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Objectives: This paper considers the 'top-down' promotion of enterprise in deprived communities. It examines the prevalence of an enterprise discourse within different sectors of a deprived community in the UK. A discourse analysis methodology is adopted to explore the power of the enterprise discourse and in particular any lock-in and lock-out effects.

Prior work: Policy makers and advisers promote enterprise as ‘the solution’ to deprivation. In the most intractably problematic areas, social and community enterprise are positioned as the panacea for entrenched economic and social ills. Communities are being asked to take responsibility for their own futures by being enterprising. Blackburn and Ram (2006) highlight that evidence of this policy's efficacy is mixed.

Discourses determine how power and knowledge are produced and set the boundaries of debate. Dominant entrepreneurial discourses portray the entrepreneur as an aggressive hero seeking out new opportunities. Lock-in to specific enterprise discourses could side-line alternative solutions and forms of enterprise or community development.

Approach: The methodology is discourse analysis. It was based in a UK area of deprivation (IMD definition). Interviews were held in 2006 with 3 enterprise support workers, 4 entrepreneurs with varying experience and 2 community leaders. In addition, a steering group meeting of the local social enterprise support agency was recorded. Analysis techniques was based on Fairclough's (1992) three stage process and considered context and framing of texts; the micro-processes of discourse, and the effect on wider power relations and ideologies.

Results: Analysis suggests ideological tensions and confusion within individuals as well as between groups. There was an expectation that enterprise should be promoted but managerial discourses and ideologies were prevalent. Interviewees reframed the structured enterprise discourse. In particular sustainability was a dominant concept but one that was reinterpreted in various ways There was also evidence of a m/paternal ideology, particularly among enterprise support workers.

Implications: The results highlight the complexities underpinning policy attempts to conjure up an entrepreneurial spirit in deprived communities. It highlights that the discourse of enterprise support workers may lock-out the two groups of individuals they aim to target, namely the most entrepreneurial individuals and the most severely excluded.

Value: This paper is important in helping to understand the mixed results of enterprise policy in deprived communities. It also provides a deeper understanding of the entrepreneurial ideology.
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Enterprise Confusion and Tension in Deprived Communities

Introduction:

‘Enterprise’ is a central tenet of the government policy agenda. Within this, social entrepreneurship and social enterprises have been attracting widespread interest over the last decade in the UK. The encouragement of social enterprises is central to regional development strategies, particularly in areas of deprivation. People running social enterprises are held up as vital to the economy and a commitment to the development and growth of the social enterprise sector is emphasised by policy makers at all levels.  There has been a mushrooming of events, articles, books, journals, websites and specialist associations which reflect a growing interest in the social enterprise sector. Within the rhetoric of social enterprise, the language of business and entrepreneurship is held up as being the way forward. Pomerantz (2003: 26) expresses a widely-held view in writing “The key to social enterprise involves taking a business-like, innovative approach to the mission of delivering community services.”  The people who run social enterprises are often called ‘social entrepreneurs’ because they are expected to combine “entrepreneurial flair with a commitment to giving something back to the community” (Michael 2006).  

However, the application of the entrepreneurship paradigm to the social sphere is questioned conceptually, practically and ideologically (Krashinsky 1998, Paton 2003, Pearce 2003, Dees 2004, Cho 2006).  There are concerns that the repackaging of long standing community processes as a new form of entrepreneurship is neglecting some of the ideological and political principles at their roots (Pearce 2003).  We examine the top-down promotion of (social) enterprise and consider whether or how it is reflected in the communities it is aimed at. This is extremely important in determining the appropriateness and efficacy of enterprise policy and in developing an understanding of how it works (or not) ‘in the wild.’  We analyse the structured discourse that prevails in national and regional policy circles and contrast it with the discourse of three groups: social enterprise support workers, social and local entrepreneurs and community workers.  We highlight ideological tensions and confusion and in doing so improve our understanding of the mixed results of enterprise policy in deprived communities. 
Policy drive, policy discourse

Since Thatcherism in the UK in the 1980s, there has been particular interest in the enterprise culture, with its various meta rhetorics and discourses.  There is no doubt that since the election of a Labour government in 1997, enterprise, or at least enterprise policy, has gained an extra dimension.  This is particularly relevant in respect of depleted communities, neighbourhoods that conventional wisdom suggest have a deficit in levels of entrepreneurial behaviour. Policy makers and advisers promote enterprise as ‘the solution’ to deprivation. In the most intractably problematic areas, social and community enterprise are positioned as the panacea for entrenched economic and social ills.  Some have suggested that communities are asked to take responsibility for their own futures through adaptation to entrepreneurial behaviour while noting that there is little evidence to support views that such policy actually works (see for example Blackburn and Ram, 2006).

There is a particular discourse associated with such policy.  These policy discourses fall neatly into the category suggested by Ogbor (2000) who argues that dominant entrepreneurial discourses portray the entrepreneur as an aggressive hero.  The entrepreneur will seek out new opportunities and this encourages a “reproduction of familiar ethnocentric, discriminatory and gender biased assumptions of entrepreneurship” (Fletcher, 2003:129).  This seems to be a form of structural analysis that enables a type of lock-in that gives us a discourse that is limited to a narrow understanding of enterprise.  Simultaneously, alternative solutions to deprivation and poverty are marginalised and excluded.  In one sense the dominant discourse of enterprise fits into a neo-liberal worldview of how social and economic problems should be addressed.

