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Developing Social Entrepreneurship through Public Procurement: A 

wicked problem! 

Abstract 
Purpose – This paper explores attempts to deliver socioeconomic benefit by 
developing social enterprise within the public sector supply chain. 
Design/methodology/approach – A case study approach is adopted which focusses 
on the implementation of public procurement policy intended to support social 
entrepreneurs in the delivery of social care in Scotland.  Socio-technical systems 
theory is adopted as a lens through which to explore the case. 
Findings – While acknowledging the contextual limits of the case study, the empirical 
findings recognise partial implementation of the measures intended to develop social 
entrepreneurship in the supply chain.  The results, however, suggest that both the 
engagement levels of social entrepreneurs and the expected socio economic 
benefits are yet to accrue fully. 
Originality – The innovative, cross-sectional research design uses a survey based, 
gap analysis to provide a nuanced comparison between the views of local authority 
procurement officers and the opinions prevalent within social enterprise care 
providers and thereby to assesses the effectiveness of public policy. 
Social implications - The paper concludes that in order to achieve the expected 
social benefits further progress is required in engaging social entrepreneurs in formal 
collaborations with larger, potentially for profit, organisations and also in their 
increased involvement in the design and commissioning of public services. 

Keywords - Social Enterprise, Policy, Business Development 

 

Introduction 

Many of the social challenges faced by society are wicked problems that cannot be 

solved by governments alone (Reid and Loosemore, 2017).  Public administrations 

frequently struggle to reconcile the wide ranging and far reaching interests of 

stakeholders or to deal with inter-organisational complexity (Hodgkinson et al., 

2022).  Recognising these difficulties, Head and Alford (2015) suggest that by 

engaging a range of social actors the ‘wickedness’ of the problem may be addressed 

through cross sector collaboration.  In this regard, Brieger and De Clercq (2019) 

recognise that both scholars and practitioners agree that business should play a key 

role by adopting the creation of social value as a key goal.  More specifically do Ardo 

and Fernandes (2021) highlight the role that is played by social enterprise in solving 

societal problems through the logic of social enterprise, while do Ardo et al. (2021) 

note that social entrepreneurs frequently recognise opportunities for creating social 

value that did not previously exist. 



Keulemans and Van de Walle (2017) and Fenwick and Gibbon (2016) suggest that 

the effective incorporation of third sector participants into public sector supply chains 

has the potential to accrue social value that transcends narrow considerations of 

cost.  Uenka and Telgena (2019) further suggest that that public procurement 

practice can influence the achievement of wider societal outcomes through the 

engagement of third sector partners.  Notwithstanding these potential advantages, it 

is also recognised that through poorly drafted policies or ineffective policy 

implementation governments may actually impede behaviours that are beneficial to 

social welfare (Jones et al., 2019). 

While there is a recognised need for the development of support mechanisms to 

encourage greater, and more effective, third sector participation in public sector 

supply chains (Baldi, et al., 2016; Brammer and Walker, 2011), there is also 

considerable debate within both academic literature and communities of practice as 

to the effectiveness of governments in devising and implementing appropriate 

support measures (Macaulay, et al., 2018; Halloran, 2017).  Urbano, et al., (2017), 

using Institutional Economics as a lens to better understand how the institutional 

‘rules of the game’ in a society can influence the growth of social entrepreneurship, 

identify the need for further research in this area.  Urbano, et al., (2019) further call 

for research that identifies how entrepreneurial activity is encouraged or discouraged 

by the relevant institutional policies. 

Recognising the wickedness of the problem faced by public policymakers in trying to 

address this debate gives rise to the research question ‘how effective are 

policymakers’ attempts to better engage social entrepreneurs in order to increase the 

socioeconomic benefit accrued through public sector supply chains?’ 

Adopting a case study approach, which focuses on the interaction between social 

enterprise and Scottish public procurement processes, the paper begins with a 

review of extant literature in order to better articulate the current research gap.  

Using the lens of Socio-Technical Systems Theory (STST) the paper continues by 

developing an innovative methodology to explore this gap.  The resulting research 

findings are presented and relevant conclusions developed.  Finally, recognising that 

the research design limits generalisability, the paper identifies the contribution made 

to the general subject area and suggests opportunities for further research. 



