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1 Introduction 

 
There is significant and growing interest in social enterprise within Ireland. This interest can 
be seen through the establishment of the Social Enterprise Task Force (SETF) in 2010 and 
the Irish Social Enterprise Network (which has over 700 members) in 2012 and the 
establishment of an interdepartmental steering group in 2013. The last of these groups is 
in the process of developing a report on social enterprise to be delivered to the Minister 
for State with responsibility for Research and Innovation in mid 2014. This 
interdepartmental group was established to explore how the recommendations of the 
Forfas report on Social Enterprise can be realised. Most notably the Forfas report 
identified potential for the Irish social enterprise sector to double the numbers it employs 
resulting in the creation of an additional 25,000 jobs by 2020. 
 
This national recognition that social enterprise can contribute to goals in relation to 
employment and the provision of community services is also reflected at the regional 
level. Partnerships such as SECAD have played a long-term role in supporting community 
services, enterprise development and employment programmes. The transition into 
supporting social enterprise is seen by partnerships as a natural progression of this work, 
which they are well placed nationally to deliver.   
 
This research was commissioned as part of SECAD’s strategy to understand and better 
meet the needs of social enterprises within their area. The research sought to understand 
the contribution of existing social enterprises operating within the catchment area, or 
serving their constituents. The research also investigated the existing support needs of 
organisations operating social enterprises and the barriers and challenges they face in 
doing so. There was also a focus on exploring the interest within the community sector in 
relation to further developing social enterprise initiatives that progress their social missions. 
 
This research report begins with an executive summary, which includes a synopsis of the 
research methodology and research findings as well as the full recommendations. 
Recommendations were established through a focus group, which involved discussion of 
research findings and involved a sample of the 33 social enterprises identified as 
operating within the SECAD area, as well as other key stakeholders. 
 
The following chapter contains a literature review which sets out a context for the 
research and outlines: key terms, concepts and identifies challenges and supports for 
social enterprise within Ireland or internationally. This chapter also highlights key 
demographic information in relation to SECAD area. 
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Chapters four and five highlight findings from the research including a profile of social 
enterprises in the area, the benefits and employment provided by these organisations, 
their perception of risk, optimism for future development and identified needs, 
challenges and potential supports in relation to social enterprise. Chapter six provides a 
detailed overview of the methodology used. 

 
It is hoped that this report will contribute to the work being undertaken by SECAD in 
relation to supporting the development of enterprise in order to progress community 
development within the SECAD region. 
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2 Executive Summary 

2.1 Introduction 
This research was commissioned by South and East Cork Area Development (SECAD) to 
explore the strengths and challenges of local social enterprises, as well as what supports 
social enterprises need to prosper and grow into the future. This section of the report 
summarises the methodology and findings and provides the recommendations arising 
from the process. 

2.2. Methodology 
SECAD were aware of a number of social enterprises operating in the region and wanted 
to develop a database of social enterprises within the region, including social enterprises 
that were not linked with existing networks.  

Potential social enterprises were identified by the research team through an online web 
search using a list of over twenty search terms. Websites were scanned to check that the 
organisations were providing services or goods of a social nature, had a social mission 
and that there was evidence of trade or paid membership. From this search a database 
of 132 services was developed. An online survey was sent to these organisations on this 
list as well as the SECAD database of community and voluntary organisations. This survey 
was designed to elicit responses from those who were operating social enterprises, or 
those considering developing social enterprises. 

This research engaged 33 local social enterprises1 through an online survey. A focus 
group was then held with a total of 12 participants representing eight social enterprises, 
with the remainder of attendees being from support and academic organisations. The 
focus group reviewed the findings of the research and added additional depth to the 
analysis, which is summarised below. The focus group also discussed and provided 
additional details on next step actions, which are outlined in the recommendations. 

2.3 Key Findings 
Finding one: there is potential for the development of greater clarity and 
awareness within the SECAD region in relation to what social enterprise is, its 
benefits and the values, objectives, structures and financial practices that define 
social enterprise. 
Common to all definitions of social enterprise is the general agreement that a social 
enterprise devotes its activities and re-invests its surpluses to achieve a social or 

                                            
1 A note on the research findings, the term ‘survey participants’ ‘respondents’ and ‘social 
enterprises’ refers to 33 local social enterprises that participated in the survey. In this sense social 
enterprise is defined as an organisation that has a social mission and makes some income through 
trade. There is a chapter within the research that analyses respondent organisations against the 
Senscot five criteria for social enterprise. 
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community objective, either for members or wider community interests. This research 
assessed social enterprise by two methods, the first was to ask the respondents whether 
they regarded themselves as a social enterprise, 36% defined their organisation as a 
social enterprise (n=13). 

The survey asked a number of questions, which supported a comparison of the 
responding organisations against the five Senscot criterion, which provide comparatively 
robust measures for the identification of social enterprises with respect to values, 
objectives, structures and financial practices. Around a quarter of respondents, 24% 
(n=8) of social enterprises met the Senscot five criteria for social enterprise, with the all 
others meeting at least three of the five criteria. It is worth noting that 61% of these did 
not define themselves as a social enterprise (n=20). The lack of identification with social 
enterprise as a category of organisation, points to potential for greater regional 
awareness and agreement across the community and voluntary sector in relation to 
social enterprise, its values, structures and income generation methods. 

Finding two: social enterprises were sustainable, displayed growth, and had 
developed models that are replicable.  
Nearly half of social enterprises had been trading and/or selling goods or services, such 
as tickets or membership fees, for 11 years or more (46%, n=15). When asked to 
approximate the proportion of funding made through trade, 36% of survey participants 
reported they earn between 50% to100% of their annual income through trade (n=12). A 
third of social enterprises reported that their turnover from trade has improved over the 
past two years (33%, n=11), particularly among 18% of social enterprises that currently 
earn between 25% to 50% of their annual income from trade. When asked if their model 
could be replicated by other organisations, the majority of survey participants either 
strongly agreed or agreed that they had a replicable model (81%, n=27).  

Finding three: a significant proportion of social enterprises are financially 
independent 
Important to the definition of social enterprise is that they are to a large degree, 
independent from state funding (i.e. no more than 50% state funded), or are progressing 
towards this objective. A quarter of social enterprises (27%, n=9) reported that they do 
not receive any state funds at present. A quarter of social enterprises (24%, n=8) also 
reported they have not received any state funding for any development aspects of their 
programme, at any time. Nearly half of the social enterprises (42%, n=14) also reported 
that less than 10% of their annual income is received from philanthropy or public 
donations. It is also of note that nearly two thirds of social enterprises reported they had 
not received a loan within the past two years (61%, n=20). 

Finding four: social enterprises support employment of those excluded from the 
labour market 
70% of social enterprises (n=23) reported that creating employment opportunities for 
people traditionally excluded from the job market was the primary or secondary aim of 
their organisation. Almost half of social enterprises employ between one to four staff 
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members (45% n=15), with a third of organisation (n=11) employing five or more 
individuals. It was also found that 42% of social enterprises receive support from over thirty 
volunteers (n=14). 

Finding five: social enterprises contribute to social, environmental and/or 
community needs and issues  
Over a third of social enterprises (36%, n=12) reported a specific social and/or community 
objectives, with respect to; arts and culture, recreational, health, youth, business 
development and regional commercial activity, with 12% of organisations indicating 
multiple goals (n=4).  

64% of those surveyed strongly agreed that their work and activities had provided a new 
service or facility in the community (n=21). 45% of social enterprises (n=15) strongly 
agreed their works has generated increased awareness of a particular issue. 45% of 
social enterprises (n=15) also strongly agreed their work has resulted in increased 
participation in community affairs by local people. 

Finding six: social enterprises are optimistic and have a range of attitudes to risk-
taking 
When survey participants were asked to rate their attitude towards future business 
growth within the next three years, in relation to increased turnover from trade and / or 
selling goods or services, two thirds (66%, n=21) of social enterprises were either very 
confident or confident. A large number of social enterprises predicted an increase in 
trade. Nearly half of social enterprises anticipated that between 10% to 50% of their 
income would be earned through trade within the next three years (49%, n=16). Over a 
third of social enterprises (36%, n=12) anticipated between 50% to 100% of their income 
would be earned through trade within the next years. 

Among the survey participants, there is a wide range of attitudes towards risk. Over a 
third of social enterprises agree that risk is a necessary part of innovation (30%, n=10). 
Another third of social enterprises responded that risk is appropriate when necessary 
safeguards are in place (30%, n=10). However, the remaining social enterprises felt that a 
cautious approach towards risk was preferred (36%, n=12).  

Finding seven: social enterprises have a wide range of challenges that require 
specific targeted supports 
When asked about their challenges and experience, with respect to a series of business-
related topics and areas of support, survey respondents identified a number of shared 
challenges. When asked their experience with developing a business plan and 
undertaking feasibility studies, nearly half of social enterprises described this as a 
challenge (n=15). The majority of social enterprises, 75% indicated that accessing 
development grants was either a significant challenge or challenge (n=25). However, 
half of social enterprises reported that recruiting staff and volunteers was a minor 
challenge (n=14). 
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Survey respondents also identified a number of specific challenges and issues, such as 
the need to diversify funding, need for more training supports, as well as human 
resources challenges.  

2.4 Recommendations 

Recommendation one: the development of a regional social enterprise network 
Drawing on good practice examples of effective local network management, to 
develop a regional social enterprise network. Initial supports to be provided by SECAD, 
with the long-term goal of network independence, the network will also explore potential 
for formal affiliation with the Irish Social Enterprise Network (ISEN).  

The network to have two levels of membership: one for regular attendees and one for 
open access events. The goals of the network include: providing peer support for the 
development of regional social enterprises; to support organisational resource sharing 
and trade; to operate as a central point for the dissemination and co-ordination of good 
practice, training, and information and to raise regional awareness and promote social 
enterprise with regional state services and funding bodies. 

Recommendation two: development of mentoring programme 
A mentorship programme will connect senior staff, who want to develop social enterprise 
related expertise, with professionals that have it. The aim of mentoring is to support 
existing social enterprises and new social enterprises to overcome challenges in relation 
to growth (identification of new markets) and sustainability (any on-going management 
issues). The mentorship programme can draw from existing local good practice in 
relation to co-ordination of networks through SECAD, (for example the women’s business 
network).  Set-up of the mentorship programme to include: 

- A clear system for needs and skills assessment to support identification of mentors 
and mentee a draft agreement to clarify the role, expectations and limitations to 
the mentor relationship 

- A system to review the effectiveness / quality of the programme. It is proposed 
that the mentorship programme is a formal extension of the informal supports 
offered through the network, and will draw on expertise from within, as well as 
external to the network. 

Recommendation three: provision of training on social enterprise 
A local training programme to be developed by the partnership or other relevant body, 
offering support and access to appropriate training for social enterprise staff, CEOs, and 
Board Members. Areas for training to include, although not be restricted to:  
 

- Governance - working with the Board in relation to innovation / social enterprise 
related governance Issues / social enterprise risk management 

- Innovation and growth – identification of new markets / replicable social 
enterprise models / scoping studies / feasibility studies & business planning / 
tendering  
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- Marketing and promotion – how to promote and grow markets through demand 
creation / selling the social enterprise model to stakeholders 

- Financial management for social enterprise – cash flow and budget 
management in relation to trade income 

- Human resources management for social enterprise – managing staff who are 
traditionally excluded from the labour market / working within existing structures, 
i.e. Tus / volunteer management 

Recommendation four: development of a local strategy to promote social 
enterprise with local and regional state services and funding bodies 
There is a need for the development of a local communications and promotion strategy 
that aims to communicate the value of social enterprise to service commissioners, 
philanthropists and funding bodies. All local stakeholders should agree on a local 
agency to lead the development of this strategy, which should involve network members 
in its development.  