This analysis, as shown by Perren and Jennings (2005) provides us with the “grand narrative of entrepreneurs and small businesses” (2005, p.176) consistent with Ogbor’s critique of heroic entrepreneurs.  They provide an understanding of a particular policy drive (i.e. more enterprise as it is uncritically good for society), a particular objective (i.e. more entrepreneurs as their behaviour will give us, uncritically more enterprise) at a particular scale (i.e. the local, for it is here where the answers to global forces can be found.)  In so doing it allows us to reflect on policy in a certain way, for instance by looking at the language used in its construction.  We can look at this in a little more detail by considering the following selective quotes.

The first comes from the Policy Action Team 3, a group of policy makers and practitioners who brought together the new view on enterprise.  We might refer to these as the visionaries who sought to introduce the ‘Third Way’ into ideas about enterprise from the 1997 watershed.  From their initial document we see clearly stated the intention of the new Labour administration in 1999 to draw on enterprise to address matters of social and economic exclusion.  This document, titled simply but with some degree of force ‘Enterprise and Social Exclusion’, set the tone for what was to follow.

“A shortage of jobs, local services and enterprise is one aspect of exclusion facing people in disadvantaged neighbourhoods. The challenge in economic terms is to rebuild livelihoods and restore robust local markets. Sustainable neighbourhood renewal will not happen without enterprise development. Conversely, enterprise development will be of only marginal relevance unless it is part of a wider strategy to develop people’s skills and self-esteem and help them use mainstream services from which they feel excluded.”   (Policy Action Team 3, 1999, p.6 emphasis added)

This extract presents a structural perspective related to societal rebuilding, restoration, renewal and development.  In this sense we see language associated with construction and physical action used as a metaphor, with the key ‘tool’ (to continue the metaphor) being enterprise.  Furthermore:

“[p]romoting enterprise to expand employment opportunities can build confidence and capacity and offer a route out of exclusion through economic opportunity. Enterprise development should therefore be an important indicator of the success or failure of neighbourhood renewal.”  (Ibid.)  

Not only is the metaphor embellished as demonstrated in this extract, but brought into play is the idea of new economic opportunities emerging.  This emergence is an important feature in the language of enterprise and how it is associated with depleted communities. It is entirely consistent with the views of Blackburn and Ram (2006, p.74) when they state “the notion of ‘enterprise’ has been positioned as a key means of helping to overcome social exclusion”.

Following the view from the group of experts who made up PAT 3 comes a second example to demonstrate how politicians support the policy initiative that brought in the Phoenix Fund.  The Phoenix Fund was an initiative that came from the PAT 3 report and was established in 2000 aimed at encouraging entrepreneurship in disadvantaged areas.  Patricia Hewitt, the then Trade and Industry Secretary commented on this initiative:

“The Government is committed to enterprise for all, no matter where people live or whatever their circumstances.  The new money will help more people start up in business.”  (Business Hotline Publications, 2003, p.1 emphasis added)
This line was pushed further by the Small Business Minister, Nigel Griffiths.  Griffiths outlined the role of Community Development Finance Institutions (CDFIs), a means by which finance for enterprise could be accessed in depleted communities.  He stated:

“The Government recognises that CDFIs have a vital role to play in providing finance to some of our most imaginative and tenacious entrepreneurs. CDFIs are filling a vital gap in access to finance in more disadvantaged communities, forming a bridge between the public and private sectors.  CDFIs are helping us to provide enterprise opportunities for all, and ensure that the best possible support is in place for those who want to start or grow their own business - no matter what their background.”

(Small Business Service Press Release, April 14th 2004 emphasis added)

Enterprise, still in its heroic sense, has become an egalitarian mantra and is inclusive and for all.  Such is the reiterated message.  This is reflected in the name of this initiative, ‘Phoenix’, that refers to a mythical bird that is reborn from the ashes in much the way that politicians seek enterprise to be the magical remedy from which depleted communities can be reborn.

A third example, as part of the structured discourse, comes from the cautious but realistic practitioner, the Bank of England who (prior to the Phoenix initiative but in response to PAT 3) looked at finance for small businesses in deprived areas.  The Bank noted how the promotion of enterprise in depleted communities can assist the circulation of money within a neighbourhood and provide much needed jobs.  They state:

“The causes of social and financial exclusion are complex and there are a variety of symptoms. The nature of deprivation in a particular area depends on many factors, including its history, the origin and duration of its economic problems and the particular industry or industries which have declined.”  (Bank of England, 2000, p.3 emphasis added)

This is a cautionary tale to indicate that the private sector is not wholly responsible for the vagaries suffered by those living in depleted communities.  It is a change in emphasis from the language used by policy makers and politicians, a contrast to the metaphor of building, seizing opportunity and inclusion.  It is further embellished through the Bank’s report, for example:

“While the promotion of businesses in deprived areas can have a number of positive impacts on local people, several studies have stressed that business establishment on its own should not be viewed as a primary tool for tackling deprivation.” (Ibid. p.14)

The almost defensive position of the Bank noted here not only seeks to exonerate the private sector from the responsibility for social and economic exclusion but is also apologetic for enterprise not being the answer for such problems.  In this respect they may well be correct.  However this is not the point but that they, the Bank of England, are an important part of the structured discourse on enterprise in deprived communities.

