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Beyond the state of the art: where do we go next on the topic of social enterprise, health 

and wellbeing? 

Michael J. Roy and Jane Farmer 

 

Abstract 

In this chapter we attempt to bring the connections and key themes that have emerged across 

the whole book to ask what we have learned about social enterprise, health and wellbeing. Our 

findings cross-validate the initial conceptual framework linking social enterprise with 

wellbeing realisation, but we challenge and extend existing thinking through building upon 

earlier work and presenting two new models that incorporate impacts at the levels of the 

individual, organisation, and community. We reflect on some of the key insights presented by 

our contributors, but also on the limitations of what we have covered, and have not been able 

to cover, over the course of the book. We end by speculating where the topic of social 

enterprise, health and wellbeing may go in future, and what different methods and disciplinary 

lenses may bring to further explorations on the topic.    
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Introduction 

In his new novel, published to wide acclaim in the midst of the global COVID-19 pandemic of 

2020, the prominent science fiction author Kim Stanley Robinson imagines the work of a new 

international climate crisis agency dubbed The Ministry for the Future. Set in the near future, 

the agency is established in the immediate aftermath of a catastrophic heatwave in which tens 

of millions die and is charged with ‘defending all living creatures present and future who cannot 

speak for themselves’. Although clearly a work of speculative fiction, it is notable that he 

makes a case for organisations in the social economy to play their role in the new world that 

must emerge, working on the principles of: 

“…open admission, democratic organization, the sovereignty of labor, the instrumental 

and subordinate nature of capital, participatory management, payment solidarity inter-

cooperation social transformation, universality, and education…Taken together, if 

these principles were to be applied seriously everywhere, they would form a political 

economy entirely different from capitalism as generally practiced. They make a 

coherent set of axioms that would lead to a new set of laws, practices, goals and results.” 

(Robinson, 2020: 287–288) 

Throughout the book, Robinson taps into a strong tradition of utopian thinking, a tradition that 

stretches back to the very earliest pioneers of the social enterprise movement, such as the early 

UK industrialist Robert Owen who is regularly identified as a ‘founding father’ of co-operation 

(Banks, 2019). But this tradition is carried on today in the work of the social economy 

community, working to build and maintain a vision and prospect of a better world for people, 

families, communities and society, including – most recently – during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The sociologist Erik Olin Wright (2012: 1) exhorts us to employ utopian thinking 

to explore “emancipatory alternatives to dominant institutions and social structures” on the 

basis that “Many forms of human suffering and many deficits in human flourishing are the 

result of existing institutions and social structures” and that “Transforming existing institutions 

and social structures in the right way has the potential to substantially reduce human suffering 
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and expand the possibilities for human flourishing.” Over the course of this book, we have 

examined actually existing emancipatory alternatives in the form of social enterprises. While 

we do not claim they are the only organisational form that exists specifically designed to 

address health and wellbeing, we have seen how social enterprises do so in a myriad of 

different, everyday ‘extraordinarily ordinary’ (Amin, 2009) ways. In this closing chapter we 

seek to bring the connections and themes developed across the chapters together to ask: what 

have we learned about social enterprise, health and wellbeing that we did not know before? 

And as we close this particular chapter in the development of the field, we reflect on some of 

the limitations of what we have covered herein and look toward the future, asking: where do 

we go from here? 

What have we learned? Connections and themes across the chapters 

Theory of social enterprise, wellbeing and health 

Our first conclusion is that the chapters in this book do tie together in cross-validating a 

conceptual framework that links social enterprise with wellbeing realisation. Beyond this 

involves ‘going out on a limb’ and by extrapolation of what is stated about links between 

wellbeing and health (Cross et al., 2018); to link social enterprise to health outcomes - while 

acknowledging there are multiple understandings of health and wellbeing as concepts. The 

evidence across chapters in this book provides a level of verification as to the processes that 

unfold to help realise wellbeing, and the evidence is also consistent with previous literature 

(e.g., Roy et al., 2014). Given this, we draw across the chapters to propose a new, potentially 

clearer, theory of how social enterprise generates health and wellbeing. To do this, we extend 

and adapt the previous Figure provided by Roy et al (2014), a version of which was presented 

in Chapter 1. Further, drawing on Kilpatrick and Emery, Chapter 4 in this book, and evidence 

from elsewhere (such as Farmer, De Cotta, et al., 2020; Kilpatrick et al., Forthcoming), we also 
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suggest a conceptual framework showing how social enterprise and wellbeing operates at 

interlinked individual and community levels. Figures 1 and 2 below show this. 
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First, considering individuals and extending on the conceptual model initially developed by 

Roy et al (2014), we propose that wellbeing realised is contingent on multiple factors at the 

Social Enterprise level (A) – including various internal organisational characteristics and 

issues dictated by the external environment. Together, these factors and others (for we do not 

wish to imply this is a definitive listing) influence an organisational culture for each social 
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enterprise. Some cultural aspects are likely shared across the sector, but others will vary 

between social enterprises. In Figure 1, we depict the culture of the social enterprise as having 

porous boundaries: the culture will influence its own (re-)production as well as being 

influenced by changes to social enterprise features. External to the social enterprise is the 

prevailing societal culture which, we propose, is re-produced via influences including from 

policy, ideology, tradition and local structures (an example is how social enterprise 

‘beneficiaries’ perceive benefits from engaging in work – a key attribute valued in late 

capitalism, which we reflect more upon later in this chapter). Again, we depict societal culture 

as having porous borders, in recognition of the dialectic that social enterprise as a sector and 

individually can influence and shape society, as well as society influencing and shaping social 

enterprise. 

