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Abstract 

 

This paper is derived from a study of the mission statements of a sample of 100 United 

Kingdom social enterprises. The purpose of the research was to reveal what insight such 

organisational artefacts provide in relation to the reconciliation of inherently dual social and 

financial objectives. It relies on multiple phases of qualitative analysis and draws out findings 

across two key themes: vocabulary clusters and the contextualisation of meaning; and the 

presence of rhetoric in terms of communication and strategy.  
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Introduction 

 

A mission statement is a narrative representation of the intent of an organization. It has 

been conceptualised as a strategic tool that guides, informs and acts as resource lever: 

projecting to the external environment the persona and orientation of an organisation, whilst 

also speaking internally to focus stakeholders on an end goal (Glaveli & Geormas, 2018; 

Sengupta & Sahay, 2017). Empirical investigations of the shape and form of mission 

statements, and their role in positively affecting performance, has largely been confined to 

organizations that are strictly ‘for profit’ in nature; that is, corporate organizations of varying 

size that share the common purpose of generating financial revenue for stakeholders. 

Comparatively, little is known about the mission statement in relation to organizations that do 

not share that primary income generation imperative (Austin, Stevenson & Wei-Skillern, 2006; 

Costanzo, Vurro, Foster, Servato & Perrini, 2014; Miller & Wesley, 2010). Therefore, there 

exists both a lacuna and an assumption: the former is a virtual absence of understanding as to 

the role of a mission statement in the context of a non-profit organization; and, in parallel, the 

working assumption that what is known about mission statements in one context will merely 

transfer seamlessly, and with valency, to another (despite scepticism that may exist within the 

third sector about the relative value of such a business construct) (Dart, 2004; Pandey, Kim & 

Pandey, 2017). Given there is a steadily increasing tranche of research that proves that leading, 

managing and operating a ‘hybrid’ organizational form (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Doherty, 

Haugh and Lyon, 2014) such as a social enterprise is a very distinctive experience requiring a 

particular portfolio of capabilities and approaches that vary notably from those that are 

efficacious in a more-recognizably ‘corporate’ organisation (e.g., Davies, Haugh & Chambers, 

2018; Grimmer, Miles & Grimmer, 2016; Liu, Eng, & Takeda, 2015), it is likely that the lacuna 

is significant and the assumption flawed. Therefore, this paper addresses both by reporting on 

a study of the mission statements of a sample of 100 United Kingdom social enterprises. The 
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objective being to reveal what insight they provide into the way in which dual social and 

financial objectives are reconciled (or privileged in singularity), and to address the question of 

what role mission statements play in this particular organizational context.  

A social enterprise is characterized by a dual focus on delivering both a social mission 

and generating sufficient income to sustain on-going activity (Dwivedi & Weerawardena, 

2018; Stevens, Moray & Bruneel, 2014). The tension inherent within this duality is further 

amplified by on-going resourcing constraints when the ‘third sector’ is considered as a whole. 

It is characterized by the exponentially increasing demand for solutions provided by social 

enterprises as a means of plugging the gaps unable to be filled by Government agencies or 

other providers yet exists within a broader political landscape that to a degree still marginalizes 

social enterprises in terms of discourse and policy agendas (Dey & Teasdale, 2013; Doherty, 

Haugh & Lyon, 2014; Eikenberry, 2009). Therefore, the challenges facing social enterprises 

emanating from competing financial and social logics are not just endemic relative to 

organizational form and purpose, they embody the broader challenge within society that, 

ironically, social enterprises are in part designed as a solution to. As more and more failures 

emerge in terms of society’s ‘wicked problems’, and the resources with which to resolve the 

imbalance between demand and supply remain insufficient, the need for social enterprise 

appears unlikely to wane (Bull, 2008; McDonald, Weerawardena, Madhavaram & Mort, 2015). 

While research can conceptualize the social-financial tension as being balanced or blended (as 

opposed to competing), irrespective of how it is managed, social enterprises are also being 

asked to do more and more with less and less (Emerson, 2003). The mission is becoming more 

challenging and the tension management no less the same.  

In focusing on the mission statement as a reflection of social enterprise approaches to 

social-economic tension (Stevens, Moray & Bruneel, 2014), the paper contributes to the 

existing body of knowledge in three ways. Firstly, in response to multiple calls for research 
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specifically on this topic (for example: Dacin, Dacin & Tracey, 2011; Doherty, Haugh & Lyon, 

2014; Moss, Payne & Lumpkin, 2011; Sanders & McClellan, 2014; Short, Moss & Lumpkin, 

2009 and Smith, Gonin & Besharov, 2013) we consider the first contribution of our paper is as 

one of few empirical studies to examine mission statements of social enterprises as 

organizational artifact; we do not rely on comparative or quantitative approaches to analysis. 

Secondly, given that robust theoretical contributions have been categorized as being largely 

absent from this niche vein of inquiry (Alegre, Berbegal-Mirabent, Guerrero & Mas-Machuca, 

2018), our work is underpinned by an analytical framework that is multi-phase and takes a 

functional, strategic, and dominantly theoretical lens to understanding. The data are 

interrogated to examine what the statements as micro-narratives reveal about the ways in which 

the competing logics of social mission and financial sustainability are being articulated and 

prioritized, and the linguistic turn and utilization of rhetoric to communicate purpose. Our third 

contribution to the literature relates to moving the research agenda forward on discursive 

strategies shaping social enterprise activity; not only by presenting findings that extend present 

understandings of the importance of discourse in shaping social change, but by identifying 

further potential domains of inquiry. We therefore extend literature that adopts a critical 

discursive approach (see Mason, 2012; Teasdale et al, 2020), building on the likes of Nicholls 

(2009) and Parkinson and Howorth (2008), who have provided seminal contributions on how 

social enterprise practitioners employ discursive strategies as a means of, for example, securing 

legitimacy from stakeholders and attracting resources. The paper proceeds in a way that mirrors 

those contributory lines: the social enterprise specific theoretical foundations of the paper are 

outlined; methods related to data collection and analysis are described; and the primary 

findings of the research (evidenced by the relevant data) are then reported and contextualized. 