Parkinson and Howorth (2007) highlight many similar concepts in their review of core policy and strategy texts from national, regional and local agencies: for example, doing lots with very little, financial independence through sustainability, contributing to the mainstream economy, bringing business discipline to social ventures, innovating for change, helping people take charge of their lives and futures. It is assumed that social enterprises will take on the existing business model, which excludes the potential to develop new models.  For example, ’Social enterprises must see themselves as businesses, seek to become more professional and continuously raise their standards of performance and their ambitions’ (DTI 2002).  And social enterprises are encouraged to be part of the mainstream economy: ‘social enterprise should ”become part of the solution to reviving and strengthening local economies” but ”should not be seen as a side show to the real economy” (NWDA 2003). Pearce argues that there has been a shift in language from political engagement to problem fixing, collective action to individual entrepreneurs, and from democratic structures to a focus on social purpose (Pearce 2003).  The charge is that in the rise of the social enterprise agenda, community has been sidelined discursively and complex values and meanings behind the social ignored.

It is important to note that we are not suggesting that these initiatives are wrong or that they are intrinsically flawed.  What we are suggesting is that the policy drive brings with it a particular discourse that is limited.  It is restrictive in that it reduces the entrepreneur who operates in a depleted community (and his or her voice) to being a passive recipient of the dominant policy discourse.  It therefore takes little if any account of the contested space that is policy formation, or the contested space that is entrepreneurship and business in deprived communities.

This can have tangible effects at the local level.  For example, economic analyses about the impact of an enterprise, in terms of jobs and money flows, take on more importance.  Ideas about constructing a new inclusive society that can arise from the ashes come from the politicians and the visionaries.  By locking into this narrow, particular view of enterprise the social regenerative potential from initiatives that manifest in new forms of social enterprise is lost. No account is taken of effects on family and kinship, the raising of aspirations and self esteem and the impact on the community psychology that prevails in localised neighbourhoods.  In fact, the structured discourse not only acts as an exclusive narrative but it brings into play individual actors as part of an economic response at the negation of local politics and alternative ideals about the meaning of enterprise (Gibson-Graham, 1996).

Yet this is only speculative unless we look at the language of those individuals and consider the extent to which they challenge such a structured policy discourse.  The following seeks to identify ideological tensions and contradictions within individuals as well as between groups in depleted communities.  This can help draw out some of the complexities that are implicit in policy objectives aimed at bringing out the ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ of communities.  

Enterprise Discourse

The enterprise discourse is often portrayed as hegemonic, assuming a Foucauldian stance that language is a reflection of power relations, struggles and dynamics (Foucault 1972).  For Foucault, discourses are ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault 1969, quoted in Parker 1999), and determine how power and knowledge are produced.  Sets of discursive practices delimit the boundaries of debate (Foucault, 1972) and become self policing. The apparent hegemony of the enterprise discourse is perpetuated in the popular media, where entrepreneurs are held up as heroes with special qualities or as quick-witted wheeler-dealers. Anderson (2005) points to the persistent power of the heroic entrepreneurial metaphor.  Nicholson and Anderson (2005) propose that the myth embodied in cultural beliefs, popular literature and journalism becomes self-perpetuating; mystery is created around the myth of the entrepreneur and perpetually reinforced.  The mystery shrouding the myth grows, the myth becomes shorthand and eventually ‘the uncorrected “collective memory”’. (Nicholson and Anderson 2005: 166).  The discourse of the enterprise culture can be seen as re-asserting individualism (Nicholson and Anderson 2005). 

Recent literature challenges the hegemony of the enterprise discourse, however.  The Foucauldian perspective and its antecedents are criticised for assuming that the individual is slave to ideologies or discourses and is powerless to resist (Cohen and Musson 2000, Jones and Spicer 2005). That view of the individual is seen as too deterministic, leaving no room for individuals to resist and find their own alternative discourses.  An alternative focus is on how individuals appropriate or re-write the discourse to make sense of their specific realities.

Various studies show individuals and groups reproducing idealised views of entrepreneurs and what it means to be entrepreneurial, while simultaneously challenging and re-writing the enterprise discourse (Fletcher 2006, Cohen and Musson 2000). Contrary to the hegemonic view, Cohen and Musson (2000) present individuals as able to discriminate between discourses and appropriate them to their circumstances with some elements of the business or enterprise discourse being appropriated and others rejected. Cohen and Musson (2000) argue that meaning cannot be solely constructed by those in positions of power to exclude or include certain groups, since this is also alterable by the subjects of the discourse. 

Similarly, we draw on Fairclough (1989, 1992, 1995) and Weiss and Wodak (2003), who suggest that discourse is more than reflective of social power situations, in that language influences, as much as it is influenced by, social practice.  Discourse must therefore be studied in reference to the social and political context (Fairclough and Wodak 1997).  Critical discourse analysis includes situations, objects of knowledge and the social identities of and relationships between people and groups of people (Weiss and Wodak 2003).  Language is constitutive of meaning, the ‘prism through which we conceptualise the world’ (Jacobs 2004:819) and is seen as a social practice shaping, and shaped, by social relations and structures. An understanding of the effects of the enterprise discourse on the subjects is expected to provide insights into the development of enterprise solutions in deprived communities. 