Again, following Roy and colleagues’ previous work (Roy et al, 2014), the next column (see 

Figure 1) envisages social enterprise as a potential (wellbeing and health) Intervention (B). 

Here, we suggest that direct positive effects for individuals come from provision of useful 

goods and services, and also the provision of employment. Indirect, and interconnected, 

positive effects have been shown by studies featuring in multiple chapters of this book (e.g., 

De Cotta et al, Chapter 2), while these are variously termed, here we broadly categorise them 

into: Social connection, Capability and Security, with influence in dimensions relating to both 

work (e.g. development of networks and skills enabling improved access to jobs) and life (e.g. 

development of friends and life skills like gardening, cooking, etc.) (Farmer et al., 2019). These 

indirect effects are interesting because arguably until recently they have remained largely 

unacknowledged; at least not explicitly. Perhaps this is because they are challenging to 

objectively evidence, or because social enterprise is regularly applied specifically for the 

outcome of providing jobs, rather than these indirect benefits. 
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Regarding Intermediate effects (C), the advance here is to portray these as more consistent and 

less fuzzy than previous studies. Certainly, social enterprise beneficiaries gaining income 

influences a key social determinant of health (albeit we acknowledge the quantity of this 

income could be problematical). While evidence in this book suggests gains of work experience 

and skills, there was varying evidence of being able to use these to attain ‘mainstream’ jobs. 

Thus, as suggested by findings of Elmes (chapter 7), positive effects were accrued from these 

while a person was working in a social enterprise to gain or generate them. Effects could alter 

if the person could not attain a mainstream job or even continued in the same social enterprise 

role in the longer-term as this could simply lead to boredom or frustration. Related to Social 

connection, Capability and Security (at Column B), intermediate effects of feelings of 

belonging, identity and self-worth have long been associated with social connection 

(Baumeister and Leary, 1995), while capability (life and job capability) is associated with 

feelings of achievement, self-worth and competence (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007). Social 

connection, Capability and Security are interconnected and associated with improved self-

confidence. Again, though, drawing on Elmes’ longitudinal study (Chapter 7), all of these 

impacts appear contingent on ongoing ‘meaningful’ (Sayer, 2009) social enterprise work. The 

idea that wellbeing is not a stable outcome that stays once attained, but rather is processual and 

fluctuating, aligns with thinking about the relationality of wellbeing (Atkinson, 2013). Findings 

in this book did not establish whether there are some ongoing residual wellbeing effects – like 

benefits from life skills attained – that remain even when people stop working at a social 

enterprise.  

The chapters in the book offer little direct evidence of social enterprise having positive effects 

on what would be commonly accepted as health indicators over the long term. Elmes (chapter 

7) showed positive effects on indicators including use of health services, but this could be via 

increases to intermediate effects variables (i.e., Column C in Figure 1). That is: health 
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indicators could be subject to influence of changes to objective wellbeing such as employment, 

income and education; and/or subjective wellbeing such as feelings of identity and belonging 

gained via new-found Social connection, Capability and Security. 

We conclude that if social enterprise is to be applied in anticipation of producing wellbeing or 

health effects (i.e., as a public health ‘intervention’), there is evidence to support benefits, but 

the nature and ‘extent’ of this is likely contingent on factors in Column A and sustained 

engagement in social enterprise (or other activity giving similar effects). Figure 1 does not take 

into account that there may also be negative impacts of social enterprise and that social 

enterprise may not benefit everyone; this potential for positivity bias is reflected on later in this 

chapter. 

The work of Kilpatrick and Emery (Chapter 4) can be drawn on to conceptualise how social 

enterprise can also impact on wellbeing at the place-based community level (see Figure 2). For 

the purposes of their study, Kilpatrick and Emery harness social capital theory to show how 

social enterprises influence community wellbeing via individuals, other organisations and 

governance-level institutions. Figure 2 can be coupled with Figure 1 as a way to conceptualise 

individual wellbeing plus how social enterprises might influence wellbeing at the community 

level. 

At the level of individual people, Figure 2 suggests those engaged in a social enterprise (e.g., 

staff, beneficiaries, volunteers) contribute to realising wellbeing for themselves and their 

fellow community members through their interactions with those community members (e.g., 

individual consumers or employees of organisations with which the social enterprise contracts). 