Theoretical Context 

Roy, et al. (2014) offer the view that Social Entrepreneurs (SEs) are defined by their 

need to engage in commercial activity in order to generate the funds required to 

sustain their primary business focus, which is to generate social value rather than 

profit.  SEs often choose to reinvest any profit in pursuit of their social objectives 

(Pirvu and Clipici, 2016) and they may be willing to forgo higher rates of return for 

the sake of achieving social impact (Edmiston and Nicholls, 2018).  Hu et al. (2020) 

argue that opportunities for SEs occur in a structured social world in which there is a 

driving interaction between the SEs and the institutional and embedded social 

structures in which they operate.  Hu et al. (2020) also highlight the need for 

enhanced understanding of these interactions. 

Seidel, et al. (2013) suggest that Socio-Technical Systems Theory (STST) is an 

appropriate framework with which to evaluate dynamic effects within organisational 

systems.  STST considers the interrelationship between social actors and the 

technical environment in which they operate (Bostrom and Heinen, 1977).  The 

technical sub-system includes the processes and tools needed to achieve the 

desired outputs, while the social sub-system considers such factors as the attitudes, 

skills and values of the people, their inter-relationships and the authority structures 

under which they function.  Hartmann and Lussier (2020) further note that STST 

recognises the potential influence of external environmental pressures such as 

economic conditions, industry competitiveness and government policies.  Overall, 

according to Bostrom, et al. (2009), STST is particularly appropriate when 

considering the adaptation of organisational systems to goals that have originated 

from an external environment.  Figure 1 provides a diagrammatic overview of STST, 

which also acknowledges the observation of Hartmann and Lussier (2020) regarding 

the potentially overlapping, socially constructed nature of the boundaries between 

the interrelated variables. 



 

Figure 1: Overview of Socio-Technical Systems Theory 

 

Literature Review 

Do Ardo and Fernandes (2021) suggest that SEs’ participation in the State 

represents an effective means of combating the wicked social problems faced by 

governments.  Indeed, Cairney et al. (2016) note that engagement of SEs aid in the 

production of a shared strategic vision that leads to meaningful long-term outcomes.  

SEs are often uniquely placed to add social value by virtue of their deep knowledge 

of their client groups’ needs, which traditional ‘for profit’, service delivery 

organisations frequently lack (Kelly, 2007).  According to Bach-Mortensen and 

Montgomery (2019) SEs, being predominantly motivated by a social purpose, are 

often perceived as being trustworthy providers of public services. 

Conversely, public sector engagement frequently represents an attractive proposition 

for SEs.  It offers the chance to acquire reliable, large-scale and potentially long-term 

contracts that afford the opportunity to both demonstrate prowess and to obtain 

prestigious references (Reijonen, et al., 2016).  Securing public sector contracts also 

offers stability, predictable demand and payment security (Flynn and Davis, 2017). 

Despite the apparent mutual benefit that may accrue to SEs and the State, Firth 

(2014) notes there are relatively few examples of flourishing involvement of social 



enterprise in the public sector.  Head and Alford (2015) observe that the challenges 

associated with tackling wicked problems in the public sector are due not only to the 

inherent complexity of the problems but also to the tendency of public sector policies 

and procedures to constrain the locus of potential solutions.  Kelly (2007) notes that 

there are evident gaps between policy and practice in relation to third sector 

engagement. 

Hu et al. (2020) refer to the creation and development of appropriate exchange 

relationships between SEs and the public sector as a means of facilitating the 

creation of impactful, sustainable products and services.  Macaulay, et al. (2018) are 

among those recognising the need for further research into public procurement, 

noting the limited success of SEs in securing contracts, while Head and Alford 

(2015) recognise the need for the public sector to address the wicked problems they 

face by forging new ways of thinking, and recognising the complexity they face. 

Notwithstanding the above, Stirzaker et al. (2021) note the existence of a broad 

consensus that there is a supportive environment for the involvement of social 

enterprise in delivering public services in Scotland.  Lindsay et al. (2014) discuss the 

Scottish Government’s interventions intended to develop the delivery their policy of 

encouraging an increased role for SEs in the delivery of public services.  The model 

for public procurement, intended to open market opportunities for SEs (Scottish 

Government, 2008, 2001, 2016), led to fifteen identifiable development measures as 

summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Social Entrepreneurship Development Measures 

Scottish Government (2008) 
1. Develop a single portal to give public sector purchasers an overview of social 

entrepreneurs who are operating in their area. 
2. Develop, and deliver free of charge to third sector organisations, training on 

bidding for and winning public contracts. 
3. Facilitate local ‘meet the buyer’ events to bring public sector purchasers into 

contact with service deliverers from across the third sector. 
4. Improve collaboration and joint working across the public, private and third 

sectors. 
5. Increase the knowledge of procurement officers of third sector providers 

operating in their area of activity. 
6. Measure, and publish public sector spend with the social economy. 
7. Provide training for public sector procurement officers to ensure that they have 

appropriate training in the use of community benefit clauses, the benefits of 



market engagement involving all sectors and the use of Supported 
Employment Contracts. 