Method:

The research method is discourse analysis. The study was based in a defined UK area of deprivation (IMD definition). Interviews were held in 2006 with ten individuals; three enterprise support workers, three managers of social enterprises with varying experience, one local entrepreneur involved in starting up a social venture and two community leaders, one of whom managed a community centre and the other managed a community gym, but both were involved in activities labelled as social enterprise. In addition, a steering group meeting of the local social enterprise support agency was recorded. Within-group analysis was undertaken on the ten interviews in three groups: support workers, entrepreneurs and community leaders. Cross-group comparisons were then made.

Sections of the interviews were selected, in which: the enterprise discourse was manifest or contested; or the discourse might have the effect of including or excluding different agents; or

views on agency (doing or supporting) social entrepreneurship are expressed.  

Analysis & Findings:

The findings discuss use of and associations with the enterprise discourse among each of the three groups.  We summarise briefly the main issues at the end of each section before discussing the findings in relation to each other, particularly the intended and unintended effects of the enterprise discourse as it is reproduced by the different groups. 

Support workers 

The support workers display a polarised conceptualisation of (social) enterprise, in which enterprising activities are defined in contrast to funding dependency.  Funding and grant schemes are seen as both the driver behind the existence of many social enterprises and their weakness.  Enterprise on the other hand, and trading in particular, is positioned as the antidote to dependency and complacency.

In the following extract, Support Worker 1 (SW1) contrasts positively framed enterprising activities (income generation, trading) with more negatively framed ‘looking for funding’.

SW1:… I think we need to make things reasonably clear that people who are interested in enterprising activities, income generation, becoming a trading organisation and we will assist them.  I think if they’re interested…if they’re only going to be looking for funding then I don’t think…you know, I think there’s other… there’s other people that are in that market.

I:  Right, and how do you think you can assist them?

SW1:  Well I think we can help them…we’ve helped them obviously with forming a… forming trading organisations, so helping them with the legal entity.  I also think we can help them with thinking, you know, about well actually how can you be a different sort of organisation and what… you know, with income generation. And all of the things that go with that…

It becomes clear that he considers the priority is to help existing social enterprises, operating within a constituted framework (by omission, therefore, not individuals and communities engaging in social entrepreneurship more widely), to achieve income through trading. This is also seen in the views of SW2, who equates ‘true’ social enterprise with sustainability, defined as generating money to cover costs.

I: So… how would you define a social enterprise?

SW2:  Oh gosh…I would say it’s a business that’s run with social aims…[…]  But on the whole, if it’s true social enterprise it should be able to sustain itself.

I: What do you mean by sustainable?

SW2:  Pay its own bills, pay its core costs, yeah, not be a funding junkie, as we say…[…].  I think realistically if it’s had prime money from grants to begin with, that’s acceptable with a social enterprise.  But you know after 4 or 5 years if it’s been trading and it’s been looking after how it develops, there should always be ways to try and make that leap from being a funding junkie …..

Trading is presented here in opposition to dependence and the ‘false’ state of relying on funding. The negative association with funding is further compounded by use of the drugs-related term junkie.

In the steering group meeting, various references are made to the other side or the other way, which reinforce this polarisation.

M:  …it’s gone more to the other side now… the other way, you know, looking for grants.

F:  Yeah

M:  Looking for grant schemes and writing business plans and people obviously know stuff.  Now it’s turned the other way round, which I think a lot of social enterprises are going that way now.

The effect of this polarisation is to marginalise the social and exclude other forms of organisation and activity.  Interestingly, in the steering group meeting, there is overt discussion of this shift to a business language, which it is claimed offers relief from the jargon presumably prevailing in the social sector.  

M:  … the best achievement so far is there seems to be a change in language from …originally when we first started talking about having a common hub for social enterprise support, the first issue on the agenda was working habits.

F:  yeah

M:  And kind of the business plan was the way of getting some money, so it was a sort of means to an end.  Whereas now, there seems to be much more talk about having a sustainable business plan and all those types of issues have come to the forefront.  And then the funding’s kind of an add-on that they may be able to get.  But first and foremost, it’s a plan for a business and not just…

In fact, achieving this discursive shift to a language, in which the business plan is more meaningful, is held as a triumph in its own right.  The statement ‘and not just…’, above, has the effect of marginalising other forms of social enterprise organisation. This is perpetuated by SW2 who is dismissive of not just the term social enterprise but of the people involved, whose activities she compares against enterprise.

I:  Why do you think they don’t think of themselves as being a social enterprise then?

SW2: I think they just sort of think of themselves as doing a service. I just don’t think that they even think that’s what they are, community sort of businesses or whatever they want to call themselves….They just don’t, they just think ‘oh we’re a bunch of ladies who get together and…’, yeah.

In the process, the social element of the social enterprise’s endeavours is tacitly (and, at points, overtly) discredited. 

In the following excerpt from Support Worker 3’s interview, a valuable social service is praised in its own right but critiqued for attempting to be a social enterprise.