This aligns with findings detailed in a previous paper from the same study where Farmer, De 

Cotta, et al. (2020) showed ‘spaces of integration’ within communities where social enterprise 

employees interact with other community members.  
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At the organisational level, social enterprises are part of the ‘socio-economic engine’ or 

network of organisations in the community. In relation to wellbeing, they provide opportunities 

in the community for building social connection, capability and security. Other organisations 

will also contribute to these aspects of wellbeing such that social enterprises are organisations 

that contribute to, for example, the sum of community learning (capability-building) resources 

and places. Social enterprises help to realise wellbeing at this level by interacting with other 

organisations to provide products and services that both benefit the community directly, but 

also ‘communicate’ the value of a social purpose organisational model that harnesses the 

capabilities of marginalised workers. The result is to help infuse the philosophy that all 

members of the community have worth, into the culture of the community.  

Finally, at the community civil society level, social enterprises interact with community 

governance organisations such as business associations as well as those beyond the immediate 

community such as government departments. These interactions are characterised by their 

capacity to influence the local community milieu via policy or collective decision-making. At 

this level, again, social enterprises can have influence on community wellbeing through 

participating in local forums either as individual organisations or as a group. By showing that 

they can successfully apply funding from government grants to include marginalised people in 

community life, social enterprises may encourage more government funding to flow into local 

communities and/or the social enterprise sector, thus influencing how the sector is seen and 

valued, and its growth. In this way: 

Wellbeing benefits are not automatically generated by having a social enterprise located 

in a community: it is through the interactions between the social enterprise and the 

community that the wellbeing benefits arise. (Kilpatrick and Emery ch. 4, in this book) 

Building from the social capital work of Falk and Kilpatrick (2000) to show how community 

wellbeing is influenced, as Kilpatrick and Emery do in Chapter 4, emphasises the social 

connection/ network-building as well as the capability/ skills development elements associated 
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with multiple wellbeing theories. Figure 2 suggests that to understand their impact on 

community wellbeing, social enterprises need to examine the extent to which they create, 

facilitate and maintain connections and networks both between and across the different ‘levels’. 

Of course, the updated frameworks we offer for conceptualising social enterprise, wellbeing 

and health are provided for comment, testing and refinement. We do not suggest these are 

definitive: rather they are an extension of previously available conceptualisations. We believe 

that being more definitive provides greater opportunities for understanding and consistently 

capturing social enterprise impacts, which should be useful for practice. It also facilitates 

opportunities to promote social enterprise as having the potential to make key social impacts, 

beyond employment. We note, however, that there are different ways of thinking about 

wellbeing in chapters in this book, and there are multiple different approaches that can be taken 

to understanding impacts from social enterprises. The Scottish CommonHealth project (see 

Chapter 10) asked if social enterprise is a form of public health intervention and findings across 

this book suggest the answer is ‘yes, but…’.  

While the conceptualisations presented in the Figures could be interpreted as supporting the 

idea of work as the pathway to wellbeing for people experiencing disadvantage, from another 

perspective, the ideas actually suggest that it is activity that provides income, connection, 

capability and security (in relation to a place and community) that generates positive wellbeing 

effects. That is: it is not necessarily work, (and not remunerative employment) but meaningful 

activity that matters in terms of wellbeing (see Sayer, 2011). Thus, the conceptualisations 

presented herein potentially open the door to ideas such as Universal Basic Income, enabling 

people the freedom to participate in creative, artistic, civic or environmental activity rather than 

work i.e., different pathways to wellbeing. In a similar fashion, while neoliberalism 

increasingly emphasises wellbeing as something that individuals should strive to build for 

themselves through their self-directed actions, findings across this book support the idea that 
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wellbeing is realised in composite assemblages that involve other people, access to appropriate 

material structures and institutions, places and values (White, 2017). The findings in this book 

therefore support the commentary of Atkinson (2020): that too much contemporary emphasis 

is placed on self-acquisition of wellbeing, given it is so strongly affected by interactions 

between people, community and structural factors. 

Just before we leave these ideas about how wellbeing comes about, it is significant to 

foreground some key things about social enterprises that appear to make them particularly 

useful: 1) there is potential to design for wellbeing in social enterprises, including designing 

materiality and practices; 2) the flexibility of activity (/work) in social enterprises is very 

significant – people do not have to do one job with the same tasks always, they can grow in 

and out of tasks or stay with the same ones; 3) timely and plentiful amounts of support in social 

enterprises is significant – beneficiaries even drew upon support for finding a home and when 

they were feeling down (see Campbell et al, Chapter 12 and Murray et al, Chapter 10). Linked 

to this, an emergent recurring theme across the book was the pivotal role of the experiences of 

social enterprise staff – with questions raised about their wellbeing as an issue perhaps 

insufficiently considered in research and policy. Time and again, chapters emphasised staff as 

‘good people’ who were giving a lot, in resource-constrained settings (i.e., the chapters by 

Munoz, Houtbeckers, Campbell and colleagues, and Scott & Wilton). Although unexplored in 

the book, many social enterprise staff are relatively poorly paid, and not necessarily 

collectively organised. These are issues significant to a culture of wellbeing across the social 

enterprise sector. 

New approaches to capturing benefits 

A significant theme raised by chapters in this book is that applying novel methodologies, 

thinking and techniques has helped to make breakthroughs in knowledge, opening up new 

possibilities to understand relationships between social enterprise, wellbeing and health. 
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Principally, this has involved harnessing ideas of relationality and employing data 

visualisation.  