8. Support the development of a measure to assess Social Return on Investment 
through a process of audit. 

Scottish Government (2011) 
9. Implement formal ‘Public Social Partnerships’ involving one or more 

organisations from the public and third sectors, and potentially from the private 
sector. 

10. Involve the third sector earlier and more deeply in the design and 
commissioning of public services. 

Scottish Government (2016) 
11. Develop the implementation of The Light Touch Regime (LTR) for certain 

service contracts and for certain social and other services that are generally of 
lower interest to cross-border competition. 

12. Ensure that public authorities routinely consider the views of social enterprise 
when conducting service reviews. 

13. Ensure that public contracts, including those for health or social care, are 
awarded based on both quality and price using MEAT criteria (most 
economically advantageous tender) applied through the projected life of the 
contract. 

14. Reserve agreed contracts for Supported Businesses. 
15. The embedment of Community Benefit Clauses more widely across public 

contracts. 
 

Lapworth et al. (2018) report a need to study the gaps in public policy 

implementation in order to develop insight into the management of procurement 

practice.  Munoz (2009) recognises that a key area for future research is the 

engagement of SEs with extant public sector measures intended to increase their 

role in the delivery of public services.  Macaulay, et al. (2018) also recognise the 

need for further research into public procurement across Scotland, noting the limited 

success of SEs in securing contracts.  Recognising these statements of research 

need supports the research question ‘how effective are policymakers’ attempts to 

better engage social entrepreneurs in order to increase the socioeconomic benefit 

accrued through public sector supply chains?’ 

The Scottish Government (2016) recognises that health and social care is a major 

market, providing a focus for 12% of social enterprises.  Bach-Mortensen and 

Montgomery (2019) observe that social care services are often delivered in quasi-

markets with providers from all sectors (i.e. public, for-profit and third) competing for 

publicly funded contracts.  However, Calò, et al. (2018) observe that social 

enterprise has become the preferred mechanism for delivering a range of social care 

services.  The delivery of social care services in Scotland, is the responsibility of the 



thirty-two local authorities and these services include childminding, children day care 

services, support services, care homes for the elderly and housing support (Bach-

Mortensen and Montgomery, 2019).  Noting that the procuring authority has some 

flexibility in determining the appropriate contractual approach, the Scottish 

Government (2016) reminds the procuring body of its duty of care in relation to 

people with social care and support needs.  It is the responsibility of the procuring 

authority to implement the Development Measures identified in Table 1.  Frith (2014) 

considers that the method of contracting the delivery of social care services needs to 

be kept to the fore to enable the potential social value offered by SEs to be 

evaluated. 

Method and Data Collection 

Yin (2017) recognises the benefits of using case study research as a means of 

conducting empirical enquiry within a real-life context, and identifies potential in the 

use survey techniques within case study design.  Health and social care provide 

28.4% of the total income earned by social enterprise in Scotland and 755 individual 

social enterprises work within the sector (Social Value Lab, 2019).  It is estimated 

that social enterprise operating within the health and social care sector employs 

38,832 F.T.E.s (ibid).  The provision of social care services in Scotland is the context 

for the investigation of the interaction between public policy and social enterprise.  

The selection of the case is informed by the sector having a large enough population 

to provide sufficient survey responses while achieving the necessary contextual 

focus to minimise the potential effects of intervening variables. 

Adopting the procurement system as the unit of analysis, Figure 2 offers an outline 

representation of three potential broad outcomes to the research question.  Outcome 

1 would result from the failure to manage the development social entrepreneurship.  

Outcome 2 would suggest that the development measures have been implemented 

but have failed to engage and / or benefit SEs.  Outcome 3 would represent the 

successful implementation of the development measures.  However, in order to 

expand upon these broad outcomes and thereby to inform the research results, the 

adopted methodology uses the lens of STST to develop a wider understanding of the 

interaction between the technical and social subsystems that are in operation within 

the case. 