The paper concludes with a section that knits together data driven outcomes with theoretical 

insights and outlines a future research agenda that might catalyze additional investigation. 
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Theoretical foundation 

It is generally acknowledged that, by its existence, a social enterprise represents an 

inherent contradiction of purpose that can bring about extreme operational and strategic tension 

(Child, 2019). Tasked with offering a solution to a social problem whilst also being responsible 

for the organisation’s financial sustainability, its leaders face a tension that is arguably 

impossible to solve. The reality and ramifications of that pull remain, to a large extent, a ‘black 

box’ (Stevens, Moray & Bruneel, 2015) and are further exacerbated by the conceptualization 

of social enterprises as existing on a spectrum: with social and economic objectives set in 

opposition to one another at divergent ends of that continuum (Austin, Stevenson & Wei-

Skillern, 2006). Some argue that in seeking to fulfil both objectives neither is adequately 

sufficed, and that effectiveness can only be achieved by one being prioritised and, therein, the 

seed of the tension is sown (Kay, Roy & Donaldson, 2016). Empirical data has demonstrated 

a negative relationship between social and financial mission that lends weight to the ‘opposing 

ends’ thesis (and that in being more weighted towards one purpose, there must be a 

corresponding absence of the other). The relationship can be further complicated by the 

oppositional scenario reflecting a scarcity of resource and the resulting competition between 

the two logics (Stevens, Moray & Bruneel, 2014). It has been argued that the rational, possibly 

reductive, linear approach to framing social and financial tensions has influenced the entire 

research agenda around social enterprise: and, that a key theme has subsequently become one 

of balance achievement and the question of how best to maintain equilibrium (Seanor, Bull, 

Baines & Ridley-Duff, 2013). Irrespective of that, acknowledgment – rather than denial (Dees, 

1999) – of the existence of the tension is seen as critical, and not to do so has been described 

as self-delusory and disadvantageous (Russell & Scott, 2007).  
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Reconciliation of social and financial logics is thus seen as a path forward, if a 

somewhat idealistic one. It implies that there is some state of stasis to be achieved with balance 

as its embodiment; and, that such a characterization transcends the trade-off view (Siegner, 

Pinkse & Panwar, 2018). This ignores a conceptualization that sees the priorities as creating a 

tension that is dynamic, that may shift according to context and time, and that by its variability 

and demands bring about outcomes or behaviours that can be advantageous. Counter to the 

orthogonal approach to understanding the mission of a social enterprise (Stevens, Moray & 

Bruneel, 2014) is a receptivity to the notion of blending: a value proposition rooted in 

meaningful co-existence, with one purpose not undermining the other but rather aiding in 

mutual success. This position conceives of dual logics as not necessarily existing in conflict 

(Bradford, Luke & Furneaux, 2018), and instead honours the hybridity of purpose embodied 

in mission and market objectives (Battilana and Lee 2014). Given that a cornerstone of 

definitions of social enterprise (and that which differentiates them from other organisational 

forms within the third sector such as charities and other not-for-profit forms) is the role of a 

business dimension based on entrepreneurial and/or innovative behaviour this collaborative, 

rather than competitive, lens to understanding the duality of purpose described is desirable 

(McDonald, 2007).  

Solutions to the inherent duality of social enterprise mission are reportedly various and 

often driven by the influence of stakeholders, whose demands add further pressure to the 

juncture (or disjuncture) between financial and social logics. In broad terms, responses to the 

tension either fit a pattern of integration (where both are coalesced into a coherent strategy) or 

compartmentalisation (where the two are separated operationally and contribute to the strategic 

direction of the organisation in distinct ways) (Cornforth, 2014; Costanzo, Vurro, Foster, 

Servato & Perrini, 2014). Smith, Besharov, Wessels and Chertok (2012) argue that whichever 

approach is taken, a distinct set of meta-skills is required: specifically, differentiation relies 
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upon an ability to appreciate and articulate the unique contribution of each intention; while 

integration depends on the capability to engage with both, whilst also investing in the means 

of achieving synergy between the two. In practical terms, this can manifest as the linking of 

financial metrics with the measuring of social performance (i.e., integration) or differentiating 

decision pathways and outcomes for financial performance as opposed to social performance 

(Siti-Nabiha, Azhar, Isa & Siti-Nazariah, 2018). Both approaches are, however, seen as 

possessing some negative implications in terms of implementation. For example, it has been 

argued that the further a social enterprise’s financial value creation priorities are disaggregated 

from its social value creation priorities, the less able it will be to implement its social mission 

(or ‘core business’) (Alter, 2006; McDonald, 2007; Cornforth, 2014). Similarly, separating 

mission logics via a temporal and or structural implementation pathway is not potentially 

without disadvantage. For example, by dividing staff task allocation according to either 

financial or social mission orientation (Battilana, Sengul, Pache & Model, 2015) or by varying 

emphasis between financial and social mission priorities (Jay, 2013). 

In a more nuanced theorization than the ‘together or apart’ approach, Hahn, Pinkse, 

Preuss and Figge (2015) narrate a composite strategy that is achieved by ambidexterity (using 

instrumental and moral initiatives to supplement). They argue that this is a dissimilar (and 

potentially superior) approach to balancing, which they view as a form of deficit offset strategy, 

in that instrumental and moral initiatives are positioned as merely compensating for each other. 