SW3: …there was a review of the service about two years ago now I think, that gave it a glowing report…It showed categorically that there was an improvement in the reading of the people that they’d worked with. But where’s the income? […] It’s a great project, brilliant outcomes, all that sort of stuff, but who is going to pay for it?  

Paradoxically, we find out later that the reason for the project’s transition was externally driven; to take on a separate status from the county council (the local authority that employs SW3), in order to continue accessing funding.

Within the Support Workers’ narrative of becoming business-like, the two main tenets are sustainability and money/income, all interconnected and used interchangeably.  Paying bills appears central to the support workers’ construction of enterprise.

SW2:  Whether they’re a business enterprise, whether that has social aims or not, it’s still an enterprise, you’ve still got to pay your rates, your rents, whatever you are in.  The basic fact is… and that’s where I think this is where the sustainability in the very first question comes to, is if you can’t afford to pay those basic things, you’ve got problems.

The same point is made in the steering group meeting, where consensus on this resonates.

F …But you’ve still got to be business-like and you’ve still got to pay your bills.  And that’s the point.  

F:  That’s the point, yes.

In both excerpts, sustainability appears to be the end goal of enterprise and the imperative for social enterprises is the process of becoming sustainable.  The social need mentioned by SW2, usually closely associated with social entrepreneurship, is back-grounded by this emphasis on sustainability. SW1 and SW3 separately, talk explicitly about the goal of sustainability:

SW3:  …a community project will always remain a community project and will rely on volunteers totally to keep that project going.  And a social enterprise quite often…well most of the time, will have started out with those very definite goals of being a self-sustained social enterprise.

SW1:  … credit unions are more likely to be sustainable and thriving, if they have a wide spectrum of membership, you know…
The enterprises’ ability to generate money and thereby become sustainable becomes a condition of support from the social enterprise support project. While rhetorical emphasis is placed on good relationships built on trust between social enterprises and the project, this relationship is both conditional and transformational in its agenda.   In the following extract from the Steering Group meeting, support is seen to depend more on viability than need:

F:  …I want to see this happen anyway if we possibly can.  But to take the previous point, you know, is it a viable business. If it is, then we’ll pull out stops and make it happen.

M: yeah

F: yeah, if it’s got the right…

M:  if it’s got legs?

F:  yeah.

The following snippets, unconnected, all show intentions of changing communities or people under the remit of the (social) enterprise agenda.

SW1:  I think it’s a little bit about, you know, lifting people’s heads so you actually think of this in a different way.

SW2:  my aim is to make all of the ones we’ve got successful, yeah.

SG:  there’s an education [to be done]…

In this organisational perspective on social enterprise, there is less value given to entrepreneurship or being entrepreneurial.  In line with accepted understandings of entrepreneurship, being entrepreneurial is defined primarily in terms of packaging resources and the notion of spotting or generating ideas. 

SW1: …you know, it comes back to this thing, this social entrepreneur, you know, will have an idea and possibly espy an opportunity and they’ll gather people around to make it happen and they’ll gather resources around to make it happen.

The familiar neoconservative perspective of the heroic individual entrepreneur is reinforced, by SW1 and SW3 particularly.  SW3 places emphasis on the individual, in spite of earlier value placed on idea generation being a community or collective process.

SW3:  Usually you need someone who is very committed to delivering that project and it usually is one person. […] but it tends to be one person that has the sort of…not necessarily the idea but the wherewithal to take the idea forward.

I:  yeah, what do you mean by…?

SW3:  I suppose I mean the.. whatever the social enterprise version if...of Alan Sugar is.

There appears to be some tension between this perspective and other ideological positions on power. SW3 despite the above statements, promotes a grassroots community action ideology, in which local people are the holders of power in terms of both creating ideas and bringing about change.

SW3: I’m a real believer in bottom up sort of community development or community activity, if you like.  And I’ve seen so many good things happen from that grassroots stuff that just wouldn’t have happened if it hadn’t been for local people knowing what was best for their communities.[…] and you’ve got to listen to those people because they are the ones that make a difference.

There is an interesting ideological contrast between SW1 and SW2.  One displays firm commitment to social ownership and suggests that involvement in social enterprise should be democratic; the other expresses clear views that local people should earn the right to involvement through entrepreneurial skills (for which read business knowledge).

SW1:  …I think that the… because ownership of course is not included in the government social enterprise definition, then the argument about something being social enterprise because it is socially owned doesn’t wash. I mean I think my position is that if it’s socially owned, it’s a social enterprise.

I:  Right, what if it’s not socially owned?

SW1: Well, if it’s not socially owned, it’s probably not a social enterprise.

Contrast this with:

SW2: And these people don’t even really know… some of them off the estate don’t even know how to read a business…a spreadsheet, never mind …[…] and I think the trouble is that some of these need entrepreneurial skills and they just… you know, how do you say, “well I’m sorry, you’ve got to live in the estate but you have to be an entrepreneur type person or have some business knowledge before we’ll let you on”? (laughs).

Finally, there is an interesting struggle in the steering group meeting over a social enterprise’s identity or status, between the manager of that social enterprise and a representative of a support organisation.  Not only does this show clearly the perceived demarcation between social and business, discussed above, but it also betrays dynamics of power.