Recommendation five: co-ordination with ISEN to support national advocacy on 
barriers to growth of social enterprise  
The local network should co-ordinate and support, where appropriate and working in co-
operation with ISEN (Irish Social Enterprise Network), any regional advocacy efforts to 
address the barriers to social enterprise development. The following needs were 
identified through the process, which require advocacy at regional and/or national 
levels: 

- A need for funding and grant models which have staggered withdrawal of 
support to encourage movement towards financial independence without loss of 
trading and service quality. 

- The inclusion of community benefit clauses (CBCs) in public service contracting. 
- Greater flexibility within Tus programme management structures to support 

effective staff management for social enterprises. 
- The need for national seed funds to support innovation and identification of new 

social enterprises.  
- The need for clearer guidance on which legal structures are most appropriate for 

social enterprise. This would include clarity from the charities regulator on the 
status of social enterprise in relation to new regulation. 

- The extension of existing enterprise funds to include social enterprise. 
 

Recommendation six: SECAD to continue to seek state support for their role in 
supporting social enterprise 
SECAD has made a submission to the Department of Community requesting that 
partnerships are given direct responsibility for supporting social enterprise development 
using resources from the ESF, ERDF, EAFRD, The European Commission’s new Social 
Business Initiative and any other relevant sources of funding’ (48). It is recommended that 
SECAD engages other partnerships in continuing advocacy on this issue. 
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3 Literature Review 

3.1 The Policy Context 
Introduction 
This literature review aims to provide a brief introduction to Social Enterprises in Ireland 
and to situate this within the International context. The review explores the most 
significant challenges to the establishment and growth of social enterprises as well as the 
supports that can be provided to assist in the growth of this important sector. 

The benefits of social enterprise will be explored, as will a brief socio-demographic profile 
of the South and East Cork (SECAD) area. The latter will be done with the aim of 
highlighting a few of the areas where social enterprises could be of benefit to local 
communities. 

Social Enterprise: A Brief History 
Social enterprise in the voluntary sector is not a new idea; William Booth is widely credited 
with developing the idea of social enterprise (19). Booth was the founder of the Salvation 
Army and introduced the concept of recycling unwanted household items and clothing 
through the household salvage brigade in his book ‘Darkest England and a Way Out’ 
published in 1890. His legacy has evolved into a global industry of thrift shops that enable 
income generation to champion the Salvations Army’s causes and provide services.  
 
To this day the most well known type of social enterprises are generally the high street 
charity shops. In Ireland today, St Vincent De Paul Ireland brings in a significant € 3.7 
million (20) in income from shops, which goes to support services for the poor, homeless 
and marginalised communities.  
 
However, the type and variety of social enterprises is far greater than charity shops. 
Social enterprises are frequently categorised into three broad groups: 

• Integration of disadvantaged people through work (work integration social 
enterprises or WI social enterprises) 

• Provision of community services not supplied by state or business 
• Ethical or environmental trading or services 

 

Defining Social Enterprise 
There has been much discussion and debate over the definition of social enterprise, both 
nationally and internationally. While there is no universally accepted definition of what 
constitutes a social enterprise (16), a definition by the UK Department of Trade and 
Industry is often cited:  
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‘A social enterprise is a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses 
are principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, 
rather than being driven by the need to maximize profit for shareholders and 
owners’ (1).   

The EU working definition also endorses these themes, stating that:  

‘A social enterprise is an operator in the social economy who’s main objective is 
to have a social impact rather than make a profit for their owners or shareholders. 
It operates by providing goods and services for the market in an entrepreneurial 
and innovative fashion and uses its profits primarily to achieve social objectives. It 
is managed in an open and responsible manner and, in particular, involves 
employees, consumers and stakeholders affected by its commercial activities’ 
(10). 

The similarities across definitions can also be observed in this American definition of social 
enterprise:  

 
‘A social enterprise is any business venture created for a social purpose — 
mitigating/reducing a social problem or a market failure, and to generate social 
value while operating with the financial discipline, innovation and determination 
of a private sector business (21). 

 
Common to all definitions is the fact that social enterprises devote their activities and 
reinvest their surpluses to achieve a wider social or community objective, either in their 
members’, or a wider community interest.   

However, a problem with utilising these definitions is that there is significant ambiguity 
and lack of clarity around core themes, such as how much profit needs to be re-
invested, how much income needs to be generated from industry or business and the 
possible governance structures of social enterprise. For example, whether it is possible for 
a local council to run a social enterprise. To respond to the challenges of clearly defining 
what is and what is not a social enterprise, the Scottish Social Enterprise Experience 
(Senscot) has developed a very robust and coherent definition by setting out a list of 
clear social enterprise criteria. These criteria were developed by the social enterprise 
community in Scotland and have been adopted by many organisations 
(http://www.senscot.net/docs/scottishcriteria0610.pdf) (2). These criteria were 
developed to ensure that the working definitions in existence did not become diluted to 
the extent that they no longer differentiated social enterprise from other public, charity 
or business services. According to Senscot, one of the principle aspects of a social 
enterprise is that ‘if social projects are organised as sustainable businesses; they can 
achieve financial independence, from both the state and philanthropy (17). In this 
definition the notion of independence is core to the definition of social enterprise: see 
the table below. 
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The Five Senscot Criterion 

Criterion 1 – Social Enterprises have social and/or environmental objectives. As one of its defining 
characteristics, a social enterprise must be able to demonstrate its social mission. This will be 
evidenced in its constitutional documents but the production of other (externally verified) 
evidence is encouraged - to provide transparency of purpose and accountability to stakeholders. 
Tools and techniques to measure social and environmental impact are becoming more effective 
and user friendly. 

Criterion 2 - Social Enterprises are trading businesses aspiring to financial independence. This 
second defining characteristic is demonstrated by an enterprise earning 50% or more of its income 
from trading. This will be evidenced by the accounts of the business over a reasonable period. A 
high level of income from the public sector is acceptable in the form of contracts - but not grants. 
Criterion 2 is intended to mark the boundary between social enterprise and much of the voluntary 
sector. (Many Voluntary orgs trade over 50% without calling themselves social enterprises). 

Criterion 3 – Social Enterprises have an ‘asset lock’ on both trading surplus and residual assets. 
Whether or not it’s a charity, a social enterprise re-invests all its distributable profit for the purpose of 
its social mission. Where the business has shareholding investment (very few in Scotland) no more 
than 35% of profit may be distributed in dividends. In addition, the constitutional documents of a 
social enterprise must contain a clause to ensure that, on dissolution of the business, all residual 
assets go to social/environmental purposes. Criterion 3 is intended to mark the boundary between 
social enterprise and the private sector. 

Criterion 4 – A Social Enterprise cannot be the subsidiary of a public sector body.  Whilst a social 
enterprise can be the trading subsidiary of a charity, it must be constitutionally independent from 
the governance of any public body. Additional evidence of this would be required from Public 
Sector externalisations. Criterion 4 is intended to mark the boundary between social enterprise and 
the public sector. 

Criterion 5 – Social Enterprises are driven by values – both in their mission and business practices. 
Social enterprises operate in competitive; often fierce, markets but there is an expectation that 
their dealings will be ethical and that they will offer their people satisfactory wages, terms and 
conditions.  Enterprises of a reasonable size are expected to have clear human relations and 
environmental policies. Transparency would be achieved through the voluntary adoption in the 
sector of a maximum ratio between highest and lowest paid – of say 1:5 – investing a culture of 
equality. 

Taken from www.senscot.net 

The Benefits of Social Enterprise  
Social enterprises have a unique capacity to respond to social issues in a way that holds 
potential for sustainable community driven development and service delivery (46). Clann 
Credo summarise the benefits of the social enterprise succinctly:  

‘The social economy has a proven track record and a proven capacity to deliver 
high impact and genuinely transformative programmes at low cost (15).   
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Almost three quarters of the social enterprises surveyed in Ireland by TCD in 2011 (16) 
measured their impact according to social measures, highlighting the prevalence of 
social over business means as the primary objective of social enterprises.  

So what are the benefits of social enterprise? An independent survey in Scotland, a 
country with a similar size and population to Ireland, illustrated the ability of social 
enterprise to create jobs in meaningful numbers. These included jobs amongst those 
normally underrepresented in the labour market (24), the ability of social enterprise to 
support the job place re-integration of prisoners and those in recovery from drug use (45). 
In Ireland the ability of social enterprise to support employment of marginalised 
communities has also been proven through the work of the Galway Travellers movement 
and their establishment of two social enterprises, run by and employing Travellers as well 
as the Travellers Enterprise Development Unit (37). 

The ability of social enterprises to create employment that is sustainable was also 
highlighted by SEETF (Social Enterprise and Entrepreneurs Task Force), who highlighted 
that social enterprise is a growing field with significant potential to contribute to Irelands 
need for job creation: 

‘If Ireland attained the average European levels of social enterprise employment, 
an average of 5,000 jobs per year would be created in Ireland over the next five 
years. Government policy should seek to reach the European average on a 
graduated basis. An initial target would be to seek the creation of 1,500 new jobs 
in the sector annually (4).’ 

This report also highlighted that there is some evidence of social enterprises being more 
stable in times of recession than commercially driven business. 

The Scottish survey also shows that social enterprises are profitable. Two thirds of Scottish 
social enterprises are making a profit and a further 20% are breaking even at the height 
of a significant economic downturn (24). The data collected on the employment profile 
for 814 of its respondents included information on their gender, ethnicity and whether 
they had a disability. In total, of these 814 organisations there were 38,694, employees, of 
whom two thirds were women. 17% of the sample employed more than 25% of their staff 
from groups classed as disadvantaged in the labour market. 70% of respondents 
reinvested profits into development activities expanding services or providing new 
services to their beneficiaries.  

In the Irish context, the potential benefits are similarly reported in the SEETF report 
‘Unlocking the Potential of Social Enterprise & Entrepreneurship A Submission to Forfás 
July 2012, which states:  

‘There are a range of benefits that social enterprises provide, particularly to 
marginalised communities and their residents. These include delivery of goods, 
services and resources that are not adequately provided for by private and 
public sector entities, creation of employment, especially for persons who are 
unable to access mainstream employment opportunities, leveraging of external 
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finance into these communities, enhancement of local economic development, 
underpinning of progress achieved through regeneration programmes, creation 
of additional streams of income to support the achievement of voluntary 
organisations’ missions (4).’ 

The International Context 
Internationally, social enterprise accounts for substantial elements of employment and 
GDP: ranging from 1% of GDP in Hungary through 3.5% in the UK to 7% in the US (21). The 
size of the American social enterprise sector means it is worth exploring in more detail. 
Although there is no comprehensive data available on the size of social enterprise in USA, 
the following Information is provides some sense of the scale of the sector (29): 

• Over 195,000 organizations filed as public charities (non-profit organizations 
involved in the arts, education, health care, human services, and community 
service, etc.) with the IRS in 2002. 