 

Figure 2: Potential Research Outcomes 

 

In order to address the research question, the views of two distinct groups were 

canvassed using convenience sampling techniques (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018).  

Members of the first group were required to have significant responsibility for the 

purchase of social services on behalf of the Scottish public sector, while the second 

group required to be actively engaged in a social enterprise delivering or seeking to 

deliver social care to the Scottish public sector.  Buyers were accessed through 

public sector practice networks, while SEs were accessed through advocacy 

organisations who support their work.  The basis of the method is the use of parallel 

sets of questionnaires to separately collect the views of each group.  Parasuraman 

et al. (1988) developed research methods using parallel sets of questionnaires 

deployed to distinct groups.  Although their original research examined service 

delivery, the adaptability of their method was recognised, making it applicable across 

a broad spectrum of organisational research. 

At the heart of the data collection process are the parallel questionnaires detailed in 

the Appendix (Tables A and B), both of which are related to implementation of the 

fifteen SE development measures.  Separate questionnaires give representatives of 

each group the opportunity to assess the extent of measure implementation from 



their own perspective.  Both questionnaires use five-point Likert scales ranging from 

"Strongly Agree" (5) to "Strongly Disagree" (1) in order to assess the extent of 

agreement with each of the fifteen statements.  The questionnaires were separately 

delivered using commercially available, online survey software and were self-

administered by the respondents who participated on the basis of being guaranteed 

confidentiality and anonymity. 

Data analysis focussed on the modal response to each question.  Parasuraman et 

al. (1988) acknowledge that the use of average scores to ‘purify’ a multiple-item 

scale is well established and they cite examples of previous use in, for example, the 

measurement of role conflict.  For practical purposes ‘skipped’ and ‘don’t know’ 

responses were omitted from any assessment of the results. 

In addition to examining the absolute value of the modal response to each question a 

gap analysis was performed (after Parasuraman, et al. 1988).  The ‘gap’ that is 

measured relates to the difference in modal response between what the buyer group 

believe to have been delivered against what the social entrepreneur group consider 

has actually been delivered.  Consideration of this gap is a key element in assessing 

the effectiveness of any SE development measures that have been deployed. 

 

Results 

Cronbach’s α was calculated as an estimate of the internal consistency of responses 

(Cronbach, 1951).  With potential values between zero and one, Cronbach notes that 

a high α is to be desired.  Allowing for the deletion of missing or “Don’t Know” 

responses, Cronbach’s α for the buyers was 0.93 while for the social entrepreneurs 

Cronbach’s α was 0.94, suggesting a high level of internal consistency across both 

questionnaires. 

A total of fifty-three usable survey responses were gathered from individuals who 

confirmed their involvement in the social care sector.  Thirty-one responses were 

from procurement officers and the remainder from SEs.  Whilst the anonymity of the 

responses prevented the identification of the specific organisations represented, the 

thirty-one responses came from a total of thirty-two councils, whilst the survey was 

circulated to sixteen individual SE advocacy groups.  The response rate was 



therefore considered to be adequate to support the research objectives.  The 

detailed summary of results is presented in Table 2  

Table 2: Summary of Modal Scores and Gaps 
Social Enterprise Development Measure 
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1. Use of a web portal, provided by the public sector, which gives an 
overview of the SEs' services to public sector procurement 
officers. 

2 1 1 

2. Providing training on bidding for and winning public contracts, 
which is funded by the public sector. 

4 1 3 

3. Providing the opportunity to attend local ‘meet the buyer’ events 
bringing SEs into contact with public sector purchasers. 

4 5 -1 

4. Public sector procurement officers actively promoting 
collaboration and joint working between social entrepreneurs, the 
public and the private sector 

4 3 1 

5. Public sector procurement officers actively working to increase 
their knowledge of SEs and the services they offer. 

4 4 0 

6. Giving visibility of the public sector spend with social care service 
providers from the social economy. 

3 1 2 

7. Public sector procurement officers are confident in the use of 
community benefit clauses, the benefits of market engagement 
involving all sectors and the use of Supported Employment 
Contracts. 

4 4 0 

8. Auditing to allow assessment of the Social Return on Investment 
in social care contracts. 

4 2 2 

9. SEs involvement in ‘Public Social Partnerships’ which involve one 
or more social entrepreneurs working with organisations from the 
public, and potentially, from the private sectors. 