M:  [social enterprise name] have chased contracts, which is a big change, isn’t it, to the culture of the organisation.

M: I think we’re more of a business now than what we were when we set out because we weren’t …it wasn’t a business was it really, but now it’s more of a business than it is a social enterprise.

F:  well no, you’re a social enterprise but you…

M:  yeah, but it’s gone more to the other side…
In summary, analysis of excerpts from the support workers’ interviews reveals overt statements about inclusion and exclusion in social enterprise, reinforced by discursive practices.  The enterprise and sustainability discourses are used semi-interchangeably and as short hand for business (also business-like behaviour) and money.  They are used particularly in reference to helping existing organisations to make the transition out of the apparently dead end social sector into the more positive arena of enterprise. There is less focus on being enterprising or entrepreneurial and where entrepreneurial references are made, some familiar conventional/popular assumptions reinforced.  While mainly reproducing government rhetoric, the support workers nonetheless show some resistance to policy level assumptions about social enterprise in their communities.  Ideological tensions are also apparent between members of this group regarding inclusion and ownership.

The next section discusses the findings from interviews with social enterprise managers and entrepreneurs.

Social Entrepreneurs 

Enterprise is often equated with freedom and independence by this group.  This freedom can be either political or, more usually, pragmatic in terms of bureaucratic funding and grants. 

E1: …As you know with previous organisations [in the voluntary sector], that was the problem.  You would always have to sit there and say “yes, sir”, “no, sir” to people.  But now we don’t, I can say what I like to whom I like and not worry about it.  I’m quite free in that way, you know.

Like the support workers, the entrepreneurs often re-write enterprise as business, though project is more common.  Where business is referred to, however, it emerges as conceptually tricky for the speakers. How to bridge delivery of a service with talk of a market is one example of this tension from Entrepreneur1 (E1).

E1: I mean it’s people like [name], he’s done very, very well, he’s found a niche and gone for it, things like that.  But it’s slightly more…well I could be wrong because I’m saying it from this side of the fence but I feel it’s slightly more difficult for something like this project because you’re not selling a commodity, you’re not selling a widget or manufacturing a widget to sell to somebody.

I:  that the public understands?

E1:  Exactly.  What we do is sell something totally unseen.  And some will be totally unquantifiable, you know, and we’ll be creating youth workers.  How do you measure a smile? How do you put that down on a piece of paper?

Elsewhere, E1 speaks directly of the (social) enterprise agenda as positive in helping him gain a strong business footing.  Money and sustainability are again dominant themes.  Pricing and charging is highlighted by E2 as another example of the tension between her construction of enterprise and delivery of their organisation’s social service or product. Here sustainability is seen as a barrier. 

E2:…you know, it’s a problem here because how am I going to make it self-sustainable, that learning centre self-sustainable?  Because I can’t hire out the facilities because they’re too small..[…] So you’re depending on funders saying, ‘yeah, you’ve got a really brilliant idea, we’ll keep chucking money at you’ even though you’re not going to exist after three years because you’ll be going to the same funders again.

I:  So where does it….?

E2:  Well, it won’t will it, it will eventually …. it will die because there’ll be no way of sustaining it.  Unless people pay and people haven’t got the money to pay.  Unless I said to them…I mean how long can you offer free broadband at the school if you haven’t got the funding coming in?  So really there is no way to extend this project apart from funders.

With this emphasis on charging, there appears to be slightly less emphasis on income generation per se than among the support workers group. One social entrepreneur expresses fatigue at the push for income generation and states his ideological preference for meritocracy over the capitalism he associates with profiteering enterprise.

I:  First and foremost, you said it was going to be a social enterprise, yeah?

E3: Erm, not necessarily.  In my view, a lot of the stuff that we’re doing should be mainstream funded and you shouldn’t…I don’t think we should have had to set up as a social enterprise to continue it.

I:  Right.

E3: But I can see…like the NHS or PCT can’t keep forking money out.  But…and the sad thing is the exercise on referrals going…in an ideal world, somebody with diabetes could get referred in and just pay the same price as prescriptions, for example. £6.20 or whatever it is, would last them for 12 weeks of exercise. But money talks really, so that… Yeah, I mean I wouldn’t want to do it as a business as such because I wouldn’t want to kind of make a profit out of other people’s ill health and stuff.  But yeah.

Sustainability is central in their construction of social enterprise, and in a couple of cases clearly linked to making commercial use of their property assets as venues to hire out.  In others, becoming sustainable is associated with legal form, in other words being incorporated in a form recognised as social enterprise, or more clearly as a business.  In this excerpt E1’s views about sustainability and the business drive appear confused.

E1: … But at the end of the day you have to make the voluntary sector sustainable and to make it sustainable, it needs funding. And you can’t live on grant dependency funding, you have to start looking at developing as a business.  And this has been our challenge in the first year here, given our funding targets, would be ensuring that we start… that we alter the balance between grant funding and actually going out and delivering a commercial type of work and service level agreements and things like that….

Interestingly, profit is only mentioned by the SME manager (E4) and other concepts associated with trading by the support workers, such as sales and markets, are absent - or used to emphasise the social value of their work, as in E1’s case above. This might indicate that the commercial imperative of trading, sought by the support workers as the route to sustainability, is marked on the surface of the social entrepreneurs’ texts at best.  

