wurth 

et al., 2022) and the difference between sectors and their particular innovation behaviours, as 

studied in technology innovation literature (Hashi and Stojcic, 2013). Finally, in our study, we 

did not explore further the types of innovations developed by SEs and how the different 

management practices and behaviours influence them. Our primary focus was on assessing the 

impact of these practices on SI performance. A more systemic exploration of SI, such as the 

one followed by the ‘Problem-oriented innovation system’ perspective (Ghazinoory et.al., 

2020), could provide good insights into the social and technical areas of the innovations.  
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