Pache and Santos (2013) advance a similar position, advocating that particular types of 

organizational legitimacy empower social enterprises to move beyond a delinking or 

compromise approach. Instead, they argue for a deliberate selective coupling of intact strategic 

elements prescribed by each different logic (or dimension of the mission). They label it the 

‘Trojan Horse’ and evidence that it enables the sort of morphing that enhances legitimacy in 

arenas where it has hitherto been lacking (see also Teasdale & Dey 2019). For example, a social 
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enterprise with diminished legitimacy due to a perception that it is too attached to a commercial 

imperative could strategically incorporate elements from the social logic to alter that perception 

and enhance legitimacy in respect of a particular audience (Vaccaro, 2012). Seanor, Bull, 

Baines and Ridley-Duff (2013) describe a similar variant of this deliberate malleability of 

external representation as being a ‘putting on’ or ‘taking off’ of the entrepreneur ‘hat’ when 

going to market, while Dey & Teasdale (2016) describe a similar process as the social 

entrepreneur wearing different ‘shirts’ depending on the message they wished to convey, or to 

whom. Thus, we see an active and positive engagement with the multiple and ambiguous 

identities available to social enterprises, and a leveraging of those in terms of power relations 

with stakeholders (which are frequently asymmetrical in character) as a way to offset any de-

legitimization that might occur. 

Irrespective of the desirability of the mission of social good being successfully mixed 

with financial robustness, the pragmatics of organizational life suggest that the tension remains 

real and on-going. Empirical evidence goes further and suggests that in attempting to 

implement strategies that accommodate the achievement of both objectives the result is 

‘mission drift’ (Carroll & Stater, 2009; Cornforth, 2014): a radical transformation in 

organizational core values, objectives and strategies (Mair, Battilana & Cardenas, 2012). In 

such a scenario, the organization finds itself diverted from what its stakeholders might label as 

its primary rationale (responding to social crises within society) to a focus on the means and 

methods by which it might generate income and secure its ongoing operation. The danger in 

such drift rests with the performance of the social enterprise overall, with a tight alignment of 

mission, objectives and strategy having been empirically evidenced as having a direct 

relationship with social impact and its measurement (Ormiston & Seymour, 2011).  
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Mission drift is arguably more of an acute problem for social enterprises that are of a 

larger scale and with bigger financial endowments (Young & Kim, 2015). Stakeholders 

occupying positions of funding power can pressure the social enterprise to orient itself to one 

logic over the other (whatever serves its investment best). If a social enterprise is financially 

secure, however, it can resist external pressures to modify its mission through utilizing funding 

streams that lie beyond those groups seeking to bring pressure. However, such a view is 

predicated on the notion that any demands for shifts in focus (or mission) only, or 

predominantly, come from outside the organization. Therefore, for some social enterprises the 

reality is that keeping the tension between social and financial priorities ‘in play’ can be less 

risky than attempting to ‘manage it away’ or implement arduous organizational change to 

address it. The dialogue and creativity that can result from the tension itself can also be 

beneficial and of a catalytic power in its own right (Siegner, Pinkse & Panwar, 2018; Smith, 

Gonin & Besharov, 2013). However, maintaining the two paradigms in productive and 

purposeful tension is a challenge in extremis (Smith, Gonin & Besharov, 2013; Ramus & 

Vaccaro, 2017) and doubts exist as to the effectiveness and sustainability of such as a strategy 

(Eikenberry, 2009). Paradox theory would have the mutually constitutive (and potentially 

beneficial) nature of the social and financial missions in the context of the social enterprise 

being critical in withstanding the challenge (Cherrier, Goswami & Ray, 2018). But, translating 

that into practice is seemingly as complex as the theory itself (Smith, Gonin & Besharov, 2013). 

The choice of how the duality is managed (or tension enacted) has permutations for the 

organizational identity of the social enterprise: in the way it shapes or frames its organizational 

narrative to internal and external constituents; and whether it then chooses, or is forced, to 

adopt multiple identities to reflect both its missions (Busenitz, Sharfman, Townsend & 

Harkins, 2016; Smith, Knapp, Barr, Stevens & Cannatelli, 2010). Using mission statements as 

a manifestation of identity, Moss, Short, Payne and Lumpkin (2011) employed content analysis 



 10 

to reveal either a utilitarian identity (suggestive of an entrepreneurial orientation and oriented 

to growth) or a normative identity (suggestive of an orientation to people and stakeholder 

communities – or, the social – grounded in an ideologically rooted vision). The language of the 

mission statements reflected a genuinely dual focus on both a social and entrepreneurial 

identity (despite the pervasive argument within the knowledge base that effectiveness is 

predicated on the favoring of social mission, irrespective of the lack of empirical evidence that 

sustains the point). Social enterprise identity can relate to the organization as a whole or be tied 

to each sub-organizational unit anchored to a differing mission element if 

compartmentalization has been adopted as a strategy (Costanzo, Vurro, Foster, Servato & 

Perrini, 2014). A non-integrated approach to mission has been seen as conflict-inducing 

(especially in respect to stakeholder management) and, as such, integration that results in a 

shared identity supported by all constituent parties is seen as most effective (Fiol, Pratt & 

O’Connor, 2009). Irrespective of whether an identity is fragmented or holistic, there is 

consensus that advantage can be gained by exploiting both dimensions of identity that the 

missions (social and economic) afford a social enterprise – even if there is less consensus, if 

any, about how best to do that (Young, 2001). Identity can then be deployed as a means of both 

managing tension and heightening authenticity. The more authentic, clear and positive the 

organizational identity, the more likely the successful achievement of mission – be that 

considered from a social or financial standpoint (Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta & 

Lounsbury, 2011). 