• Over 100 million Americans are members of a cooperative organisation.  
• Credit unions are the most widespread cooperative with $629 billion in assets (this 

represents a 100-fold increase since the 1960s). 
• The Aspen Institute refers to the growth of other types of cooperatives with assets 

of over $263 billion. 
 

One of the best known social enterprises in the United States, Goodwill Industries, has 
existed since 1902. Edgar J. Helms, a Methodist minister, started the organisation in 
Boston, Massachusetts to collect goods donated from the wealthy and to hire poorer city 
residents to repair and sell the goods. It was a means to fund his community programs 
and provide job training for people in disadvantaged communities. Similar organisations 
also existed on a smaller scale in the United States throughout the early and mid-
twentieth century. The culture of social enterprise developed out of philanthropy and as 
a necessity in response to a culture of poor social welfare protection.  

Example: TROSA 
 
‘TROSA, the largest residential therapeutic community in North Carolina, provides comprehensive 
services for more than 300 people at any give time, over 50% of whom are serving probation and 
many more with past criminal records. Last year, this non-profit organisation generated revenue of 
$11 million from its six affirmative businesses (including $3.7 million from its independent moving 
company alone) plus philanthropy. Revenue from the social enterprises covers approximately 60% 
of TROSA's operational costs. TROSA's program supports recovering substance abusers to 
mainstream society, while employing an entrepreneurial model’ (31). 
Taken from https://www.se-alliance.org/social-enterprise-examples 

 

 

In reference to the size of the UK social enterprise marketplace, ‘the Government's 
Annual Small Business Survey 2005 mapped 55,000 social enterprises in the United 
Kingdom (SBS 2005) up tenfold on previous counts’ (44). This includes an estimated 3,000 
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social enterprises in Scotland, which has a population approximate to the island of 
Ireland. In Glasgow alone there is an estimated 350 to 400 social enterprises (46), which 
has approximately 100,000 more people than county Cork. 

The concept of modern social enterprise in Europe first emerged in Italy in the late 1980s 
and then gained currency throughout the EU in the mid-1990s (5). The emergence of the 
concept in Italy coincided with the establishment of new co-operatives aimed at 
responding to unmet needs, particularly in the area of ‘work integration’ – supporting 
individuals who were experiencing exclusion from the labour market. These new co-
operatives began to engage in the delivery of personal services, the need for which was 
prompted by an increasingly ageing population and changing family structures in Italy 
(5).  

The European Economic and Social Committee started to develop policy and promote 
discussions on social enterprise and the development of the social economy in the late 
1990’s. This was supported through the European Social Fund and the European Regional 
Development Fund, who viewed ‘promoting social economy and social 
entrepreneurship’ as a specific investment priority (34). 

Current European Union Social Enterprise Policy 
The European Union currently has a number of programmes aimed at optimising and 
promoting the potential benefits of social enterprise. These programmes are currently 
driving the expansion of social enterprise across Europe. In 2011 the EU Social Business 
Initiative (SBI) released a working paper ‘Setting-up a favourable ecosystem to promote 
social businesses in the social economy and innovation’ (22). This paper recommends 
policy development on tax incentives for social enterprises, a research base for social 
innovation, training for social entrepreneurs and developing private and public funding 
for social enterprises. The SBI also proposes the introduction of social clauses in public 
procurement contracts and major development work. The predominant aim of social 
clauses is to support socially excluded and long-term unemployed people to move into 
employment, often through the support structure of social enterprises. 

The SBI was referenced at the European Parliament’s Social Economy Intergroup seminar 
on; ‘The Social Economy in the European Agenda’ where Commissioner Laszlo Andor 
announced:  

‘Further financial support will be provided over the period 2014-2020 through the 
programme for Social Change and Innovation. Under the programme nearly 
€100 million will be allocated specifically to promoting social experimentation, 
and another €90 million to supporting Social Enterprises (23).’ 

In the UK the Labour Government in 2002, launched the ‘Social Enterprise Coalition’ and 
created a ‘Social Enterprise Unit’ (33). This has resulted in the creation of a government 
cabinet ministry for social enterprise. With government prioritisation and ministerial 
resourcing, financial and business support soon followed. This came in the form of the 
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social enterprise Investment fund, which provides advice, as well as seed capital for start-
up social enterprises.   

These examples of international and domestic support for social enterprises underpin a 
common theme within both national and international politics, namely the creative 
exploration of new ways to provide effective, value-for-money social services. This 
dialogue of social impact includes social bonds, public private partnerships and the 
promotion of social enterprise. Common to all these modes of service delivery is a desire 
to draw the best from business models together with community development or charity 
models.   

Social Enterprise in Ireland: Policy and Sectoral Development 
While social enterprise is well developed in most EU states and internationally, Ireland by 
comparison to other European countries, has been slow to recognise the potential for job 
creation in regards to social enterprise (7, 8, 3); 

‘In comparison to a similar-sized country such as Scotland, Ireland finds itself still 
lagging behind. Scotland’s social enterprise employs 100,000 people where as in 
Ireland the figure is just over 2,000 people‘(3). 

For those engaged in social enterprise, it is recognised that the Irish sector is still in its 
infancy with a relative lack of policy supports dedicated to developing social enterprise 
in Ireland. While this can be seen as a negative, there is at present an opportunity for 
significant growth in social enterprise and the benefits that this can bring to communities. 
Indeed political will in the area can be seen in the most recent Programme for 
Government (15), which recognises the importance of an environment for a ‘vibrant’ 
social enterprise economy.  

To support the further development of Irish social enterprises, the Irish social enterprise 
and Entrepreneurship Task Force was set up in 2009 (http://www.socent.ie). The Task 
Force has recently submitted recommendations to the Department of Trade and 
Enterprise to contribute to the recent Forfas report on the potential of social enterprises, 
outlined below (4).  

The Forfas report, ‘Social Enterprise in Ireland: Sectoral Opportunities and Policy Issues’ 
(25) published in July 2013, followed consultation with social enterprises, social providers 
and their stakeholders. It included clear recommendations for Government in relation to 
promoting Irish social enterprise under the following six headings;  

(i) Policy Development for the Social Enterprise Sector 
(ii) Capacity Building in the Sector  
(iii) Procurement Opportunities 
(iv) Funding and Finance 
(v) Developing Leaders and Harnessing Community Support 
(vi) Governance 
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The Forfas publication is a significant milestone within the development of Irish social 
enterprise, being the first report on social enterprise from Forfas to Government. In his 
press release to launch the report, Minister for State Sean Sherlock (27), announced: 

‘I will be arranging for the establishment of an Inter-Departmental Group as soon 
as possible to develop the sector and to determine how the recommendations in 
the Forfás report can best be delivered. I invite those in the Social Enterprise 
sector to play their part in working with Government Departments and agencies 
to maximise the potential of the sector’. 

In response to this, the Social Enterprise Task Force put together a proposal, which 
requested concrete progress in the following areas: 

 SEETF Proposal to Government 
 
1  A government implementation plan for its strategy for social enterprise and social 

entrepreneurship over the next two years is urgently required, including:  
1.1 Clarification on coordination of the six Departments identified as responsible for actions in 

this area;  
1.2 Identification of the Minister/Department SG with overall responsibility for realizing this 

coordination;  
1.3 Governance and process structure identifying all relevant officials and Department 

offices as well as the participative and consultative role/input of SEETF.  
2        That Government take measures to ensure that the plans of LEO and LCD Committees in 

new local authority structures include a section stating their intent and policy towards the 
development of social enterprise and entrepreneurship in their areas, including:  

2.1 The role of SEETF in impact driven enterprise development plans for their areas:  
2.2 Parity of esteem in provision of quality supports to enterprise in the private and social 

enterprise sectors (as opposed to the “voluntary” emphasis proposed by Forfás for social 
enterprise ETF compared to funded professional services to private enterprise);  

2.3 Consideration of the social impact of social enterprises and social entrepreneurship be 
valued alongside commercial criteria.  

3        Public procurement be reformed along the lines considered by Forfás and in particular:  
3.1 An initiative to introduce “social clauses” in public tenders (as in the schools 

refurbishment programme, as widely advocated including by business interests);  
3.2 Encouragement of local tendering as far as this is possible to enable both SMEs and 

social enterprises participate in tenders for provision of goods and services;  
3.3 Insistence on the inclusion of social enterprises on “preferred supplier” panels for small 

scale (under €25k) pubic contracts.  
4 Full utilisation of the potential of EU commitments to social enterprise:  
4.1   As specified in Europe 2020 and the Structural Fund Programmes 2014-20;  
4.2   The EU Social Business Initiative for social finance provision (guarantee);  
4.3   Highlight social enterprise provisions of commission programmes (HORIZON etc.).  
 
Taken from: www.socialenterprise.ie 
SEETF are currently waiting for a full response at the time of writing. 

 

While there is a need to further develop social enterprise supports within Ireland, under 
the categories outlined in the Forfas report, it also needs to be noted that there are 
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numerous examples of successful social enterprises in operation. It is also of note that in a 
large proportion of cases social enterprise operators see their models as being 
transferable, i.e. a model that can be replicated elsewhere (16). Some examples of Irish 
social enterprises include (4): 

Example: Sensational Kids 
Sensational Kids was set up as a social enterprise by a group of parents in Co. Kildare  
to provide accessible, affordable and high quality clinical services for children with  
special needs. The service is funded by a combination of fees, the sale of materials in its shop and 
online store, fundraising and training service. It provides a range of clinical services including 
occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, orthoscopics and craniosacral therapy as 
well as access to a reading teacher and educational psychology. It currently has over 1,000 
children attending it services from all over Ireland (4).  
 
Example: Speedpak 
Speedpak was set up by the Northside Partnership to provide employment opportunities for the 
long term unemployed and those experiencing social exclusion, e.g. former drug users, ex-
prisoners, etc. It operates a business in a commercial manner that provides repackaging services 
and makes rosettes. Speedpak also provides the necessary supports and training to help people 
get back into the work environment. People have the opportunity to build up a recent work history, 
accredited training and a reference to help return to the work place (4). 
 
Example: Smile Resource Exchange  
SMILE Resource Exchange is based in Macroom in Cork. It is a free service for businesses that 
encourages the exchanging of resources between its members in order to save money, reduce 
waste going to landfill and to develop new business opportunities (4). 
 
Example: Vantastic and Replication of a Successful Model 
Vantastic provides an accessible transport service for people with mobility difficulties. Among the 
services offered by Vantastic are: door to door transport in specially-converted vehicles, 
wheelchair accessible vehicles for hire, a ‘Shop Route’ service designed to assist older people who 
may have difficulty getting to and from the local shops. The initiative began life in the early 1990s 
and has been supported by Clann Credo since 2002. Vantastic now operates across the Dublin 
area, providing transport services from 7am-10pm seven days a week. It now has a fleet of 25 fully 
accessible vehicles and a staff complement of 30, including 24 professionally trained drivers. The 
success of Vantastic has inspired similar initiatives in south Dublin, Cork and Clare, all of which are 
supported by Clann Credo. In south Dublin Accessible Community Transport Southside (ACTS) 
provides a flexible, demand-led transport service for people with mobility difficulties, whereby 
people join a Travel Club and make bookings as required (40). 