First of all, drawing on spaces of wellbeing theory (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007) which is 

premised on relational thinking, and employing qualitative geographical information system 

(GIS) mapping techniques, De Cotta et al (chapter 2 in this book) have been able to show where 

(and where not) wellbeing realises in spaces and physical places in social enterprises. By 

probing into the data underlying their visualisations of social enterprises as spaces of wellbeing, 

their study enables analysis of how social enterprises help to realise wellbeing. The ‘making 

wellbeing tangible’ that arises from their study addresses a major challenge around 

conceptualising wellbeing as an outcome that can be convincingly communicated and 

compared across situations. The significance of making qualitative concepts tangible has 

previously been highlighted by Brennan-Horley et al. (2010) in their study of creativity in a 

city. As we have seen, wellbeing is a notoriously fuzzy concept and multiple, descriptive 

depictions using inconsistent terminology have arguably not helped practice or policy to focus 

on what is most significant to wellbeing. While the work of De Cotta et al. in Chapter 2 helps 

to explain where and how wellbeing realises, this still does not help social enterprises to 

measure the ‘amounts’ of wellbeing they generate. Nonetheless, for the first time, it offers 

practitioners a way to understand and to literally show wellbeing realisation, and thus to 

consider actions that can be taken to optimise opportunities for wellbeing. This approach opens 

up opportunities for new ways to evaluate social enterprises that take account of the physical 

spaces and objects, behaviours and practices that come together (relationally) to influence 

wellbeing. The work builds on and verifies studies that emphasise the significance of various 

features of social enterprises that influence their impact such as modes of organisation and 

governance (Suchowerska et al., 2019). 



 13 

Beyond helping to analyse the micro-level impacts of social enterprises on individual 

wellbeing, the application of data visualisation also helps in understanding and conveying the 

impacts of social enterprise on wellbeing at community and region levels as shown in 

Kilpatrick and Emery (chapter 4). Mapping of data can be used to show the geographical reach 

of social enterprises thus highlighting the scale of social network-building and trading they can 

stimulate. Such mapping can be used to make visual a role for social enterprises as community 

spaces significant to social inclusion and cohesion (described by Scott and Wilton in Chapter 

13); that can enable marginalised people and those not marginalised to meet in spaces where 

people experiencing disabilities or social disadvantages are shown as capable and providing 

worthy, sometimes uniquely valuable, goods and services.  

Highlighting relationships between social enterprise and place identity, in Chapter 9, Munoz 

discusses how a rural environment influences the nature of the social enterprises that form 

there. Drawing on the idea of an enterprise as a space where ‘emotional place attachment’ 

(Kibler et al., 2015) can be encouraged leads us to the idea that the social enterprise can be 

conceptualised (and thus studied) as a form of place-based ‘therapeutic assemblage’ (Foley, 

2011) in which social relationships are foregrounded. Related to this theme, the chapter by 

Munoz responds clearly to the challenge she laid down a decade ago regarding bringing 

geographical approaches to bear on social enterprise scholarship (Muñoz, 2010). Her chapter 

raises implications about the importance of place (Farmer, Kamstra, et al., 2020): of identity, 

and closeness to, or relationship with, place as a factor of wellbeing (viz. Wiseman and Brasher, 

2008). Through employing spatial thinking, she suggests that rural social enterprises generate 

kinds of wellbeing that occur not only within the specific spaces of service provision but have 

important ‘spillover effects’ that are able to be carried over into the homes and ‘everyday’ 

public spaces to which they are connected. Until now, this is a phenomenon that has rarely 

been empirically observed or explored.  
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Societal wellbeing and social enterprise: transformation or incremental change?   

Given the radical interdisciplinarity both within and across chapters in this book, it is no 

surprise that we see different paradigmatic approaches being brought to bear. Very 

simplistically, these approaches can be divided into two distinct categories: one that 

foregrounds ‘diverse economies’ thinking with transformational aspirations for society and a 

holistic approach to wellbeing either explicitly or implicitly (the chapters by Houtbeckers, 

McKinnon and Kennedy, and Scott & Wilton, for example); and another that adopts a more 

incremental and transactional approach that foregrounds wellbeing components and levels, 

potentially to satisfy the desire for measurement within neoliberal systems (the chapters by 

Farmer et al and Krupa et al, for instance). It could be said that these approaches reflect the 

different approaches to social enterprise that we are familiar with in the broader literature too, 

which is often shaped along disciplinary lines. There is a broad divide between an approach 

that seeks to be transformational: critical, implicitly or explicitly antagonistic and seeks to 

challenge neoliberal capitalism, often represented by sociologists and anthropologists; and a 

second approach that appears to accept and try to ‘make the best of’ how social enterprise is 

harnessed within neoliberalism. Within this latter approach, adherents appear to either believe 

that neoliberalism’s harsh effects for certain individuals or groups can readily be mitigated, or 

that the system itself can be amended, perhaps around the edges and by increments, to become 

a kinder, ‘more acceptable’ form of capitalism. This latter perspective seems to be that most 

regularly adopted by mainstream business management scholars and economists, albeit notable 

exceptions to this observation can be found all over the place.  