There have been some attempts to move beyond dichotomous conceptualisations of 

social enterprise mission. Notably, Sanders and McClellan (2014) who describe the tension of 

being business-like whilst also fulfilling a social purpose as an ontological feature of such an 

organizational form. In honouring the tension as characteristic and desirably unresolvable 

(because it is a dynamic that is productive rather than reductive), they argue that the binary 
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view of mission or market becomes redundant, and this difference in framing facilitates a 

change in investigative focus. In overcoming the constraint and admiring the sophisticated 

mechanisms by which the tension is experienced, such framing can be reconceived as a 

primarily communicative act, rather than merely a reflection of operational processes or 

organisational structures. Hence, our conception of the mission statement as an organizational 

statement of intent embodied in a micro-narrative becomes a communicative tool that fits the 

provocative ontological framing presented and facilitates empirical inquiry that speaks to that 

perspective.  

Method 

Mission statements are organizational artifacts of a textual nature that are of 

significance as indicators of strategy and carriers of ideology and culture (Pandey, Kim & 

Pandey; 2017; Swales & Rogers, 1995). Historically there have been two dominant approaches 

to investigating mission statements: those studies that rely solely on the counting of strategic 

components with a view to determining strategic efficacy (e.g., Campbell & Yeung, 1991; 

Pearce & David, 1987) or an analysis of linguistic attributes only (e.g. Swales & Rogers, 1995). 

As well as a void in terms of analysis of their type in the context of the third sector generally, 

and social enterprises specifically, there is also a dearth of empirical research undertaken using 

qualitative approaches (Moss, Short, Payne & Lumpkin, 2011). Qualitatively oriented studies 

have been described as especially germane in contexts where multi-dimensionality is intrinsic 

to the foundation and operation of the organizations being analyzed (Dacin, Dacin & Matear, 

2010).  

Our sample of 100 mission statements was drawn from the 2014-2015 RBS-SE100 

Growth Index in the United Kingdom (UK). This was the fifth iteration of a publicly available 

list and has been purposively chosen because of its data richness, in recognition of Short, Moss 

and Lumpkin’s (2009) assertion that reputation and ranking measures can be useful sources for 
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empirical measurement in the context of social enterprises. The UK as geographic context is 

valuable as it is widely considered to be more advanced than most national social 

entrepreneurship ecosystems (Roy and Hazenberg, 2019), and organizations within the system 

display greater levels of complexity (Gras & Lumpkin, 2012). To achieve a sample of 100 we 

needed to ensure that the mission statement was publicly available via the website of the social 

enterprise listed in the index – given that placement on an organizational website is the 

recommended means by which to disseminate a mission statement (Bart, 2001). The scale of 

100 statements avoided too small a sample to support claims of informational redundancy or 

theoretical saturation, or too large a sample to permit the appropriate depth of inquiry 

(Sandelowski, 1995). We started with the social enterprise ranked first in the index and worked 

our way down the list harvesting what mission statements were available (at entry 259 we 

reached 100). We have not used quotes from the mission statements themselves, nor identified 

the social enterprises they are derived from, as to do so would compromise the anonymity of 

those organizations. Whilst the statements are in the public domain that does not constitute 

default consent to have a critique tied to an organization without the opportunity to respond. 

Further, we considered that non-identification of the organization, nor quoting the statement as 

a whole (individual words and phrases have been included) did not preclude the achievement 

of our stated research objectives. 

The 100 social enterprises whose mission statements comprise the sample are from nine 

regions of England (London, 22; North West, 13; North East, 4; West Midlands, 10; East 

Midlands, 8; East of England, 10; Yorkshire and Humber, 2; South West, 13; and, South East, 

9), five from Scotland, two from Wales and one from Northern Ireland (we were unable to 

discern the geographic location of one organization). The social enterprises self-categorized 

into the following sectors: business services/consultancy, 8; education and youth, 20; 

employment/training, 17; environment and recycling, 8; health and social care, 12; hospitality 
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and catering, 2; housing, 3; leisure, sports, arts and culture, 9; regeneration and community 

development, 7; renewables and utilities, 2; retail (including fair trade), 4; finance, 3; marketing 

and communications, 2; other, 1; retreats, 1; and, transport, 1.  

Drawing on Preuss and Dawson’s (2009) framework for evaluating narrative, we 

undertook two phases of analysis of the sample which relied on vertical reading (with a focus 

on embodied worldview) using micro-content analysis to reveal the prioritization of economic 

and financial logics. This reading for philosophy rather than function also facilitated analysis 

of the role of rhetoric in communicating purpose or reflecting prioritization of institutional 

logic. Such vertical reading is concerned with the depth and source of legitimacy, philosophical 

undertones, and meaning relative to social context (Preuss & Dawson, 2009). Focus in terms 

of analyzing mission statements has shifted over time from the relative narrowness of counting 

componentry to a more holistic view of what constitutes effective communication of mission 

in a particular context. In analytical terms, this sees an examination of both denotative 

(readability and literal meanings) and connotative dimensions (subjective meanings and 

emotional aspects) (Dey & Steyaert, 2010). As well as a broadening of scope this is tacit 

acknowledgment that mission statements have a role beyond strategy; that is also as tools for 

motivation and inspiration (Cochran, David & Gibson, 2008). Therefore, both phases of 

analysis are rooted in what has been described as the linguistic turn in exploring social 

entrepreneurship (e.g., Mason, 2012; Parkinson & Howorth, 2008) and grounded in micro-

content analysis of mission statement narrative and vocabulary, coupled with rhetorical 

analysis of the statement as a whole. To guide the manual analysis, and relative to the length 

of the mission statements overall, the five dominant words relative to the overall mission being 

communicated were identified in phase one, whilst in phase two the dominant mode of rhetoric 

being utilized was identified via a reading of the content of the statement as a whole (consistent 

with Aristotelian ethos, logos or pathos, as will be explained).  
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Phase one analysis produced 500 words identified as clusters that have been grouped 

by theme relative to both the data itself and to existing theoretical conceptualizations derived 

from the literature. The groupings emerged from the statements (rather than being measured 

against or derived from any existing, other user generated lists). This is appropriate given the 

ongoing contestation of the exact parameters of socially entrepreneurial behavior (Choi & 