E4: …I think with that sort of help it would be a lot easier to have these places self-sustain if you like. Make a profit, or stop taking funding, whichever way you want to see it.

Indeed, sustainability is frequently talked about with despondency, as if it were the unattainable holy grail, as seen in E2’s excerpt above. There appears to be discomfort also around the drive for enterprise generally.  The pressure to be business-like, in particular balancing this top-down agenda with their day to day pressures to deliver a needed service, is expressed by E3.

E3: Well I’ll not deny it… I don’t know, I maybe wish it was a bit easier to get money on merit if you like.  Instead of having to have a precise costing for everything, I would like it if somebody could just say, “here’s like…you know, it looks like a good business plan, here’s £300,000, see how it gets on…[..]. …And if I hadn’t had to do all that I could have put so much more time into promotion and marketing and actually getting people in and making the service better.

However, this is counterbalanced by a tired unease with funding and grants, seen as an equal burden.  Both funding and enterprise therefore, the two concepts seen to form a polemic binary by the support workers, in which enterprise (sustainable business) is positive and grant dependency negative, are equally negative for the social entrepreneurs.

While acknowledging the obstacles social entrepreneurs face (red tape, barriers, bridges to cross), E4 makes some interesting observations about the business-like agenda for social enterprise/entrepreneurs, criticising the generally negative attitudes towards change he had come across in the sector.

E4:  But generally I think people who are involved in this [sector], from a lot of the people I’ve seen, they’re doing it because no-one else will do it. And there’s always some fault as to why they can’t do it properly and they should have more help and all this.

E4: But I think a lot of them, if they did have more of a business attitude, if you like, would just get on with changing these things rather than waiting for somebody else to change it.

E4:  If somebody’s not offering them money, then go and find the money, or find the business, whichever way.  

The four interviewees tend to detach themselves from the entrepreneurial identity they associate again with the popular heroic myth.  Here E2 lists vision, audacity and independence among qualities of social entrepreneurs.

I:  so how would you define him as a social entrepreneur?

E2: He just went out for it, he just went out for it.  He’s got the confidence.  I mean he started off as a salesperson and then he worked for a company in London as a salesperson.  And then he went into partnership with someone.  And then he had the gall to get out of the partnership and his wife was behind him and everything.  And to put his house up and everything and to have a dream and go for it.  That’s a social entrepreneur; someone who has got this vision and this goal and they go for it and just take the risk…

In summary, the enterprise discourse in the social entrepreneurs’ texts does reproduce many of the same tenets as the support workers - sustainability, business, money.  However, as much as these are echoed, they are also challenged in the context of the speakers’ social activities and purposes.  Noteworthy is that enterprise is also defined in their narratives as freedom and independence from funding regimes. Funding is negatively framed, as it was by the support workers.  However, enterprise is equally negatively reproduced, for creating friction with social objectives and pressure to become business-like.  The dichotomy of good-bad, false-true is not apparent in the social entrepreneurs’ texts; instead, both concepts of funding and enterprise are perceived as top down, although enterprise is also presented as offering political liberty.  The speakers detach themselves from the individual entrepreneurial identity put forward by the support workers, preferring to portray their roles in the social entrepreneurship process as building and expanding.  They place emphasis on their teams and generating new ideas (as opposed to the rhetoric of existing formal organisations presented by the support workers) and little value on public sector support agencies as agents.

Community Leaders

Community leaders are expected to have had less exposure to the social enterprise discourse. As with the social entrepreneurs, enterprise is associated with independence and, CL1’s case, with grassroots development.

CL1: Well yeah, it is a social enterprise.  We started at the bottom and we’re sort of branching out, so it is a social enterprise[…]  We’ve got to start out in our own right now, we’re not having housing any more and we’re starting out in our own right.

However, the two interviewees tend to talk far less about business than the previous two groups, referring more usually to project or venture, perhaps reflecting their start-up status. They prefer to talk about local issues, particularly people.

CL2:  I live right in the middle of heroin alley and I’ve kept my lads off the drugs but they’re still into having a tipple you know, having a drink or two.

CL2:  I said, it’s time to move on.  That’s why I’ve created something like this, not only for my own but for other families’ kids…[…] Like sometimes I’m battling here, like I say, for nearly three or four year and they always put somebody in front of you like, where many a fella would have just got….I believe in what I do.

CL2:  And I’m not a flash in the pan, as someone once told me.

Enterprise for them is clearly secondary to the social issue, as seen here when CL1 was asked what she thought about social enterprise.

CL1:  Well. I assumed a social enterprise was something giving something back to people, trying to help people and benefit them.  Which obviously is what we’re trying to do, we’ve just got a lot of legwork to do before that.

Here the enterprise form is the means to the social end, much more so than in the previous interviews. The legwork she goes on to explain is the legal aspect of incorporation, which will allow them to achieve their goals.

CL1:  So really we are a social enterprise trying to give something back but in our own right, trying to make sure we’re all legislated and documented as we should and need to be.
The social focus of the community gym is also forefront in CL2’s mind when asked about enterprise.

I:  Okay, how do you see this enterprise generally, how do you see it going?