Our first example of the transformational approach is the chapter by Houtbeckers (Chapter 3), 

who attempts to explore the current ‘frontiers’ of social enterprise thinking and transcend 

extant understandings of social enterprise, with a view to enabling a transformation to 

postgrowth societies. She argues that a postgrowth transformation  is needed to reverse the 
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commodification of land and nature that is symptomatic of our shift towards a ‘market society’ 

(Polanyi, 1947) - or “a way of life in which market values seep into every aspect of human 

endeavor…a place where social relations are made over in the image of the market” (Sandel, 

2012: 1). This shift has proven to be catastrophic to human and non-human life, and 

Houtbeckers argues that such a context means that we need to consider how interspecies 

solidarity can be enhanced, including the practice of empathy with non-human species. This is 

not a marginal issue, she contends, but central to guiding policy aimed at shaping socially- and 

ecologically-just societies. Houtbeckers suggests that social enterprises have the potential to 

act as organisations that can help to shape a future economy focused on the maximisation of 

wellbeing rather than economic growth. 

In what might be considered a fringe pursuit until the turn of the millennium, in recent times 

we have seen prominent examples of moves in such a direction. Countries such as Ecuador and 

Bolivia (Tanasescu, 2017) have both re-organised their constitutions guided by a principle that 

is familiar to scholars and commentators of decolonial emancipatory alternatives to capitalism: 

Buen Vivir (Williford, 2018). Reminiscent of the Aristotelian notion of Eudaimonia, Buen Vivir 

roughly translates as ‘living well’ or ‘good living’ (Villalba, 2013) and “describes a way of 

doing things that is community-centric, ecologically-balanced and culturally-sensitive. A far 

cry from the market-is-king model of capitalism” (Balch, 2013: 1). The popular social and 

solidarity economy movement guided by the principle of Buen Vivir is a subject that deserves 

to be far better known in the global north (although see Eynaud et al., 2019; Giovannini, 2015). 

Similarly, the idea of living well together is a driving premise of McKinnon and Kennedy in 

chapter 5, in which they show how social enterprises contribute to a ‘community economy of 

wellbeing’. Drawing on scholarship on community economies (see Community Economies 

Collective, 2019), particularly the work of Gibson-Graham et al. (2013), both McKinnon and 

Kennedy and Scott and Wilton (Chapter 13) focus on the diverse forms of enterprise, exchange, 
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and labour that, the argument goes, are key to sustaining communities. Both the chapters argue 

in different ways about the attention that needs to be focused on forms of economic activity 

that have the potential not just to enable people to survive, but to survive well. McKinnon and 

Kennedy close their chapter with suggesting that wellbeing could potentially be given a more 

prominent place in the ‘ethical coordinates’ that inform community economies praxis. We 

admire the work of critical feminist geographers such as Gibson-Graham (2006, 2008) and the 

influence that their diverse economies framework has had on social enterprise praxis, and 

postcapitalist thinking. We need to continue to remind ourselves about what sustainable 

community economies are for. The necessity of imagining postgrowth futures, convincingly 

argued in the chapter by Houtbeckers, would suggest that maximising the wellbeing of people 

and the planet is an imperative: the end in itself. Viable and sustainable community economies 

have to be one of the most fundamental building blocks to building such a future.  

Turning to the chapters in this book that focus most on identifying and showing wellbeing 

‘components’ and levels of impacts, perhaps these can be viewed as ‘going along with 

neoliberalism’ by helping policy and practice to find ways to measure the transactional value 

of social enterprises. Arguably, the stance of ‘incrementalists’ is that, in order to be sustainable 

social enterprises require to: a) be generally popular and acceptable to governments and 

society; b) access funding from governments, philanthropy and the public as investors, and as 

consumers; and so c) in ways, be able to show their role and value as a specific form of 

beneficial ‘intervention’. Researchers from the incrementalist paradigm might argue they seek 

to change society from the inside out, harnessing policy and terminology favoured by the 

prevailing policy and practice fields. While they still seek to flip the social order in the direction 

of structural societal wellbeing over relentless economic growth, they seek to do this with 

policy and practice. 
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Given the state of public health and environmental damage that we find ourselves in as a global 

society, it could well be that the transformationalists are ‘right’: there simply is not the time to 

take an incremental approach (Vatn, 2020). However, the incrementalists might argue they are 

providing evidence about practical ways for change to occur. Intellectually, this tension shows 

a healthy field; practically, however, time may be running out! As noted, utopian versus 

pragmatist perspectives are strongly mirrored in current discussions about how to mitigate 

climate damage, with some commentators suggesting that Green New Deal and green recovery 

plans that work with current economic structures are feasible for pursuing and achieving 

necessary change, while others state that the stage is now set for disaster and only radical 

upheaval can save us (Bloomfield and Steward, 2020; Mastini et al., 2021; Stilwell, 2020; Vatn, 

2020). 

Limitations and gaps  

There are limitations and gaps in what we have covered – either at all, or in sufficient depth – 

which deserve to be foregrounded and acknowledged. Drawing attention to these then suggests 

scope, encouragement and inspiration for where work might head in the future. We set out first 

limitations, then gaps, below. 