 

 
3.2 Challenges, Solutions and Supports 
Challenges to Social Enterprise at the Organisation Level 
As has been outlined above, social enterprises straddle the two worlds of social services / 
charity and business. This necessitates skills and organisational competency across two 
often-distinct spheres, with competing values and ways of operating. This situation poses 
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significant challenges for individual organisations. The table below shows the most 
common challenges as outlined in recent social enterprise research in Ireland and 
abroad2. 

Table 1: Challenges for Social Enterprise  

Research Promotion / 
public 
relations / 
marketing / 
business 
planning / 
networking 

Bureaucr
acy  / 
business 
manage
ment 
capacity  

Human 
resources 
supports / 
accessing 
skilled 
labour 

Proving 
the  
social 
return 

Access to 
Finance 
(including 
grant aid, 
loans and 
Philanthro
pic 
donations) 

Access to 
public 
contracts 

Eustace, A and 
Clark, A (2009)  
Ireland 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

  

The 
Department of 
Enterprise, 
Trade & 
Investment’s 
Working Group 
on 
Sustainability 
(2003). 
Northern 
Ireland 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

  

 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

Atler, K. (2007) 
U.S.A 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

   

Yes 

 

Yes 

Daly, T. Doyle, 
G, Lalor, T. 
(2012). Ireland 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

Glasgow 
Social 
Enterprise 
networks 
Strategic Plan 
(not dated).  

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

  

Yes 

 

Yes 

 

Yes 

                                            
2 These challenges have informed the research SECAD area, which are outlined in chapter three. 
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Not mentioned within this table is that some charities and social service providers also 
view social enterprise as a potential threat to the provision of social services and state 
funding or that they may alter the responsibility for social service provision (44). While the 
challenges above can be overcome through targeted supports, it needs to be noted 
that the perceived or real negatives effects of a move to more business place responses 
to social service delivery may not be addressed by these same supports. Perception of 
the potential professionalism of social enterprises from commissioners of services / those 
responsible for procurement within public bodies can also hamper the development of 
social enterprise, the following comment is made in relation to social enterprise in 
Glasgow, where there are an estimated 350 to 400 social enterprises: 

‘Often people make rather narrow assumptions about what social enterprises are 
and what they can do. In particular, people often underestimate the scale and 
sophistication of social enterprises as businesses’ (46). 

Another consideration when reviewing support structures is that social enterprises often 
require support over a period of time, with the intensity of support reducing incrementally 
before a transition to independence (38).  

Potential solutions and responses to the issues identified in the table above will now be 
detailed in the remainder of the literature review. These types or methods of supports are 
described with reference to Irish examples, where these exist, and to international 
examples where these are useful to illustrate the type of services available. The 
advantages for Ireland in developing social enterprise supports over the coming years 
are that lessons can be learnt from the failures and successes of other countries in 
relation to supporting social enterprises. Care must be taken to ensure that any lessons 
are considered in light of local context and needs, as the following comment from 
Senscot indicates, the cultural and contextual appropriateness of supports is vital: 

‘social enterprises need business support structures embedded in the culture of 
our own community. Such support should be accessible at all stages – from start-
ups through to national and international businesses (17).’ 

Business and Organisational Support, Training and Mentoring 
It should also be noted that while there has not been a large number of dedicated social 
enterprise supports within Ireland, there is a wide variety of pre-existing networks and 
resources that can also be leveraged to provide supports for this growing sector. These 
span partnerships, enterprise supports, Department of Social Protection Programmes, and 
voluntary and community services, themselves provided through a variety of means 
including charities, to social enterprises to semi-state bodies and local councils.  

It is important to note that currently existing business focused enterprise support agencies 
do not provide the same level of supports to social enterprises as they do to commercial 
enterprises (38). According to Daly the reasons for this include a lack of 
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acknowledgement of the importance of social enterprises as well as a lack of guidance 
or mentorship from enterprise officers, as the enterprise boards often don’t understand 
the social enterprise concepts (ibid).  

Some Irish commentators, such as Daly, Doyle and Laylor (2012) make the point that to 
provide optimum supports for social enterprises, purposely developed structures are 
needed and that existing structures may struggle to understand the ethos of values of a 
social enterprise: 

‘Social enterprise workers ideally would have experience in community 
development, enterprise development, and a commitment to social enterprise (38).   

However, they go on to say that to be successful there is need for support structures to 
engineer alliance with business and financial institutions, and to have expertise in these 
worlds as well as those of political advocacy (46). Finding this skill mix within a new and 
growing sector will require organisational creativity, as partnership approaches are likely 
to be the only replicable method for establishing successful support programmes. 

Finance and Social Finance Initiatives 
A further factor is the lack of appropriate finance, both grant and loan, for social 
enterprises at various stages of development. This makes it difficult for them to move 
beyond the concept stage and grow, or diversify into other commercial activities (7).  

Clann Credo and Ulster Community Investment Trusts are examples of organisations that 
will provide social finance loans for start-ups to organisations with a community 
development focus. Clann credo is not in receipt of state funding and is established 
solely to ensure accessibility of credit to support social enterprises and community job 
creation (15). 

Example: Caha Centre, Adrigole, West Cork 
The Caha Centre is a community focal point, in Adrigole, West Cork. ‘Established in 2004, it serves 
adjacent communities in both Cork and Kerry, providing social supports and family-related 
services. The Centre runs groups for both men and women, after school activities for children, adult 
education services and offers parenting supports. In more recent years, the Centre has upgraded 
its facilities - including the addition of an all weather pitch, and expanded services to meet 
growing needs. 

This necessary expansion required funding and the Caha Centre approached Clann Credo for 
support. Following a study and evaluation of the project, the social benefit that was being 
delivered to the local community was ‘. 

Taken from: www.clanncredo.ie (40) 
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Networks 
Ireland, like numerous countries (U.K, Scotland, Sweden, Australia, Canada and Malysia 
among others) has a network devoted to the promotion of social enterprises. The Irish 
Social Enterprise Network (26), has grown out of Winsent (Wales and Ireland Social 
Enterprise Network). The network was established in 2009 to promote social enterprise 
and host networking events. The network is positioning itself to:  

• Be an open and inclusive network for social enterprise, social entrepreneurs and 
social innovators 

• Provide and direct people to supports and training 
• Help shape public policy 
• Be a safe space for developing social enterprises, entrepreneurs and innovators 
• Develop governance and a Social Enterprise Mark with a directory and links to 

funding 

The network has recently partnered with academic partners in DCU / Ryan Academy 
and will be hosting events and conferences over the coming years. 

Procurement and Social Clauses 
EU procurement law provides an important ‘opening’ for the development of social 
enterprise in so far as it allows local authorities to insert certain ‘social clauses’ into the 
terms of reference of their procurement procedures. This can be done in order, for 
example, to encourage the employment of long-term unemployed or disadvantaged 
people. As stated by EMES the European Research Network: 

‘This field gathers the organisations whose main aim is to help those who have 
been excluded from the labour market, reintegrating them through productive 
activity” (6). 

CBC’s can be defined as: 

‘Contractual clauses, which can be used to build a range of economic, social or 
environmental conditions into the delivery of public contracts. CBCs can be 
viewed as contributing to the Best Value and sustainable procurement agendas, 
and allow organisations to contribute to the achievement of outcomes which 
benefit their communities by specifying contractual requirements which seek to 
deliver such wider social benefit’ (18). 

These are common throughout Europe, in essence these allow for social impact to be 
considered in any tendering process. These were used extensively and successfully in the 
preparations for the Glasgow Commonwealth Games (46).  
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Example: Glasgow City Council and Community Benefit Clauses 

‘Community Benefit Clauses provide a means of achieving added value in public procurement 
by building in a range of economic, environmental or social conditions into contract 
specifications. Glasgow City Council has developed a policy on Community Benefits, including a 
requirement for contractors to specify benefits that will arise for social enterprises. The initial focus 
of the policy has been on capital infrastructure projects relating to the Glasgow 2014 
Commonwealth Games, such as construction of the National Indoor Stadium and Arena. The 
Council is now planning to extend this framework to other product and service contracts.’  

Taken from: Glasgow Social Enterprise Strategy (46) 

Daly et al maintains that there is danger that social enterprises can be perceived by 
state agencies as ‘charities’ that ‘do good’ but cannot deliver to the same extent as 
private businesses (37). The procurement policies of state agencies are another 
constraining factor within Ireland. The early withdrawal or reduction of state funding from 
community regeneration programmes has also had an adverse impact on communities’ 
efforts to develop social enterprises. 

Social clauses have not been used in Ireland, however in Budget 2014 Minister Howlin 
stated (32): 

“To determine the potential for Social Impact Investing in Ireland, the pilot phase 
is seeking private sector investment partners to provide long-term stable homes 
for homeless families in the Dublin region. The project will provide families, and in 
particular children, with better lives through increased levels of school 
participation; reduced levels of anti-social behaviour; and reduced levels of adult 
homelessness. This measure is radical and reforming and demonstrates my 
commitment to exploring any model of intervention that can better use resources 
to protect the most vulnerable in society”  

and went on to announce: 

“We are now including social procurement contract clauses in our schools 
capital works for the first time ensuring that a proportion of the workforce is drawn 
from the long-term unemployed.” 

This recent policy shift is promising for the development of social enterprise and in 
changing procurement practice to include a valuation of social impact. 

 Supports to Facilitate Inclusion of social enterprises in Procurement 
To promote inter-social enterprise trade and procurement, there is a need to ensure that 
commissioners or services and these in public procurements are aware of the benefits of 
social enterprise. In the U.K, Scotland and Northern Ireland, web and social media has 
been used to support awareness and provide an information hub for social enterprises 
and those in procurement.  
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Example: www.readyforbusiness.org – A website promoting social enterprise’s in state procurement 

 ‘This site offers a unique opportunity to develop and embed a number of leading market 
development solutions, including the Public Social Partnership (PSP) model, Community Benefit 
Clauses (CBC) and the use of Social Value throughout public sector commissioning and 
procurement in Scotland’ (18). 

‘The ‘Developing Markets for Third sector programme’ forms a key part of the Scottish Government 
support strategy for the Third Sector for the period 2011 – 2014 and complements other initiatives 
and activities including the Procurement Reform programme and the forthcoming Procurement 
Reform Bill. The programme is being delivered by Ready For Business, a third sector led consortium 
composed of Ready for Business LLP, KPMG, Social Value lab and MacRoberts LLP. 

The programme offers a number of leading market development solutions, including the Public 
Social partnership (PSP) model, Community Benefit Clauses and the use of Social Value throughout 
the public sector in Scotland. 

It builds a platform to facilitate third sector engagement in service design to meet community 
needs, and at the same time, further increase the overall sustainability of the sector, whilst offering 
public bodies the opportunity to commission services efficiently and effectively.’  

Taken from: www.readyforbusiness.org 

Philanthropy  
There are a number of philanthropic agencies which support social enterprises within 
Ireland including: Social Entrepreneurs Ireland, who give annual awards and finance for 
new initiatives, ASHOKA, Social Entrepreneurs Ireland, The Guinness Fund and a number 
of other smaller funds. However the landscape within Ireland has changed radically 
within the past number of years, with the wind-up of Atlantic Philanthropies and the One 
Foundation programmes, which had funded a number of social enterprise initiatives, 
including the Traveller social enterprise initiative promoted by Galway Travellers (38). 