CL2:  I do, aye.  I really believe it’ll take right off.  And I do believe that we will be employing a few people in here like, that’s a bonus.

I:  How many are you intending to employ or hoping to?

CL2: Well I’d like to employ everybody and their fathers but you can’t can you.

I: No.

CL2:  But I’ve got lads that’s came in here and gone to college and got their certificates for being gym instructors and nutrition. Three lads in particular that’s got their certificates six weeks ago, the same three wouldn’t go to school, couldn’t get them to school. 

The same themes of sustainability, and within that money, are prominent, although less so than with the social entrepreneurs and again made tricky by questions of pricing/charging in respect of their audiences.

CL1:  We get nothing from the council as yet.{…}.  So the only income we have is from the hire of the main hall and the meeting room and the hire of the two office spaces.

I:  Right, and when they hire the room, do people pay for that?

CL1: We’ve never really charged for events but we …we are looking on actually making money to put in the pot for some of the events, for future events, if that makes sense?  Because we don’t want to be seen to be making money to just put in the pot; we want to be seen to be making money to put back into the community you know, that’s what it’s about.
Sustainability appears more closely connected to them as individuals in their eyes and articulated in terms of tenacity. 

CL2:  I had to convince him.  So I went and I bought half a gym that was closing down and get the men organised.  And he come and he goes, “I’m going to get behind this club”.  I said, “we’re not here for show, we’re here to do business, like.”

CL2:  This is a big venture, you know what I mean, so you’ve got to be staying with it all the time.

I:  Yeah.  Do you feel daunted by it?

CL2:  No, never been put off it once.  If I had, there wouldn’t have been anybody because everything is on me.  If I walk away, this club closes.  I won’t be walking away.
Indeed, both these speakers seem more attached to an entrepreneurial identity that they associate with fighting the local corner and the status that comes with that.

CL1:  My strength is because I have no fear, nothing fazes me.  If somebody knocked on the door and said “my child’s just been molested” then I’d bring them in, I’d sit them down, I’d point them in the right direction and I’d get them every help they need. [….] I have no fear as I’m not afraid to tackle anything. You know, if it benefits the people of [place]… then I will go for it, within reason. 
Ideas, as with the previous set, tend to come from the community around them.

CL1:  If somebody asked for a club that we’ve never had or experienced before, I’d look into funding that club and seeing if it’s a good idea and seeing if we can get it here.  I don’t just say ”oh yeah, that’s a good idea” and put it to one side.
This is the source of some pride for CL2, talking again about one of his protégés from the local neighbourhood.

CL2: Out of them three lads, one of them’s starting off his own business.

CL2:  Because like I had to mentor him and all that […] But he’s gone on his… with doing that, he can take himself further.  Well that’s great isn’t it?

In summary, the enterprise discourse in the community leaders’ texts again reproduces the same tenets as the support workers - sustainability and money. Business, however, is far less prevalent, with the interviewees preferring to talk about their projects or social ventures and, more prominently, the people affected.  Sustainability is re-written as tenacity and longevity and linked to their influence and/or the physical assets pertaining to their projects.  This is reflective of a more political narrative overall, in which enterprise is subjugated under discourses of community or social action.  In keeping with this, the speakers attach themselves to a more radical entrepreneurial identity, in which their roles are perceived as fighting and battling on behalf of people in their specific communities.  

Conclusion:

This is too small a sample to reach general conclusions but it does appear that the community leaders, who are likely to have had less exposure to the social enterprise discourse, remain more focused on social aims even when prompted by the enterprise discourse.  The enterprise discourse finds fewer reverberations among the social entrepreneurs’ excerpts than the support workers’, drawing less on business and management speak.  Where they do use it, it is discursively demarcated as separate from the discourse of social need that is otherwise dominant. Business discourses were more prevalent among interviewees who were closer to policy makers, particularly support workers, and vice versa.  

This analysis suggests that the application of the enterprise discourse to the social sphere, in the guise of the social enterprise agenda (and the micro-rhetoric of sustainability in particular) does have the potential to lock out certain players and activities.  At the level of the support workers, the focus on enterprise is seen to negate the social values and ideologies seen elsewhere as important to the speakers (social ownership in the case of SW1; community action and development in the case of SW3).  The discourse of enterprise presented by social enterprise policy is allowed to work dominantly and to delimit discussion of social value.  With this, exclusionary effects are seen to potentially lock out less business-minded people or activities that do not comply with the legally constituted forms of social enterprise organisation - both of which are particularly significant given the context of deprived communities.

Importantly, however, the residual lock out effect on the two groups working ‘on the ground’ seems to be resisted by the speakers, who echo the rhetoric of becoming business like or sustainable, but do not allow it to violate social values.

Therefore, while the enterprise discourse may reinforce conventional understandings common to the popular myth of entrepreneurship and those promoted by social enterprise policy, in other ways it is contested and appropriated by all three groups. The support workers focus on existing organisations becoming more business like, with emphasis on money and viability, yet challenge ideologies at the heart of these perspectives. The social entrepreneurs and leaders echo the imperative of becoming business-like but establish clear discursive boundaries between being business-like and serving important social needs.  

For as one of our interviewees asked:

How do you measure a smile? How do you put that down on a piece of paper?
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