Positive bias: First of all, the evidence in this book is generally positive about social enterprise 

impacts. A regular criticism of the social enterprise literature generally, particularly that of the 

early ‘pre-paradigmatic’ (Nicholls, 2010) phase, is that too often we see work that is overly 

focused on the positive aspects of social enterprise, while downplaying or ignoring altogether 

the negative aspects. On the micro-scale, there are still few studies that probe the down-sides 

of being involved with or working within a social enterprise, particularly in wellbeing terms 

(although see Elmes, 2019; Kelly et al., 2019). There is similarly little coverage of associations 

between funding and contractual processes and constraints placed on what social enterprises 

can do (Diochon and Anderson, 2009; Sunley and Pinch, 2012). Since governments now have 
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a major role in promoting and funding social enterprise start-up and activity, it is likely that 

social enterprises are constrained to delivering what governments want. Perhaps this is to the 

detriment of realising greater wellbeing? Part of the issue of positive bias is that much research 

depends on access to, and partnership with, social enterprises; and secondly, research requires 

funding, and this is often from government funders or from the social enterprise sector itself. 

This tends to make it more challenging to examine or raise negative impacts – although note 

the work of Elmes, Chapter 7 in this book, who raised negative and neutral effects of social 

enterprise on wellbeing over time. The point being: it is sometimes difficult to highlight more 

problematical aspects of social enterprise, so suitable methodology has to be experimented with 

(such as the mapping, comparative and longitudinal methodologies as used in various chapters 

in this book). Another issue is the concept of wellbeing itself: as Atkinson (2020) highlights, 

there is no (generally accepted) opposite of wellbeing or ‘unwell-being’ and so going in search 

of wellbeing is, arguably, inherently a seeking-out of the positive.  

WISE and work: We fully acknowledge too that we have focused a lot of attention on the Work 

Integration Social Enterprise (WISE) form, despite making our case from the outset that health 

and wellbeing realisation could, and likely does, happen in most or even all forms of social 

enterprise. Again, in our defence, this is simply down to the fact that health and wellbeing 

impacts are easier to study in organisations that have a specific remit to improve social or 

wellbeing outcomes of specific groups. Given the emergence of WISEs in the transformation 

of mental health and disability services provision, particularly over the second half of the last 

century as noted in our opening chapter, it is no surprise that WISEs maintain such prominence. 

However, we fully acknowledge that more empirical research remains to be undertaken 

focused on different forms of social enterprise, and particularly in underexplored contexts. 

A related limitation concerns the emphasis on work itself, and how multiple chapters in this 

book reflect how work is viewed and shaped within late capitalism (and also in full recognition 
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that the whole notion of ‘wellbeing’ is not exactly politically neutral either – see Bache and 

Reardon, 2016). When everyday political and economic life is shaped and dominated by ideas 

of individual freedom and self-interest (the ‘market society’ mentioned previously) it is perhaps 

no surprise that a ‘new political economy of moral worth’ (Somers, 2017) has emerged, raising 

spectres of ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor, narratives of ‘skivers’ and ‘strivers’ (Scott and 

Masselot, 2018; Shildrick and MacDonald, 2013) and constructions of what citizenship has 

come to mean and entail, (Evans and Wilton, 2019). Indeed, it is in such a context that critics 

have taken aim at social enterprise itself, dismissing the work they do as merely the 

embodiment of a neoliberal transformation of welfare (Garrow and Hasenfeld, 2014) or even 

a ‘neoliberal social movement’ (Spicer et al., 2019).  

Problematically for this argument, there is evidence that work confers multiple benefits (Ivanov 

et al., 2020); however, as noted earlier, it is some of the peculiarities of work in social 

enterprises that appear to make it particularly beneficial to marginalised people. We are not 

talking here about ‘mainstream work’ conferring wellbeing for people experiencing 

disadvantages, but rather – flexible work that is embedded in holistic support structures. Much 

of the work of social enterprises is socially and community-focused, underpinned by a moral 

and social ethos and with a collective nature of the endeavour (see Montgomery et al., 2012). 

Ultimately, perhaps social enterprise can be understood as a space where – in neoliberalism – 

it is acceptable to ‘be good to people’ because it presents a solution for how differently abled 

people can be supported, but that still aligns with the mores of a market society.  

Some chapters do invite critique on work as wellbeing. De Cotta et al (Chapter 2) encourage 

debates on the wider symbolic understanding of social enterprises in contemporary society, 

noting that social enterprises are associated with allowing people to claim or reclaim their 

identity as a worker. Elmes (Chapter 7) highlights that work benefits may be limited to work 

situations that remain supportive and engaging and where work is experienced as a pathway to 
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development. Overall, as highlighted by Roy and Hackett (2017), we should be wary of critique 

that conveniently and simplistically overlooks the role and potential of social enterprise to 

combat neoliberal encroachment and its potential to transform society for the better, albeit that 

much of the current emphasis is on the benefits of work. 