Example: Social Finance Initiatives – REDF, USA 
 
‘REDF (also known as The Roberts Enterprise Development Fund) is a San Francisco-based venture 
philanthropy organisation that creates jobs and employment opportunities for people facing the 
greatest barriers to work. Founded in 1997 by George R. Roberts (KKR), REDF provides equity-like 
grants and business assistance to a portfolio of non-profits in California to start and expand social 
enterprises; non-profit-operated businesses selling goods and services demanded by the 
marketplace while intentionally employing young people and adults who would otherwise face 
bleak prospects of ever getting a job’.  Taken from: www.redf.org 

Social Enterprise and Entrepreneurs Task Forces:  
The role of this organisation is generally to lobby government for policy change. SEETF 
and ISEN are taking up this mantle and are advocating for change in Government 
policy.  
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Example: The Irish Social Enterprise and Entrepreneurship Task Force 

SEETF was established in 2009 to promote social enterprise and social entrepreneurship as a viable 
and vibrant part of the Irish economy and society. Among its principal areas of work are: 
developing and refining policy on the general area of social enterprise and social 
entrepreneurship, building closer contacts with government on relevant policy issues, making a 
detailed submission to the 2012 Forfás Report to government on the sector. In particular SEETF has 
been working to have social enterprise and social entrepreneurship firmly included within both 
national and local enterprise support strategies of Government, and to secure inclusion of ‘social 
clauses’ in public tendering so as to increase the impact of the sector in enterprise and 
employment growth. 

Taken from www. http://www.socialenterprise.ie 

Academic Institutions:  
With the increasing international and European recognition of the benefits of Social 
Enterprise, educational providers have increasingly catered for the field. In recent years 
Dublin City University (DCU) and the Ryan Academy, University College Dublin (UCD), 
Trinity College Dublin (TCD), and University College Cork (UCC) have all begun providing 
courses and research into the sector.  

In 2012 DCU / Ryan Academy launched their MSC in Management (Innovation in Social 
Enterprise), which was developed through EU funding and is one of two masters level 
programmes in the country with a focus on social enterprise. The other programme is run 
by University College Cork, entitled a MBS in Cooperatives and Social Enterprise, which 
has been running since 2005 through online learning. 

Social Impact Bonds 
A Social Bond is a way of engaging private investors in the funding of social services.  It is 
also known as pay for success programmes and social benefit bonds. The premise of a 
bond is that if social services can be provided effectively, then this can save the state 
money. If it can be clearly calculated how much money will be saved then there is an 
ability to reimburse funders for this amount once the funded organisation has achieved 
this goal. This is a new way of funding services, and has been trialled in the U.K; the first 
Social Impact Bond was announced in the UK on 18 March 2010 by then Justice 
Secretary Jack Straw, to finance a prisoner rehabilitation program (43). 

Social Bonds are part of future UK, USA and Australian social service strategies, and has 
been noted in the Irish Programme for Government, although has yet to be trialled in 
Ireland (15).   

Social Bonds can be undertaken in any areas where clear cost savings to the state can 
be evidenced.  If these are achieved, generally through multi-agency responses then 
the investors that provided the funds receive a return on investment that is less that the 
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saving made by the state. These schemes are still in their infancy, and sufficient time has 
not yet lapsed for an evaluation of their effectiveness to be undertaken.  

Provisions to Support Transfer of Assets 
This involves the transfer or underutilised assets owned by central or local authorities 
through lease arrangements to social enterprises. Lease arrangements may be below 
market rates, and are undertaken to promote community development through a social 
enterprise model. One example of this type of use of underused public space is the 
Dublin Vacant Spaces Initiative. 
 

Public Social Partnerships 
Provide partnership models of service provision, currently being trialled in Scotland and 
being supported through Price Waterhouse Coopers (15). These involve collaboration 
between public services and community voluntary services in the planning for service 
design with an aim of making the service user experience paramount (18). Public Social 
Partnerships are different to Public Private Partnerships (PPP), which have been trialled in 
Ireland and involve traditional commercial businesses in partnership with the state to 
provide public goods, such as social housing.   

The PPP model has been strongly criticised for not meeting its potential, especially in 
relation to housing (47). Public Social Partnerships involve charities, social enterprises or 
other organisations with a social remit in engagement with state service providers. The 
synergy of ethos and goals between these two entities has potential for establishing 
better service plans and for paving the way for social enterprise service provision to state 
services. 

Case Study: Public Social Partnerships – Hospital Planning 

‘In collaboration with NHS Lothian, Edinburgh Council, Queen Margaret University and the Third 
Sector, the Royal Edinburgh Hospital campus redevelopment programme has been identified as a 
major opportunity to redesign services through the collaborative application of the Public Social 
Partnership (PSP) Model. With support and guidance from Ready for Business, two work-streams of 
activity are underway and beginning to reshape the way that health services are delivered.’  

Taken from: www.readyforbusiness.org 

Measuring Impact: Good Practice 
As highlighted previously within the report, a number of researchers and academics 
place the challenges of showing impact on social goals as one of the six main 
challenges facing social enterprises. The Scottish and U.K governments have responded 
to this challenge by funding a project to develop the understanding of impact 
assessment of social services (42).   

One model that is growing in use as a result of this investment is Social Return on 
Investment, which utilises and develops the methodologies of return on investment and 
social accounting to include valuation of goods that are not traded in the market place, 
such as increase self esteem, ability to get a job, drug stability and other factors that are 
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often the goals of social enterprises. These methodologies are described by the Glasgow 
Social Enterprise Network as follows (46): 

‘Social Return on Investment (SROI) and Social Accounting & Audit (SAA) are 
generally accepted methodologies for measuring social impact, although they 
are considered by some to be time-intensive and complex... What all 
approaches have in common is that they offer a robust way of showing the 
difference that social enterprises can make.’ 

 

The following websites are recommended in ‘An Irish guide to Impact Measurement’ (41): 
 
New Economics Foundation  www.proveandimprove.org 
A quality and impact toolkit for charities, voluntary organisations and social enterprise. Here, 
mission-driven organisations can explore practical ways to measure their impacts and demonstrate 
the quality of what they do and how they operate. 

Inspiring Impact  www.inspiringimpact.org 
Inspiring Impact is a programme that aims to change the way the UK voluntary sector thinks about 
impact. Find out more about what we aim to do, who we are, the thinking behind our work, and 
the difference we’re making.  

 
 International Networking and EU Funding 
The growing international interest in social enterprise means there are substantial and 
significant opportunities for networking at an international level. While it is vital that 
international models of practice are translated into local contexts and needs, with 
consideration and research into local context, the existence of well established social 
enterprise sector in other countries means that Ireland can learn from these examples 
and ensure a considered process to develop social enterprise in Ireland. 

SEETF highlights two funds that may hold potential for Ireland, these include: 

• The Social Business Initiative   
• EU Expert Group on the Single Market two. 

 

3.3 The Potential for Social Enterprise in the SECAD Area 
Socio-Economic Profile of SECAD Area 
The population of Cork City and County combined in 2011 was 519,000 people, an 
increase of 7% since 2006 when the population stood at 481,300. In this time, the 
population of Cork County grew by 10%, while the population of Cork city decreased by 
0.2%. The growth of the population in Cork County was higher than the national average 
of 8%3.   

                                            
3 The population of Cork City decreased by .2% during the same time period 
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Between the 2006 and 2011 census, there was a massive increase in disadvantage in the 
wake of the recession, affecting every part of the country. The pattern between 
affluence and disadvantage, whereby affluence is greatest in the urban peripheries and 
gradually declining towards more rural locations, remains broadly intact. Growth belts 
outside of city centres that had previously enjoyed the greatest increase in affluence 
between 1991 – 2006 were most severely affected by the economic downturn of the last 
6 years (46). 

The national rate of unemployment in September 2013 was 13.5%, which is slightly lower 
than September of 2012 (14.5%) and is higher than the Euro-area unemployment rate of 
12.2% for the same month. To contextualise, between 2001 and 2008, Ireland’s 
unemployment rate fluctuated between 3.8 and 6.3 %, and in the past 20 years, 
unemployment peaked at 17.2% in 19854. In 2012 in the South Western region of the 
country, unemployment stood at a rate of 14.2%, which was slightly lower than the 
national average of 15% (47).   

SECAD covers a population of over 148,000. The administrative area includes Cork 
Harbour, and the rural and peri-urban areas bordering Cork City. It is made up of towns 
and large centers of population, including Cobh, Middleton, Youghal, Carrigaline and 
Ballincollig. The area also includes expanding villages, including Glanmire, Carrigtohill, 
and Crosshaven, together with locally significant smaller villages and rural settlements, 
including Ballycotton, Dungourney, and Roberts Cove (28). A number of areas within the 
SECAD area have been identified in the national deprivation index as disadvantaged 
including pockets of Middleton and Carrigaline. The following table depicts an overview 
of socio-economic indicators in 5 major towns in the SECAD area.  This information was 
taken from the 2011 Pobal Deprivation Index (48). 

Table 2: Socio-demographic details by major towns in SECAD area 

 Deprivation Index Population and Class Unemployment 

Youghal Youghal Urban – 
marginally below 
national average 

Youghal Rural is one of the 
fastest growing Electoral 
Divisions in the country (55% in 
5 years). 

Higher than average: 36.4% 
male, 23.0% female 

Middleton Deprived Rapidly expanding (16% in 5 
years). Lower than average 
social class composition with 
regard to professional classes. 

Male unemployment is 
equivalent to national 
average, female 
unemployment slightly 
higher. 

Cobh  Generally, slightly 
above average but 
Cobh urban is 

The Cobh Family Resource 
Centre catchment area has 
experienced a population 

Marginally below national 
average 

                                            
4 Index Mundi Country Profiles: http://www.indexmundi.com/ireland/unemployment_rate.html 
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below average growth of 16.6% over the past 
5 years, double the nationally 
average growth of 8.2%. 

Class composition falls 
marginally below the national 
average. 

 

Carrigaline Affluent Not available Not Available 

Ballincollig Affluent Slightly above average 
growth of 9% in 5 years. 

Slightly higher than average 
proportion of professionals 

Slightly lower than national 
average 

 

The SECAD area contains pockets of disadvantage which have been disproportionately 
effected by the recession. While the area has a relatively young, educated and growing 
population there remains fewer opportunities for employment or generation of income 
than the national average. 

The Role of Partnerships in Promoting Social Enterprise 
In 2014 SECAD, made a submission to Mr Cormac Clancy, chair of the interdepartmental 
group on Social Enterprise, Department of Environment, Community and Local 
Government. The report proposed that ‘Development Companies with their vast 
knowledge and experience of ‘bottom-up’ development and a proven track record of 
delivery be given the resources in order to capitalise on the opportunities that exist for 
social enterprise, social entrepreneurs and social innovators throughout Ireland. This 
would include direct responsibility for supporting the sector using resources from the ESF, 
ERDF, EAFRD, The European Commission’s new Social Business Initiative and any other 
relevant sources of funding’ (48). 