Majumdar, 2014), and is consistent with an iterative and phasic approach to data analysis (that 

is, it provides sufficient existing shape to form a robust starting point but enough recognition 

of theoretical limitations in order to facilitate stretch of a potential contributory power). It also 

avoided attempts to achieve sufficiency of definition in order to enhance overall analytical 

integrity. Given the qualitative orientation of the research design the data are presented 

thematically rather than as a series of counts (though where a datum aggregates beyond a small 

number it is indicated). This ensures an emphasis on meaning, rather than presence via counting 

and is consistent with the stated research objectives and design. Two researchers each analyzed 

the full sample of 100 mission statements across both phases. They cross-checked each other’s 

analysis to identify any anomalies and to ensure internal consistency and shared understanding 

of the analytical framework. Any discrepancies were then discussed, and mutual agreement 

reached in terms of the coding of the differing elements to ensure inter-analyst consistency of 

interpretation.  

In undertaking microscopic analysis of the mission statements, we increase the 

probability of reaching interpretive conclusions relative to the research objectives that have 

been articulated (Parkinson & Howorth, 2008). However, there remain a number of potential 

methodological limitations to the research. There are some claims within the relevant 

knowledge base that mission statements are unreliable as in essence they are a form of self-

report (with all the possibility of bias that implies) (Waddock & Smith, 2000) and do not 
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necessarily correlate to action. Considering the mission statements in isolation also offers no 

insight into the process of formulation, nor ownership of the creation process. The singular 

geographic context also limits the research, as does the fact that the sample is skewed toward 

growth by virtue of the index from which it is drawn. We did not rely on an off the shelf, 

computer aided, content analysis tool to conduct our study as the distinctiveness of context 

precluded the utility of such an approach.  

How we analyze data is a correlate of how we conceptualize the subject of our 

interrogation. Therefore, our multi-phase, multi-dimensional analysis was designed to reflect 

that, strategically, the mission statement is both a tangible indicator of intent and a reflection 

or embodiment of institutional logic, and also a micro-narrative that via linguistic choice and 

philosophical underpinning reflects organizational ideology. Paralleling this, the next section 

of the paper presents the data and discussion in a structure that reflects our three phases of 

analysis.  

Discussion of the data 

1. Vocabulary clusters & contextualizing meaning via vertical reading 

The most dominant cluster of vocabulary in terms of volume (113 words) as shown as Table 

1, we have labelled dynamic in that it represents the tangibility of how the mission is to be 

achieved. The list spans the particular (in terms of the very specific naming of the nature of the 

service or the platform for delivery) through to more descriptive attempts to capture the way 

in which mission will be delivered. Despite the utilitarian nature of much of the vocabulary 

within the set there is also an inherent relational dynamic in that most of the words rely on a 

co-operative dimension (either with an individual, group or other organization). Thus, instead 

of merely representing a simple delivery mode or mechanism, the partnership required to 

achieve mission (and the embedded nature of both mission and its achievement) is also 

reflected in the language choices embodied in each statement.  



 16 

Table 1 

Dynamic  Leverage  Values  Collectivity, place 

& space 

Benefit Temporal Quality People-target Entrepreneurship-

enterprise 

Advice/ 

help/ 
support/ 

mentoring/ 

role models/ 

safeguarding (27) 

Foundations/ 
tools/ 

skills (16) Training/ 

education/ 

learning (12) Facilitate/ 

match/ 
practice/ 

carry out/ 

contribute/ 

provide (11) 

Experiences/ 
activities/ 

projects (11) 

Chances/ 

opportunities 

Cultural/ 
creative arts 

Work 

Partnership 

Bespoke/ 

tailor made/ 
tailored 

Interactive 

Specialised 

Free 
Confidential 

Sensitive 

Online 

Voluntary 

Academic 
Therapeutic 

Housing 

Outreach 

Hub 

Intervention 
Pathway 

Destination. 

Transform/ 

change (12) 
Advance (10) 

Inspire (8) 

Power (6) 

Dream 

Lift spirits 
Independence 

Choice 

Access 

Engagement 

Sharing 
Influence 

Promotion 

Celebrate 

Integration 

Inclusion 
Awareness 

Explore 

Understanding 

Tackle 

Combat 
Challenge 

Campaign 

Resist 

Advocate 

Prevent 
Rebuild 

Redevelop 

Develop 

Empower 
Enable 

Improve 

Enhance 

Equip. 

 

Good/do good/good 

causes 
Social justice 

Principle 

Rights 

Harmony 

Unity 
Equality 

Care 

Kindness 

Ethos 

Serve 
Smile/happy/happiness

/positive 

Dignity 

Fulfilling/meaningful 

Worth 
Resilience. 

Community/ 

communities (22) 
Neighbourhood 

Local 

World 

Social 

Involvement 
Reconnected/ 

connected/ 

connection 

Group 

Together 
Life/lives 

People 

Society 

For all. 

Well-being (8) 

Value 
Valuing 

Valuable 

Valued 

Health 

Quality of life 
Mental health 

Positively impact 

Self-esteem 

Success 

Value for money 
Affordable 

Employability 

Outcomes 

Benefits 

Profitable 
Maximise 

Reduce. 

Sustainable (12) 

Conservation 
Environment Earth 

friendly 

Green 

Natural/ 

nature 
Outdoors 

Regeneration 

Future 

Long- term 

Vision 
Changing 

Transition 

Development 

Proactive 

Generation. 