Temporality: Another limitation concerns the ‘what happens next?’ question. The nature of a 

considerable amount of ‘intervention’-type research is that we rarely get to find out if the 

positive (and/or negative) impacts are sustained over time and what happens to people 

afterwards. This is a practical question that exposes linked theoretical and methodological 

issues. Atkinson (2013) and others who take a relational view of wellbeing (e.g., Conradson, 

2012) suggest that it is a process and, in quality, dependent on circumstances - which raises 

challenges for those seeking to measure it (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007). A gap in longitudinal 

research is filled by Elmes’ chapter in this book (e.g. Elmes, 2019 / chapter 7). The mapping 

of wellbeing work of De Cotta et al (chapter 2) and relational thinking of Munoz (chapter 9) 

also highlight the contingent nature of wellbeing – varying by multiple influential features (as 

highlighted in the figures above). However, there are considerable difficulties in undertaking 

research over time, including remaining in contact with people after they have left a social 

enterprise, particularly given the precarity experienced by some of the populations with whom 

social enterprises work. Strategies need to continue to be explored to maximise opportunities 

to understand what happens with wellbeing over time, and what influences this; for example, 

incentives to maintain the interest of research subjects, more inclusive research methods and 

deliberately over-sampling to take account of high attrition (one of the challenges faced by 

Calò et al., 2019, for example).  

Social enterprise and wellbeing in diverse belief systems: Moving to gaps in this book, perhaps 

most significant is our neglect of Indigenous social enterprise and the global South. We fully 

recognise that the language of social enterprise used in this book – and the problems the sector 
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exists to address – have been framed, shaped and dominated by scholarship undertaken using 

understanding from the global north. Our brief mention of Buen Vivir above reminds us that 

social enterprise models and understandings from the global South and of Indigenous peoples 

globally are critical to conversations (Eynaud et al., 2019; Peredo and McLean, 2010), not least 

because these perspectives expose different ways to survive and thrive sustainably i.e. without 

unrelenting economic growth; that can be juxtaposed with capitalism to show it is not the only 

way.  

For example, Indigenous understandings of wellbeing offer a quite different lens to those 

located in literature from the global north. Australian Aboriginal Peoples consider wellbeing 

as a social and emotional phenomenon, concerning individuals as part of communities and 

strongly rooted in relationships with place; “a multidimensional concept … that includes 

mental health, but which also encompasses domains such as connection to land or ‘country’, 

culture, spirituality, ancestry, family, and community” (Gee et al., 2014: 57). Wellbeing is 

described as coming about through guiding principles that appear to strongly resonate with the 

ethos that drives social enterprise globally (see also Henry et al., 2017; Newth and Woods, 

2014; Peredo and McLean, 2010; Tapsell and Woods, 2010; Vazquez-Maguirre and Portales, 

2018). Although there is a dearth of research generally about Indigenous social enterprise, there 

are significant emergent perspectives; for example, around the impact of social enterprise at a 

community level (e.g. Spencer et al., 2017). 

More broadly with respect to diverse perspectives, there is seemingly infinite capacity of 

people to innovate in contexts where deep necessity really is the mother of invention. In such 

situations, innovation often occurs despite, or even because of responses to, structural or 

institutional voids (e.g., in Sub-Saharan Africa – see Littlewood and Holt, 2015; Rivera-Santos 

et al., 2014) where the state is largely absent. We fully recognise that new avenues for change 

emerge from fruitful and respectful dialogues between global north and south (dos Santos and 
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Banerjee, 2019; Laville and Eynaud, 2019), and there is a need to create and maintain 

meaningful spaces for marginalised voices to be heard on their own terms. Work that adopts a 

critical black feminist lens (for example), encourages us to understand how, and whether, social 

enterprises are actually addressing longstanding and deep-seated inequalities:  

“For social enterprises to work for racialized people, these socially inclined businesses 

must be purposefully embedded in the community; otherwise they are only 

masquerading as agents of social change” (Hossein, 2020: 2). 

In recognising the specific gap around diverse perspectives in this book, we highlight too that 

these limitations extend more widely to the social enterprise research field, its international 

leadership, and the funding available in this space. In recognising these gaps, we want to set 

up the case for future work that could be undertaken in the next generation of scholarship on 

this topic.  

Social enterprise impacts on systems: Although we have given over a fair amount of space in 

this book to studies that employ novel (to the field) spatial methodologies, there has been little 

recognition of social enterprises operating as part of a complex adaptive community system 

with different configurations of actors. That is, although Kilpatrick and Emery (Chapter 4) are 

able to show the wellbeing impacts of social enterprise within a community, they stop short of 

showing whether social enterprises impact upon the organisations they contract with or partner 

with – that is, the extent to which social enterprises ‘spread wellbeing’ within a community. A 

social enterprise ‘ecosystem’ (Hazenberg et al., 2016; Roy and Hazenberg, 2019) is comprised 

of micro-, meso- and macro-level factors and a range of dialectical relationships between the 

social enterprise and the context in which it exists. They include distinct legal, cultural, socio-

economic, policy, political environments, and so on (see Defourny et al., 2020) which are all 

factors that are highly likely to exert constraints or enable the success of social enterprises in 

health and wellbeing terms. They are therefore deserving of far closer attention in future, 
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perhaps through work that utilises some of the innovative spatial modelling techniques we have 

presented herein.  

Social enterprise, wellbeing and health: what next? 