The report highlighted the experience of LDCs in relation to their provision of local 
support services to enterprise and community development, as well as their experience 
in managing funds and working with labour market initiatives. The range of enterprise 
supports provided by LDCs include:  

• Specific skills training 
• Business mentoring 
• Pre enterprise training programmes to develop the skills and confidence of 

participants to develop a path to self-employment  
• Enterprise support services in relation to business idea development, business 

plans, accessing funding, and applying for the BTWEA/STEA 
• Supporting the establishment of community and social enterprises 
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• Business networking 
• Grant assistance for business start-up and expansion 

This submission also noted that there is further potential to develop social enterprise to 
address youth unemployment. This potential is based on well-established relationships 
with community groups and with the Department of Social Protection. This report 
recommends that Partnerships be considered within any national plans as being support 
mechanisms for the delivery of social enterprise supports. It is envisaged that this role 
would be undertaken in association with the Irish Social Enterprise Network and would 
draw on the significant local resources and expertise available within the partnerships to 
further enhance the development of successful social enterprises that support both 
employment and community development. 

Summary  
As the report has indicated, while Ireland lags behind other countries in the promotion of 
social enterprise and the facilitation of social enterprise development through policy 
mechanisms, there is a growing commitment to the social enterprise sector. There is a 
realisation that the sector is providing solutions to important community development 
issues such as under provision of services and long-term unemployment: 

The Government will promote the development of a vibrant and effective social 
enterprise sector. We will instruct agencies to view social enterprises as important 
stakeholders in rejuvenating local economies’ (4).   

There is substantial literature available on social enterprise within other jurisdictions that 
can provide a solid evidence base from which to develop regional plans, provided this is 
combined with locally relevant information and data. There is also a clear need to 
further evidence the benefit of social enterprises within Ireland and for local networks 
and providers to be part of the national debate as to how social enterprises can be 
supported to achieve their considerable potential.  

While a number of supports have been used internationally to promote the social 
enterprise sector require a national lead, there are others important actions, which can 
be promoted at the regional level, these include, although are not limited to:  

• The provision of mentoring and business supports by individuals who are skilled 
and/or trained in business models and those of social service provision, with a 
particular focus on feasibility studies and business plan development as well as 
planning and supports for marketing and development of new products. 

• The provision of training to assist social enterprises to develop market place 
solutions to identified issues and to respond to issues in relation to Human 
Resources, governance, marketing, cash flow management, networking and 
building customer bases, proving impact etc. 

• Advocating at a regional level for the inclusion of social clauses in regional 
contracting. 
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• The promotion of a regional social enterprise network to assist in raising the profile 
of social enterprise work and promoting trade between social enterprises. 

• Assistance for social enterprises in attaining credit and grant funding to further 
develop market place responses to issues. 

Part two of this report will analyse the needs of social enterprises within the SECAD area 
as stated by local social enterprises and organisations wishing to develop social 
enterprise models. 
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4 Findings from the SECAD Social Enterprise 
Research 

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides a profile of social enterprise in the South East Cork region, reporting 
on a survey of 33 local social enterprises who are either operating as a social enterprise 
or are interested in developing social enterprise models and practices. The chapter 
begins by reviewing local social enterprises against the Senscot five social enterprise 
criteria and ends with a review of the challenges faced by social enterprises in the area 
and the supports identified. 

4.2 SECAD Social Enterprises Compared to the SENSCOT 
Criterion 

A range of definitions for the term social enterprise have been discussed in the previous 
chapter. Common to all definitions is the general agreement that a social enterprise 
devotes its activities and reinvests its surpluses to achieve a social or community 
objective, either for members, or a wider community interest. Over a third of survey 
respondents indicated they considered their organisation a social enterprise (36%, n=13). 
When considering this self-definition it is important to note that the terminology of social 
enterprise may be new to many organisations who may therefore not view their 
organisation as a social enterprise, even when they meet many of the criteria that 
frequently describe social enterprises. It is therefore useful to determine the number of 
organisations that meet a standard definition of a social enterprise.  

The Senscot five social enterprise criteria have been selected as the criteria against 
which the survey responding organisations will be compared. It can be argued that 
these criteria provide the most concrete and measureable definition of social enterprise 
with respect to the values, objectives, structure and financial practices of the 
organisation. An important principal of the five criteria is that social enterprises must be 
organised as sustainable business and exist financially independent from both the state 
and philanthropy.  

An analysis of the respondent organisations that meet the five criteria is as follows: 

Criterion 1 – Social Enterprises have social and/or environmental objectives. A key 
definition of a social enterprise is the condition that an organisation must have social 
and/or environmental objectives. A website review was undertaken to review the social 
mission of all thirty three services, either prior to the survey send out, or following 
submission by a services not previously identified. All services had a clearly definable 
social mission. On this basis, all organisations that participated in the survey fulfil the 
criteria of social and/or environmental objectives.  

Criterion 2 – Social Enterprises are trading businesses aspiring to financial independence. 
To meet this criterion an enterprise needs to earn 50% or more of its income from trading 
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or selling goods or services, such as tickets or membership fees. In this criteria a high level 
of income from the public sector is acceptable, in the form of contracts, but not annual 
grants (not higher than 50%).  

More than a third of organisations indicated that over 50% of their income was earned 
through selling goods and services (36%, n=12). Over a third of the organisations surveyed 
are also financially independent from public bodies or on-going grant support.  

Figure 1: Income from Trading 

 

When organisations were asked to anticipate the income generated from trade over the 
next three-year period, the percentages remained nearly identical. Overall, around a 
third of organisations estimated that over 50% of their income would be generated from 
trade or selling good or services (36%, n=12). Further analysis of this figure however, shows 
some movement within categories - among the category of organisations who expected 
to earn between 75% to 100% of income from trade or selling good or services, there is a 
slight increase from 15% (n=5) to 24% (n=8). Likewise, organisations that are currently 
earning less than 10% of income from trade or selling goods and services (21%, n=8) 
anticipate an overall increase in their income over the next three years5. These figures 
demonstrate that organisations already trading see room to increase their income from 
trade over the next three year period.  

Criterion 3 – Social Enterprise have an ‘asset lock’ on both trading surplus and residual 
assets. Whether or not it’s a charity, a social enterprise re-invests the majority of its 

                                            
5 It is of note that one organisation which was earning all of income through trade predicted a future three year 
income of zero. This figure affects the overall average.   The reason for this prediction was not asked for within 
the survey. 
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distributable profit for the purpose of its social mission. Where the business has 
shareholding investment, no more than 35% of profit may be distributed in dividends.  

This criterion for social enterprises requires organisations to reinvest over 65% of its surplus 
back into the organisation. Almost three quarters of organisations reported they re-invest 
all of their surplus back into their organisations (70%, n=23). No organisations reported any 
requirement to re-invest at least 65% of their surplus back into the organisation. This is likely 
to be an indication that the majority of organisations are working from a charity model 
where all surpluses are reinvested. 

Figure 2: Re-investment of Surpluses 

 

The remaining 30% of organisations indicated they ‘did not know’ or ‘have not clarified’ 
their organisation’s re-investment policy (n=10). Within this category12% of organisations 
(n=4) identified themselves as a social enterprise or interested in learning more about the 
social enterprise model.  

Criterion 4 – A Social Enterprise cannot be the subsidiary of a public sector body. The 
fourth criteria for social enterprise is the requirement that an organisation cannot be a 
subsidiary of a public sector body. When organisations were asked to identify their 
company status, none of the organisation indicated they were a state affiliated 
organisation.  

When asked to approximate the portion of annual income received from state funding 
sources, such as the Community Service Programme, lottery money or other Irish or 
European sources; just less than half of organisations earn less than 50% of income from 
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state funding (47%, n=16).  Of note is that nearly a third of organisations receive no state 
funding (27%, n=9),  

Figure 3: Sources of income 

 

Around a quarter of organisations indicated they received between 50% to 100% of their 
income annually from state funding (24%, n=8). For this category of organisations, state 
funding has been used for staff training, program development and feasibility studies, as 
well as administrative duties, such as marketing and promotion.  

Criterion 5 – Social Enterprises are driven by values – both in their mission and business 
practices. This criterion defines a social enterprise as an organisation that is driven by 
values in both their mission and business practices. This criterion was checked by the 
researchers who reviewed the websites of all organisations prior to the initial survey 
invitation was distributed. Websites were reviewed to ensure that all organisations had a 
clearly defined social or value based cause. Any organisations that responded to the 
survey by hearing about it through networks or advertising were reviewed through the 
same process following survey returns. Through this process of review all organisations 
which responded to the survey were defined as meeting this criteria.  

Just under a quarter of the 33 survey respondent organisations met all five Senscot 
criteria for a social enterprise (24%, n=8), which is defined as: 

• an organisation with social or environmental objectives; 
• an organisation earning more than 50% of income from trading or selling goods or 

services; 
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• an organisation that at least re-invests 65% of its surplus back into the 
organisation; 

• an organisation that is not a subsidiary of a public sector body and, less than 50% 
of its annual income comes from state funding;  

• and, an organisation that is driven by values in mission and business practices.  

Of note is that of the eight organisations that met all Senscot criteria for a social 
enterprise (24% of all organisations), only five identified themselves as a social enterprise 
as opposed to a not-for-profit organisation, charity or business. This is particularly 
interesting when compared with the overall percentage of organisations that identified 
as a social enterprise (39%, n=13). The difference between these two sets of data 
demonstrates a lack of clarity and ambiguity over the definition of social enterprise. 
However, this is to be expected given that there is little clarity within social enterprise 
networks, as well as academic environments as to the exact nature of social enterprise.  

4.3 Service Provision 
Types of Services 
When asked to describe the goal of their organisation, over a third of responding 
organisations indicated one specific goal (36%, n=12), while 12% of organisations 
indicated multiple goals (n=4), as shown in the figure below. A majority of organisations 
specified one particular social or community goal, such as providing youth and 
recreational services, art and cultural facilities, health services for elderly people and 
children, and business development.  

The 33 organisations that participated in the survey broadly fall into the following six 
categories:  

• Youth services (including education) (n=3) 
• Arts and cultural programmes (including music, theatre, radio and arts) (n=9) 
• Recreational activities and sports (n=5) 
• Regional development and support (n=5) 
• Promoting local commerce and trade (n=6) 
• Health services (for children, adults, elderly people and individuals living with 

disabilities)(n=5) 

The Benefits of Social Enterprise 
The survey highlighted many similar characteristics between the responding 
organisations, in relation to models and practices. This report found that organisations 
were in general agreement about the following: 

• The majority of organisations agreed that they have developed a model that 
other organisations can replicate (strongly agree: 39% n=13, agree: 42%, n=14;).  

• Organisations also agreed that their work had provided a new service or facility in 
the community (strongly agreed: 63%, n=21).  

• Organisations strongly agreed that their work had resulted in increased 
participation in community affairs by local people (strongly agree: 63%, n=21).  
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• There was strong agreement among organisations that their work has generated 
awareness of a particular issues (strongly agree: 45%, n=15; agree: 36%, n=12).  

• When organisations were asked if their services were worth more to their clients 
(service users), than the cost needed to provide these services, the majority of 
organisations strongly agreed (58%, n=19) or agreed (27%, n=9) with this 
statement.  