Recycling/ 

refurbishing/ 
environmental 

standards (7) 

Quality (7) 

Measure 

Performance 
Production 

Invest 

Mission 

Effect 

Standards 
Achievement 

Excellence 

Outstanding 

Better/ 

Best 
First/ 

first rate 

Talented 

Knowledgeable. 

Affected 

Negative 
Vulnerable 

Anti-social 

Under-privileged 

Isolated 

At risk 
Under-privileged 

Disadvantaged 

Socially excluded 

Poverty 

Disabled 
Unemployed 

Inequality. 

Aspiration/ 

aspire (8) 
Innovative (7) 

Potential 

Idea 

Enterprise/ 

Enterprising 
Industrial 

Business 

Technology 

Design & 

implement 
Solutions. 



 17 

Therefore, the outcome of mission is predicated on the achievement of a collaborative 

dynamic and/or effective partnership dynamic (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017) - not the simple 

outcome of exchange or transaction that characterizes the mission of a commercial, for-profit 

organization. As such there is an emphasis on the character of the how, not just the how itself. 

Active co-operation predicated on a sharing of not just mission intent, but responsibility, 

embedded within a broader social, community and societal agenda.  

Ninety-nine words collectively represented a cluster that signifies the leverage by which 

the mission is to be achieved (or, the intangible dimension of the how/do-ability dimension). 

They are both emotive and provocative and describe how and what will eventuate. But, 

primarily they articulate the dominant means by which mission achievement will be leveraged. 

There is also a sub-set of active verbs that further reinforce, or add texture (both textually and 

in terms of tangibility). This is consistent with Pandey, Kim and Pandey’s (2017) assertion that 

the mission statements of non-profit organizations should include words that highlight active 

motions, and potentially echoes the claims of Miller, Grimes, McMullen and Vogus (2012) 

who emphasized that social enterprises can achieve legitimacy via claims of pragmatism as 

well as morality. The words also, in essence, constitute the offer or promise embodied within 

the mission: that is, the means or mechanism of influence that will be deployed (either centrally 

or peripherally to the overall mission).  

A cluster of 51 words reflect an emphasis on values within the 100 mission statements. 

These values related both to who is being helped by the achievement of the mission, as well as 

the way in which the way any assistance or service is being provided (i.e., both as ends and as 

means). They span the reach of the individuals who are serving the mission and those benefiting 

from its achievement, as well as the broader societal values the mission wants to reflect or 

improve. Therefore, the inclusion of such words reflects not just the character of the mission 

(and potentially the organization) but also embed either or both within broader societal agendas 
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and values – reflecting the status of a social enterprise as an open, natural system (Koch, 

Galaskiewicz & Pierson, 2015). The mission is therefore not conceived or communicated as 

being in isolation. Instead, it is nested, and the mission statement is a tangible and textual 

reflection of this embeddedness at theoretical and practical levels, and from strategic and 

operational perspectives. Given empirical evidence has reinforced that expectations related to 

social enterprises are very much shaped by the underpinning values of all involved parties 

(collectives or individuals) (Stevens, Moray & Bruneel, 2014) this finding is consistent, but 

also noteworthy given that values have also been established as flowing on to shape practice 

in this context (and, ergo, affect mission formulation and achievement) (Anderson, 

Drakopoulou-Dodd & Scott, 2000).  

A cluster of words oriented to collectivity, place and space (49) and there was an 

implicit link between people and place. In naming a place it appears an attempt is being made 

semantically and strategically to establish a connection between it and the mission, and, in turn, 

the people in that place – what Moss, Short, Payne and (2011) described as tying the social 

enterprise mission to a strong community identity. The nexus of embeddedness can be 

conceptualized as existing across two dimensions: space-engagement and place-connection. 

Both domains sharing a the characteristic of collectivity and the linking of the two a means of 

facilitating or engendering a sense of responsibility (an ‘in our backyard’ mentality). This 

therefore situates a social mission, via the communication in the statement, within a context 

and agenda (in terms of space, place and people). In naming a target space or place there was 

a concrete attempt to tether the organization and/or activity to the immediate environment. This 

embedding within the local frequently happened by the use of the word “community” which 

had a potentially dual reading (in the sense of being as much about people as place). There was 

a tendency to make a further identification of a micro-geographical dimension such as the 

naming of the particular local community to whom the social mission is oriented. As well as a 
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strategy for belonging and identification (Mason, 2014), strategically this may also assist in 

addressing what Siegner, Pinkse and Panwar (2018) labelled social mission design tensions 

(resulting from an inability to resolve mission formulation effectively). To avoid potential 

social mission disjunction, the statement is formulated with a level of geographic specificity 

that prevents this fracturing via the naming of place in a way that both optimizes focus and 

articulates grounds for exclusion.  

Forty-eight words collectively form a cluster that can be described as being preoccupied 

with benefit. Dominated by the use of derivatives of value, the cluster could be split into those 

that related value to a more holistic or person-centred objective (or the social logic) as 

compared to those that could be coupled to the economic logic of the organization or mission 

– or pragmatic operational perspectives. The split can also quite clearly be seen as oriented to 

a personal or organizational perspective depending on who the benefit accrues to.  