Boldly, with the caveats of limitations and gaps above, we state that there is now a considerable 

amount of evidence established about the relationship between social enterprise and wellbeing 

realisation and, by extension, health. Certainly, there are still considerable challenges to 

measurement, if that is what is desired or needed, but the book shows that there are multiple 

novel options for capturing wellbeing impacts. Advancements in data science could present 

further potential in this respect in the future (Allin and Hand, 2020).  

Through multiple chapters in this book, it has been shown that social enterprise can influence 

individuals’ wellbeing and potentially, health; and it can influence community wellbeing. Is 

the next step, then, societal and planetary wellbeing? 

All dials point to the scale and need for immediate attention to existential crisis: a crisis that 

involves radical biodiversity loss, climate change with catastrophic impacts and damaging 

pollution (Vatn, 2020). As a wide range of scholars continue to point out (e.g. Hickel, 2019; 

Mastini et al., 2021; Vatn, 2020) this crisis arises due to our obsession with economic growth, 

which is closely linked with social inequality, where inequality is itself a cause of 

environmental destruction (Hickel, 2017; Raworth, 2017). The current situation of the richest 

20% of the world’s population receiving 83% of global income, while the poorest 20% get 1% 

is simply not sustainable (Vatn, 2020). Clearly, to preserve our planet for future generations, 

we need to create an economic system that thrives without growing, taking us back full circle 

to where we began this chapter, with calls for bold responses to an existential crisis (albeit from 

a work of speculative fiction).  
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Post-pandemic, governments around the world (even centrist and conservative governments) 

are turning to action plans like the Green New Deal to tackle what has, until recently, appeared 

as a huge, insurmountably complex problem (Bloomfield and Steward, 2020). Stilwell (2020) 

highlights that although the conditions for social and economic change are promising right now 

(i.e., cheap money, high unemployment and a new accepted role for the state), allowing 

governments to be innovative, some countries still face barriers. Australia, for example, has 

long been a resource dependent, strongly neoliberal nation, and so will likely be a laggard when 

it comes to green recovery. So, as Stilwell (2020) highlights, green social and economic change 

must be a social movement, albeit one that has organised and strategic political alliances 

alongside. 

There are great opportunities for social enterprise in this space. Not only have we seen that it 

helps to realise wellbeing, works innovatively in tricky spaces and has inspiring, clever 

practitioners and leaders, but it also reaches out into communities with its beneficial activities 

and social and community orientation. Further, like it or not, social enterprise is an ‘adopted 

child’ of neoliberalism: respected as a vehicle for change that is acceptable across the political 

spectrum, in social and commercial domains and rural and urban locations.  

Some social enterprises are already active as environmental businesses e.g., in recycling and 

environmental rehabilitation, such as the Remade Network based in Glasgow, focusing on 

repair and reuse of IT equipment. Other social enterprises incorporate environmentalism and 

climate justice into their day-to-day activities. For example, Streat, a hospitality WISE working 

with homeless youth in Melbourne emphasises recycling and sustainability practices in 

business and communicates to make consumers more informed about green choices (Stewart, 

2020). Such work supports the idea of a ‘circular economy’: environmentally friendly products 

and practices, while maintaining a clear social mission.  
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The social impacts aside, arguably the biggest national security gaps highlighted by the 

COVID-19 pandemic have been in the energy and food sectors (see Lindberg et al., 2019), 

while manufacturing, buildings and mobility and have been highlighted as key areas central to 

green change (Bloomfield and Steward, 2020). Can social enterprises move more into these 

business spaces: helping green recovery to occur, and influencing planetary wellbeing? If 

directly, this will require moving from traditional easy entry spaces like gardening, cooking 

and charity shops; or it might happen through partnerships with corporates to move into new 

green business endeavours. Collectively as a movement, can social enterprise scale up the kinds 

of innovation exemplified by Streat or the Remade Network and a raft of others, to embrace 

and promote green recovery, climate justice and healing climate damage? 

As we pointed out when considering the paradigms in social enterprise and wellbeing research 

in this book, there is currently an apparent gap between the incremental and the 

transformational approach to achieving ‘more wellbeing’. Clearly, though, both approaches 

seek a better future. Social enterprise seems to be ideally placed in the moral and practical 

space necessary to be a prime mover for generating a new green ‘wellbeing economy’ 

(Coscieme et al., 2019; Roy, 2021) thus helping a rehabilitated planet to flourish. 

In this book, from multiple approaches and perspectives and drawing on novel methodologies 

and techniques, we have seen how social enterprise helps to realise (health and) wellbeing. In 

this chapter, we have drawn on this knowledge to present a new model of how social enterprise 

can impact on individual and community wellbeing, shown how new methodologies and 

techniques have informed a first wave of thinking and highlighted ways in which different 

approaches to wellbeing have been brought to bear in social enterprise research. We have called 

out limitations and gaps – noting there is particular room for a new companion book on diverse 

perspectives on wellbeing and social enterprise that accounts for global, Indigenous 

scholarship, postcolonial scholarship, critical perspectives on race, gender, class, and their 
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intersectionality. Finally, we have thrown down the gauntlet to where social enterprise could 

go next to influence wellbeing at a much bigger, grander, visionary scale. 
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