• Organisations agreed that they would consider their organisation as innovative. 
More than half of the organisation strongly agreed (54%, n=18), and nearly a third 
agreed with the statement (30%, n=10).    

There was no collective response when organisations were asked if their work has 
contributed to policy changes at a local level (neither agree nor disagree: 27%, n=9; 
agree: 30% n=10). When asked if their organisation has contributed to policy change at a 
national level there was also a range of responses; a third of organisations neither 
agreed nor disagreed with the statement (33%, n=11).   

The lack of consensus regarding influencing is likely to be an indication that the majority 
of organisations are working directly with service users, and are less focused on 
contributing to policy change at either regional or national levels.  

Organisation Type and Length of Time in Operation 
Almost all respondents identified themselves as charities, or not-for-profit organisations, 
with just 6% (n=2) identifying themselves as businesses.  

Organisations have generally been sustainable: almost two thirds of organisations 
reported they have been operating for more than 11 years (64%, n=21). Within this 
category, around half of the organisations have been operating for over 31 years (30%, 
n=10). A fifth of the organisations have been operating between 16 to 30 years (21% 
n=7), and a further 12% of organisations between 11 to 15 years (n=4).  
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Figure 4: Length of time in operation 

 

Over a third of the remaining organisations that have been operating for 10 years or less 
(36%, n=12). Only one organisations has been operating between 8 to 10 years, 21% 
have been operating between 5 to 7 years (n=7), and a further 12% of organisations 
have been operating for 2 years or less (n=4).  

When organisations were asked the number of years they have been trading or 
providing some of their services at a cost, nearly half of organisations were trading for 11 
years or more (46%, n=15). Over a third of organisations were trading for 10 years and less 
(36%, n=12), and the remaining organisations do not provide any services at cost (18%, 
n=6).  
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Figure 5: Objectives of organisations 

 
 

4.4 Social Enterprises and Resource Issues 
Human Resources 
When asked the number of employed staff (full and part-time), the survey found that 45% 
of organisations employ one to four staff (n=15).  

- 45% of organisations employ one to four staff (n=15) 
- 9% of organisations employ five to ten staff (n=3) 
- 12% of organisations employ eleven to thirty staff (n=4) 
- 12% of organisations employ more than thirty staff (n=4) 
- 21% of organisations do not currently employ staff (n=7) 

When asked if organisations aimed to create employment opportunities for people 
traditionally excluded from the job market, over two thirds indicated this was the 
secondary aim of their organisations (70%, n=23), and 6% of organisations described this 
as the main objective of their organisations (n=2). The remaining 24% of organisations 
stated that this was not an aim of their work (n=8).  

For many not-for-profit organisations and charities, volunteers represent an important 
component of their human resources. When asked how many people volunteer per 
year, excluding voluntary board members: over a third of organisations indicated they 
have more than thirty volunteers (42%, n=14). Around a sixth of organisations indicated 
they had between 16 - 30 volunteers per year (15%, n=5), and around twenty per cent of 
organisations indicated they did not have any volunteers (18%, n=6).  
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Financial Resources 
Over three quarters of organisations indicated they received state support for the 
development of trade aspect of their programmes (76%, n=25), and around a quarter of 
organisations indicated they had received state support for the development of multiple 
(or more than one) aspect of their programme (24%, n=8). Only one organisation 
indicated they had received state funding for all areas of development listed in the 
survey (3%). 

Figure 6:  Types of state support received 

 
Nearly a quarter of organisations indicated they had not received any state funding for 
any development aspects of their programmes (24%, n=8). Over a third of organisations 
specified an exact purpose for state support that they received (36%, n=12), such as 
funding for organisational and/or program development, facility repairs and/or 
extensions, and restoration of public monuments.  

Generally speaking, most of the responding organisations are financially independent 
from state funding sources. As the below figure illustrates, the difference between 
categories is generally consistent. Nearly a quarter of organisations indicated they do not 
receive any state funds (27%, n=9).6  

                                            
6 This figure is comparatively similar to the organisations that have not received state funding for development 
aspects of their programmes (24%, n=8). By in large, organisations that do not receive state funding have not 
accessed similar development grants or funds in the past. 
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Figure 7: Proportion of funding from state sources 

 

Receipt of Loans  
Nearly two thirds of organisations reported they had not received a loan within the past 
two years (61%, n=20). A third of organisations reported they had received a loan within 
the past two years (30%, n=10).  

For the eight organisations that meet the definition of social enterprise under the five 
Senscot criteria (24%), six organisations had not received a loan in past two years (18%) 
and two organisations had received a loan (6%).  

Philanthropy or Public Donations  
Nearly half of the responding organisations indicated they earn less than 10% of their 
annual income from donations or philanthropy (n=14). 12% of organisations indicated 
they earn 51%-100% of their annual income from donations or philanthropy (n=4).  
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Figure 8: Proportion of funding from public donations or philanthropy 

 

Among the eight organisations that do not receive any income from public donations or 
philanthropy (24%), this report found that five organisations also did not receive any 
income from state funding sources (15%).  

Each of the eight organisations that meet the Senscot criteria (24%) currently earn less 
than 25% of their annual income from public donations and philanthropy. Four of these 
organisations do not receive funding from public donations and philanthropy or state 
funding sources (12%).  

Trade 
When asked to approximate what proportion of their income is made through trade and 
or the selling of goods or services, such as tickets and memberships fees, over a third of 
organisations reported they earn 50% - 100% of their annual income from trade (36%, 
n=12). A fifth of organisations reported they earn less than 10% from trade (n=7); and just 
under 10% of organisations earn no income from trade (n=3).  
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Figure 4: Proportion of income through trade 

 

For a third of organisations, turnover from trade over the past two years has improved 
(33%, n=11), this is particularly true for organisations where their current portion of income 
earned from trade is between 25% to 75% (18%, n=6). This small number of organisations 
have improved their trade significantly in the past two years.   

A third of organisation reported that their annual income from trade has remained the 
same over the past two years (30%, n=10), and the remaining 18% of organisations 
reported their trade has reduced in this period (n=6).  

Among the eight organisations identified as social enterprises (24% of all organisations): 
four organisations indicated their income from trade has remained the same (12%), two 
organisation indicated a growth in their income (6%), and one organisation reported a 
reduced income from trade (3%). 
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Figure 5:  Growth over the last two years 

 

Lastly, organisations were asked to anticipate the portion of annual income expected to 
be earned from trade and / or selling goods or services over the next three years. Half of 
organisations expect to earn 10%-50% of their annual income through trade (49%, n=16). 
Over a third of organisations expect to earn between 50%-100% of their income through 
trade (36%, n=12). 

Six of the eight organisations that were identified as social enterprises (24% of all 
organisations) anticipated that over the next three years, between 76% - 100% of their 
income would be earned through trade. 

Attitude to Risk and Confidence Regards Growth 
This report found there was a range of attitudes towards risk. Over a third of organisations 
appreciate that risk is a necessary part of innovation (30%, n=10), while another third 
indicated that risk is appropriate when safeguards are in place (30%, n=10). The 
remaining 36% of organisations agreed that their organisations had a cautious approach 
towards risk (n=12).  

When later asked how confident organisations were regards future business growth 
(increased turnover) over the next three years, a third of organisations were very 
confident (30%, n=10) or confident (33%, n=11) and a third of organisations responded 
they were somewhat confident (30%, n=10). 
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Re-investing Surplus  
Within the past three years, nearly a third of currently trading organisations, indicated 
they had made a surplus (30%, n=10). While, over a third of organisations reported they 
had not made a surplus within the past three years (36%, n=12). 

Figure 6: Re-investment of surplus over the last three years 

This report found that of the eight organisations that qualified as social enterprises (24% of 
the all organisations), three organisations earned a surplus over the past three years (9%) 
and three organisations did not earn a surplus (9%). The remaining two organisations did 
not respond to the question (6%). 

4.5 Summary 
This report has found there is a broad definition and understanding of social enterprise 
among the responding organisations. Of the 33 organisations that responded to the 
survey, eight organisations meet all of Senscot criteria for a social enterprise. Aside from 
devoting their organisation to achieving a social and / or environmental objective, for 
members or a wider community interest, these organisations operate autonomously from 
the public, private and voluntary sectors, invest the majority of surpluses as well as 
generate at least 50% of their income from trade.   

Over three quarters of organisations indicated they have received state support for 
development aspects of their programme, and a quarter of organisations have received 
support for multiple aspect of their organisation’s development. 

There was a diversity of service provision types across the 33 organisations surveyed these 
included: youth services, arts and cultural programmes, recreational activities and sports, 
regional business development and support, promotion of local commerce and trade, 
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and health services. The majority of respondents stated that their organisations increased 
service provision to the community or their members, influenced policy change and had 
innovative replicable models. 

70% of services stated that a primary or secondary aim was to support the employment 
of those excluded from labour markets and around 80% of social enterprises employed 
staff directly, with around a third employing between 5 and 30 people. 

Organisations had a proven sustainability with almost two thirds of organisations reporting 
that they have been operating for more than 11 years. The majority of organisations are 
also confident about growth of their social enterprise operations in the future, a third had 
seen a growth in income from trade over the last two years and a third had ensured 
continuity of trade income, impressive statistics given a general trend of contraction of 
business for small to medium enterprises over the period of the economic recession. 

This profile indicates that social enterprise in the SECAD region is a diverse, small but 
growing sector marked by optimism for future growth and defined by social values that 
highlight community good as a priority aim. The next section of this report will analyse the 
needs of respondent organisation and identify areas of support and training as stated by 
local social enterprises and organisations wishing to develop and increase the social 
benefit they generate using sustainable, enterprise based models. 
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5 Social Enterprise Supports and Needs 

5.1 Introduction 
This next chapter outlines areas of support and need identified by the 33 organisations 
that responded to the social enterprise survey. Organisations were asked a series of 
questions around their business management practices and specific areas where low-
cost or free support and training would be an advantage for both management and 
staff. This section begins by summarizing key areas and programmes for supporting 
organisations in the South East Cork region.  

5.2 Business Support Needs 
The following list describes clearly identified support needs where a majority of 
respondents stated that they were interested or very interested: 

-‐ 45% of organisations described developing a business plan or undertaking 
feasibility studies as a challenge (n=15). 21 organisations indicated they were 
interested or very interested in accessing low-cost or free support for project 
scoping or feasibility studies.  

-‐ Twenty organisations (61%) were interested or very interested in support around 
developing business plans. 

-‐ Around half of organisations (48%, n=16) were asked if other technical business 
issues were a challenge. Nineteen organisations were interested or very interested 
in receiving training in business methods, such as cash flow management, or 
taxation.  

-‐ When organisations were asked if marketing products and services was 
challenging, over a third of organisations responded that this was a minor 
challenge (39%, n=13), and nearly a third of organisations responded that this was 
a challenge (30%, n=10). 24 (73%) organisations reported they were either very 
interested to interested in accessing training or support in marketing and 
promotion. 

In relation to an introductory training on establishing a social enterprise 13 organisations 
were somewhat interested (40%), 13 organisations were interested or very interested 
(40%). 