There was a cluster of words (45) within the mission statements that possessed a very 

distinct temporal dimension. These were especially prevalent in the statements of aims related 

to environmental sustainability. The other dominant link was between the envisioning of a 

better future and the corollary of that being change, transition or development. After cross-

analyst comparison that considered the presence of a word in both isolation and in the context 

of the statement as a whole micro-narrative, words have been included that might otherwise 

have been tagged to a ‘green’ theme because when read in context they related more to a future 

orientation than a green imperative (when they were not tagged to such a temporally driven 

projection they were omitted from inclusion in this cluster). The underpinning ideology of the 

references to time appears to be one of stewardship (with or without the environmental 

overlay), and the conceptualization of time as a corollary of change, and that change must occur 

for the mission to be changed to lasting effect – which is consistent with the scope of the 

problems social enterprises are often tackling (Dorado & Ventresca, 2013). There also appears 
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a mixing of elements of vision and mission statement that was revealed via the content of this 

cluster. This flouts both the established difference between the two from a strategic 

organizational utility perspective (vision being the desired future and the mission the current 

purpose) (Mirvis, Googins & Kinnicutt, 2010), as well as prior research in the context of the 

discourse of social entrepreneurs, which finds a discernible absence of the use of future tense 

and a less visionary forward-looking perspective than might be expected (Parkinson & 

Howorth (2008). 

Thirty-seven words form a cluster with quality as its theme. There were three 

dimensions to this grouping: those words that could be tied to an environmental agenda, those 

that are linked to a potentially quantifiable dimension of performance, and, then those that were 

more adjectivally derived and holistically oriented to performance These could also be 

considered, in some instances, as proxies for dimensions of impact (cf. performance, which we 

delineated as being distinct and captured in the category we labelled benefit). However, the 

vagueness (or scope, depending on perspective) speaks to concerns about a tendency for 

incomplete mission formulation in the context of social enterprises and an inability to 

consequently define how social value is measured (Ormiston & Seymour, 2011).  

Twenty-nine statements specifically identified characteristics of people they were 

seeking to target via help in their mission statement (a who-why combination). Mostly this was 

the use of descriptors to make transparent the relevance of the group to the mission. As the 

words reflect, the emphasis was more on how or why they are in need of help rather than who 

they are, so appear as a function of suitability for or fit with mission.   

A further 29 words clustered around the theme of entrepreneurship or enterprise (from a 

behavioural or trait perspective). These could be further split as being relative the theme at the 

level of the person or organization in terms of application or enactment. These reflect what 

Moss, Short, Payne and Lumpkin (2010) describe as the utilitarian dimension of social 
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enterprise organizational identity (in contrast to the normative) and did not dominate the 

mission statement sample as an overall presence of note.  

2. Reading for rhetoric 

Rhetoric is reported as a powerful stimulus for entrepreneurial behavior (Green, 2004), yet 

other than Ruebottom (2013) its deployment as an analytical frame in the context of social 

entrepreneurship is relatively minimal. Rhetorical analysis is increasingly being used to 

interpret how corporate organizations work as its ability not just to persuade, but to make 

transparent processes of management and strategy, is recognized (Simons, 1990). 

Ethos as rhetorical strategy relies on establishing the persona or character and related 

traits of, in this instance, the social enterprise. It confers not only authority (in an organizational 

context for example via expertise and the potential to succeed), but also credibility and 

trustworthiness (Hartelius and Browning, 2008). Thirty-three statements utilised ethos to 

underpin the communication of the mission contained within. Of that group, there was a mix 

of statements reflecting a social or blend of logic emphasis. We determined that these mission 

statements were ethos-led due to the presence of the following example words in a first or 

primary position in the micro content analysis sequencing: “social agenda”; “serve”; “lead”; 

“empower”; “well-being”; “support”; “free”; and, “engage”. It is evident from the chosen 

vocabulary that the dimension of ethos given priority related to character (cf. authority or 

legitimacy). This is consistent both with the dominant logic embedded in these mission 

statements overall (i.e., mostly social mission led) and the broader context overall (cf. a for-

profit one). It also resonates with Dion’s (2014) assertion that the mission statements of social 

enterprises need to communicate moral coherence and philosophical sustainability, otherwise 

there is likely to be resistance to acceptance of the mission by the communities within which 

its achievement needs to be embedded.   
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The use of logos as a rhetorical strategy aims to use reason to rationally convince an 

audience as to the robustness of the proposed mission and the veracity of its claim to be able 

to achieve it. The clarity and rationality of the means of communication are, therefore, notable 

characteristics of such an approach (Holt & Macpherson, 2010). This common-sense nature 

would appeal to the grassroots, hands-on approach of many social enterprises, and also to those 

whose emphasis via its mission statement tends towards either the economic or a blended 

imperative. Logos as rhetorical device was evident in 36 of the mission statements in the 

sample, and as predicted, the majority represented a blended or economic logic emphasis. The 

following words are example of those that led or dominated these statements: “enterprise”; 

“benefit”; “opportunity”; “enhance”; “success”; “develop”; “skills”; “power”; “change”; and, 

“impact”.  

The final rhetorical tactic is pathos which relies on triggering an emotionally driven 

engagement (Aho, 1985). This is achieved via a variety of means but, irrespective of target 

emotion, relies on engendering a sense of identification, understanding of needs, and sharing 

of values. Higgins and Walker (2012) note that such appeals are often culturally or 

institutionally specific, so rely on context appropriateness. Therefore, the use of rhetoric in this 

sample of mission statements is a layering communicative strategy that rests on the foundations 

of ideology and values that have been established in the earlier reported phases of data analysis. 

We identified the predominant use of pathos in 31 of our sample and these nearly all reflected 

a social mission logic or prioritization within the mission statement as a whole, other than four 

that were attributed with a blended motivation. Examples of the dominant or indicative words 

are: “celebrate”; “difference”; “meaning”; “dignity”; “positive”; “inspire”; “resilience”; 

“together”; “spirit”; “relief”; “help”; “improve”; “support”; and, “harmony”.  

There was clearly a fairly even distribution of the use of the three modes of rhetoric 

within the sample. In one of only two studies exploring the use of rhetoric as a communication 
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strategy in the context of social enterprise, Ruebottom (2013) reports that such organizations 

use specific vocabulary sets that invoke socially acceptable meta-narratives and rhetorical 

devices that emphasize the positivity of the organization’s protagonist voice (for example, that 

amplify the not-for-profit, ‘doing good’ status, which is predicated on co-operative models of 

achievement) and deliberately set these in opposition to negative antagonist meta-narratives. 