Mentorship  
64% of organisations either indicated they were very interested (n=12) or interested (n=9) 
in receiving mentorship from an individual with appropriate business or social enterprise 
experience. To inform how a mentorship program in the Cork region might be achieved, 
organisations with more than three years experience in managing and growing a social 
enterprise were asked if they would be interested in providing mentoring in their area of 
expertise. Nine organisations indicated they were interested in mentoring (27%), and 
three people said that they would be interested in mentoring if teaching or instructional 
support was available.  
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Access to Finance, Grants  
An issue for numerous organisations is the access to funding and grants. When 
organisations were asked to rate their ability to access finance, such as loans, a quarter 
of organisations indicated this was a significant challenge (n=8). Conversely, 33% of 
organisations indicated this was a minor challenge (n=11).   

When further asked about the challenge organisations had accessing development 
grants, around a half of organisations reported this was a challenge (n=16) and over a 
quarter reported this was a significant challenge (n=90) Only four organisations reported 
this was only a minor challenge for their organisation (12%).  

More than half of the organisations indicated they were interested in supports for 
accessing loans and grants (52%, n=17). 

Nearly half of the organisations were either interested (n=9) or very interested (n=6) in 
supports for competing public contracts, a quarter of organisations were not interested in 
this support (n=8).  

Human Resources and Governance 
Organisations were asked several questions about their challenges with recruiting staff 
and volunteers. When asked to indicate their level of difficulty in finding the right staff, 
nearly half of the organisations reported this was a minor challenge (n=14). Around a 
third of organisations reported this was a challenge (n=10).  

When organisations were asked about their challenge recruiting suitable volunteers, 21 
services reported that this was a minor challenge or a challenge (64%). When the 
responses to both questions were analysed, it appeared that in general, the same 
organisations had challenges in recruiting both staff and volunteers.  

Organisations were also asked to rate their interest in accessing training in relation to 
organisational governance. Over two thirds of organisations indicated they were either 
interested (33%, n=11) or very interested (36%, n=12) in accessing this support. 

Showcasing Social Return 
There is an increasing value for not-for-profit and charitable organisation to demonstrate 
the social impact of their work for local community, as well as to document the case for 
why they conduct this work. When asked how challenging it is for their organisation to 
showcase the social impact of their work to stakeholders, there was a range of 
responses.   
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Figure 12: The challenge of showing impact 

 

When asked if organisations would be interested in receiving training in impact 
measurement and how to prove the impact of their work, 70% of organisations 
responded with very interested (42%, n=14) or interested (27%, n=9).  

Networks 
Networks have increasingly become an important resource and tool for the promotion of 
social enterprises in both Ireland and abroad. While there is significant opportunity for 
local organisations to participate in networks at a national level, it is important to 
evaluate the need and interest that local organisations have for networking.  

Two thirds of organisations were members of, or regularly attend community and 
voluntary networks (67%, n=22). Nearly a third of organisations are members or attend 
industry specific networks (30%, n=10). One quarter of organisations are members or 
attend small business networks (24%, n=8). One quarter of organisations indicated that 
they did not participate in any networks (24%, n=8).  
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Figure 13: Participation in networks 

 

Overall, nearly 42% of organisations are members of one network (n=14). 33% of 
organisation are members or regularly attend two or more networks (n=11).  

For the organisations that chose to list another type of network than those listed (12%, 
n=4), these networks include environmental, transportation, and international groups.  

As the figure below demonstrates, the majority of organisations agree that networks are 
quite important. Over two thirds of organisations rated networks as either important or 
very important.  
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Figure 14: The importance placed on networks 

 

This report found that many organisations would find value in a local or regional social 
enterprise network. The majority of organisations responded that they were very 
interested (48%, n=16) or interested (21%, n=7) in the formation of a social enterprise 
network. 
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Figure 15: Local interest in a social enterprise network 

 

For organisations that indicated an interest in attending a local or regional social 
enterprise network, they were further asked to indicate the best time to attend. The 
preference indicated were as follows:  

• 39% recommend meeting during work hours (n=13) 
• 30% recommended early breakfast meetings (n=10)  
• 18% recommended early evening meetings (n=10) 
• 6% recommended during the weekends (n=2) 

Other Challenges and Types of Support 
There was a range of responses when organisations were asked to broadly describe 
other types of challenges and areas of supports needed. Nearly a third of organisations 
identified a specific challenge when asked (33%, n=11). These challenges and issues 
included:  

• The need to diversify their funding sources, such as transitioning from public 
funding, or the need for on-going operational financial support; 

• The need for more training or support around developing a social enterprise, such 
as the need to increase the commercial value of their programs and work; 

• Challenges related to the current state of the legislative and regulatory 
environment for social enterprises; 
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• Challenges related to changes to public funding sources and / or re-structuring in 
local government and agencies; 

• Recruiting staff with specific expertise, and 
• Challenges in working with volunteers, especially individuals who are receiving 

social welfare. 

Nearly half of the organisations indicated they were very interested in receiving training 
about social enterprises (48%, n=16). In addition to mentorship and learning about social 
enterprises models and practices, the organisations recommended several topics that 
would be valuable for management and staff.  These topics included: training on 
strategic growth and development, staff and volunteer management, governance, 
financial management, utilizing social media, improving commercial value of services, 
and measuring social impact.  

5.3 Summary  
As the report has indicated, there are several areas where organisations are seeking 
support and eternal expertise around social enterprise. There is a growing understanding 
that the social enterprise approach and practices provide solutions for existing 
organisations and their community development work, such as the provision of services 
and rejuvenating local economies.  

Within the South East Cork region, there is a clear interest in forming a local social 
enterprise network or mentorship programme with individuals and professionals who are 
trained in business models and / or have expertise with social enterprise practices. 
International experience highlights that social enterprise networks can bring considerable 
attention to the value of local organisations and impact of community development 
work.  

Any training programmes with plans to attract local social enterprises and organisations 
interested in developing social enterprise models and practice should place particular 
focus on feasibility studies and business plan development as well as planning and 
supports for marketing and development of new products. Future training programmes 
would be well placed to support organisations that have identified issues in relation to; 
governance, accessing funding sources, human resources, managing strategic 
development and growth, governance, networking and proving impact. The is also a 
smaller cohort of organisations that are at the beginning of their social enterprise journey 
and who would benefit from more introductory training that highlights the benefits of the 
social enterprise model and provide supports for investigation as to whether this model 
can further contribute to their organisation achieving their social and community goals. 
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6 Methodology 

6.1 Overview 
The overall aim of the research was to establish a database of current and potential 
social enterprises, to establish a profile of social enterprise and review support needs in 
the SECAD area. 

Phase one involved two aspects. The first was a literature review to support SECAD to 
understand the national and international context of social enterprise, as well as the 
challenges commonly faced by social enterprises and some effective responses to 
these. The second step in phase one was the development of a database of potential 
social enterprises in the region. 

Phase two involved using the database developed in phase one, as well the existing 
community and voluntary database to explore the work and nature of social enterprise 
service provision in the region as well as potential resources, gaps and potential strengths 
and resources which can support the growing social enterprise sector in the region.   

Academic support to this process was provided from Dr. Carol Power from Centre for Co-
operative Studies, University College Cork, who is involved with delivering the Masters 
MBS in Co-Operative and Social Enterprise. 

6.2 Detailed Description of Research Steps 
Literature Review 
The literature review sought to review key national and international strategy documents, 
reports and research into social enterprise. A total of 47 documents were referenced 
including peer reviewed materials as well as grey literature such as social enterprise 
support organisation’s websites and annual reports.   

Identifying Existing Social Enterprises in SECAD Area 
The mapping exercise was undertaken to document existing social enterprises in the 
area under the categories listed below. The database was developed through a search 
of local websites, using keywords developed from the list below. Inclusion on the 
database was made on researcher’s assessment of whether there was a potential for 
trade, sales or membership as well as a clear social or community goal. In cases where 
this was not clear the service was included. The initial search revealed 126 current or 
potential social enterprises. 
 
Next the database was sent to SECAD, staff identified an additional 11 potential social 
enterprises. The survey was then sent to 137 email addresses representing a contact from 
each organisation identified. 15 bounce backs were received from this initial survey, a 
check for accuracy of emails, found six alternative emails, nine were unable to be 
sourced, the survey was sent to a total of 128 organisations. 
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List of areas and examples of key words used to search for social enterprises in the 
SECAD region 

i. Environmental services (e.g. recycling centres, heating companies, WEE 
recycling, community energy supplies, conservational) 

ii. Animal welfare (e.g. sanctuaries, animal protection and re-homing) 
iii. Training and capacity building (e.g. employment skills, parenting skills, 

rehabilitation, research and capacity building) 
iv. Personal development  / mental health (e.g. coaching, mental health 

facilitation) 
v. Children’s / youth services (e.g. childcare, youth clubs, learning supports) 
vi. Educational (e.g. materials, supports, Irish language) 
vii. Arts and culture (e.g. theatre, community centres, music lessons, museums, 

shared art spaces/galleries) 
viii. Heritage and tourism (e.g. tourist centres, heritage sites) 
ix. Financial services (e.g. credit unions, social funding initiatives) 
x. Social services (e.g. disability support services, drug rehabilitation, ex offenders) 
xi. Mechanical / technical (e.g. fix services) 
xii. Building construction and landscape/gardening (e.g. plumbing, retro-fitting, 

solar-power, property maintenance, produce growing projects) 
xiii. Housing (e.g. housing associations) 
xiv. Transport (e.g. community transport) 
xv. Professional services (e.g. design, printing, consultancy) 
xvi. Retail and Food (e.g. catering, furniture restoration, meals on wheels, food 

bank distribution) 
xvii. Sporting and health (e.g. coaching, sport clubs, fitness programmes, food co-

ops) 
xviii. Manufacturing (e.g. assorted examples) 

 

 

Survey 
This research engaged 33 local social enterprises through an online survey, developed 
using an online survey tool: Sogo Survey.  

Focus Group 
A focus group was undertaken with staff members of the partnership, social enterprises, 
relevant local community and voluntary services and academics. The focus group 
included the following themes: 

• SWOT Analysis of supports in South and East Cork 
• Identification of potential areas for social enterprise within the area and potential 

next steps 
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The aim of the focus group was to discuss and provide an opportunity to validate the 
findings of the survey as well as to extend the discussion of how supports providing in the 
most optimal manner with available resources. 

Research Challenges and Limitations 
Understanding of the term ‘social enterprise’  
One of the main research challenges will be that social enterprises do not always 
consider themselves as a social enterprise (3), this is likely to especially be the case 
Ireland where the social enterprise movement in its relative infancy. The fact that people 
are not familiar with the term social enterprise can act as a barrier to engagement in this 
form of research. 

Self-reporting  
The answers in the research rely on an accurate self-assessment of the organisation by 
respondents.  This needs to be considered when reviewing information in relation to 
impact and value, which are best determined through direct access to clients and key 
stakeholders. However, such as review of value and impact falls outside the scope of this 
research. 

Limits to the numbers included in the research 
As with much research there is a challenge in engaging significant numbers of the target 
group.  While it was felt that thirty three social enterprises or organisations engaging in 
trade or interested in social enterprise, was an acceptable number to draw some 
conclusions in relation to needs within the sector. These conclusions need to be 
considered against the fact that potentially not all social enterprises were aware or or 
given an opportunity to be involved, also a significant number of Social enterprises did 
not answer the survey. 
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