This inter-weaving makes transparent the tension between the two and leverages it to further 

legitimize the activities of the social enterprise. Given our data relies on micro-narratives 

(rather than the more expansive narratives captured in the ten case studies comprising that 

research) it would be some feat to achieve an embodiment of that tension within a mission 

statement. However, we can note that irrespective of the dominant rhetorical dimension, the 

sample represented mission statement as positive protagonist voice, relying more on 

articulating the quest than the fight (or antagonistic position). This raises the potential mixing 

of purpose that sees an ongoing, and previously noted, blurring of vision with mission that may 

be particular to the context and organizational characteristics, or a signal of an unfamiliarity or 

discomfort with such tools of business strategy. It was also clear that what rhetoric was present 

(irrespective of its mechanism of persuasion) it was less a means of achieving outright 

organizational authority (Dichon & Anderson, 2011) than of belonging and partnership. More 

of a case of believe in the problem and join us to solve it (i.e. trust our mission rather than trust 

our organization) which oddly may signify a decoupling of mission from organization (be that 

strategically or communicatively).  

Conclusion 

There were clearly critical common vocabulary sets or clusters that the social 

enterprises relied upon to construct the micro-narratives of their mission. A primary, and 

previously unnoted, linguistic axis of emphasis is time. The embedded temporal dimension in 

the mission statements speaks to the power of the mission statement to reach beyond being a 
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narration of solution driven intention, to one of stimulus for future behaviour. If the statement 

is viewed not as static but as dynamic, then instead of a precursor to practice, measurement or 

end point, it becomes a starting point for dialogue (which evolves its utility beyond 

organizational boundaries). As it absorbs, mimics or responds to the meta-narratives of the 

communities (large and small) within which it is embedded (or seeks to be) this sample shows 

there is a desire for mission statements to not only narrate the here and now, but the future as 

well. In this sense, its narrative power (potential or otherwise) moves beyond rhetoric 

(irrespective of its presence in this sample) as the primary means of persuasion and instead 

shifts to a form of sense-making or giving via storytelling. Mission statements then become a 

tool of discursive power rather than strategy alone: the priority being to couple the two both 

meaningfully and comfortably. There is also a reciprocity of influence between organization 

and context that already characterizes the embeddedness of social enterprises but that may also 

assist in the leveraging of the seemingly diverse power of the mission statement (which this 

sample reflects is already being exploited in an informal and boundary-testing fashion).  

These mission statements very acutely reflect that they have not been conceived, nor 

will be achieved, in isolation. The intent represented by the missions articulated in the 

statements occupies not only important space in social agendas, but also exists in the voids that 

both create the problems demanding resolution and yet are unable to solve them (i.e., in both 

the presence and the lack). The duality of existing both in a complex space and a void speaks 

to yet another potential tension: one that is liminal in character and exists beyond the bounds 

of the organization as it relativizes the mission in a context beyond organizational form. The 

social enterprise mission statement, in being anti-isolationist, is a reflection of societal ills and 

potential solutions – not just a reflection of the organization on whom its representation rests. 

Therefore, if the mission exists in a context beyond, and independent of the organization itself, 

and adheres to a longer timeframe than is necessarily meaningful strategically then it cannot 
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necessarily be understood as merely being the mission statement of an organization. It could 

be conceived of as a ‘nano-statement’ of society’s mission (not merely an organizational 

mission) and therefore the social enterprise as organization is only one stakeholder. This 

renders the mission meaningless to communicate if the acknowledgement of the magnitude of 

the problem, and to whom it belongs, is not articulated. The mission statement can therefore 

be conceptualized as a form of nested intent: words held within narrative, held within purpose 

held, ultimately, within society.  

Our data have categorically established that who a mission statement is for and why it 

might be important is potentially distinctive for social enterprises and prompts us to consider 

whether its strategic purpose can usefully be dictated in this context without further empirical 

research. If tension is inherent within social enterprises (which has been empirically evidenced 

since the conception of this particular domain of inquiry) it is not a tension that spills over into 

the mission statement of this sample. That is, these social enterprises leaned towards clearly 

prioritizing one logic over the other in this form of micro-narrative, with the focus much more 

strongly on the social imperative (rather than financial). There were attempts at blending 

reflected in the sample, but the financial priority was still given lesser rather than equal standing 

within those statements. This may be less a function of strategy or even of communication, but 

we are hypothesizing here given the absence of data informing us how the mission statements 

were formulated, and by whom. However, this independence allows us to ask the question if it 

is not a deliberate strategic or communicative tactic then does it reflect a mission truth that is 

rooted in ideology or passion instead? This is not illogical given that the genesis of the mission 

statement itself is likely the personal vision of the social enterprise founder, which is 

subsequently formalized as a guiding text for the emergent organization. Whilst social 

enterprises may experience the theoretical duality in the enactment of strategy or practice, it is 
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not represented in the mission statements as a reflection of the priorities of the organizations 

in this sample.  

The bigger question then becomes whether mission statements are a relevant tool for 

social enterprises at all? If their relevance is questionable then what or who is stimulating their 

creation, and what purpose do they serve? Alternatively, if their utility is not in question as a 

strategic lever, then there exists, or perhaps remains, an absence of understanding of the value 

they serve. This points to an underpinning and unresolved critique of the mission statement as 

a tool within the third sector. Either a reconceptualization of mission statement relative to 

context requires to be undertaken (if we take a theory-led approach) or it needs to be repurposed 

relative to social enterprise behaviour (if we take a practice-led approach).  
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