1 2 -1 

10. SE involvement, both early and deeply, in the design and 
commissioning of services. 

4 2 2 

11. The application of the Light Touch Regime in the procurement of 
social care services. 

4 2 2 

12. Routine consideration of SEs views in service reviews. 4 2 2 
13. Evaluation of tender submissions for social care services based 

on both quality and price using MEAT criteria (most economically 
advantageous tender). 

4 2 2 

14. Use of Supported Businesses for the delivery of social care. 3 1 2 
15. Embedding of Community Benefit Clauses within social care 

contracts. 
4 3 1 

 

It is significant to note that the modal value of all answers provided by procurement 

officers was 4, while 2 was the modal value for those answers given by SEs.  This 

implies that those who purchase on behalf of the public sector perceive a greater 

level of implementation than do service suppliers.  This gap is shown graphically in 

Figure 3. 



 

Figure 3: Perceived Overall Modal Implementation Gap 

 

The modal results suggest that although there is recognition by the procurement 

officers that development measures have been implemented a question remains, 

reflected in the views expressed by the SEs, as to the effectiveness of these 

measures.  Broadly, this reflects Outcome 2 as shown in Figure 2, however the use 

of STST allows a more nuanced view to emerge, one that gives a greater 

understanding of the wicked problem.   

Discussion 

The socio-technical systems approach assumes that organisational work systems 

comprise both social and technical components that, although independent, are seen 

to interact (Bostrom and Heinen, 1977).  Socio-Technical Systems Theory 

recognises that these components operate within an environment which consists of 

broad factors such as economic conditions, industry competitiveness and 

government policy (Hartmann and Lussier, 2020).  The use of STST offers a lens 

through which to understand the level of development measure implementation 

within the social care procurement system. 

As a first step, understanding the operating environment provides an important 

context for the public procurement of social services.  The fragility of public systems 

has led to the creation of space for the SE (do Adro and Fenandes, 2021).  While 



Cairney, et al. (2016) recognise that the Scottish Government encourage 

cooperation between the public sector and the third sector, Henderson, et al. (2018) 

note that such developments can be perceived as the forced marketisation of social 

care delivery, which has met with considerable resistance within the sector.  While 

the willingness of the public sector to engage SEs may well help address the 

wickedness of the problems, Head and Alford (2015) note that it can be difficult to 

sustain robust collaboration in a turbulent public sector environment that enforces 

strict rules of accountability. 

A key element of the structural aspects of the social system, which include the 

reporting relationships that are in operation, comprises the attempts to develop 

Public Social Partnerships within the sector (Development Measure 9).  The results 

show that there is consensus across both groups that little progress has been made 

in the implementation of this measure.  This apparent reluctance of SEs to engage in 

formal consortia reflects the findings of Munoz (2009) and appears to signal that SEs 

remain unconvinced regarding the potential benefit of collaborating with third parties 

through the establishment of formal supply chain relationships.  Hodgkinson, et al. 

(2022) further note the challenge of attempting to reconcile the interests and values 

of inter-organisational stakeholders and of dealing with multilevel systems of 

governance.  Rees, et al. (2017) observe that SEs are also concerned regarding 

threats to their independence if operating in formal partnership arrangements, while 

Reijonen, et al. (2016) note that SEs consider that direct contracting is likely to be 

financially more rewarding.  In the light of these observations, it appears to be 

reasonable to question if Public Social Partnerships are a viable prospect in the 

context of delivering social benefit.  Nevertheless, Loosemore (2016) perceives the 

need for the continued focus of policy makers on the development of joint ventures 

and partnerships in order to enable SEs to compete with mainstream business in the 

social care sector. 

The second social aspect of the STST framework concerns people, specifically 

regarding their skills knowledge and abilities.  Development Measures 2-7 (Table 1) 

fall within this area. 

Measure 2 relates to the provision of training by the public sector, which is intended 

to assist SEs engage in the public procurement process.  It is apparent that a wide 



gap exists in the level of implementation as perceived by the SEs compared with that 

of those responsible for the procurement of social services.  The modal response of 

public sector procurement professionals being 4 and SEs recording a modal 

response of 1.  This gap suggests that while such training opportunities are being 

provided by the public sector, they are failing to engage SEs.  McKevitt and Davis 

(2014) offer one potential cause for this lack of SE engagement by observing that 

that training offered to suppliers frequently suffers from being narrow in scope and 

formal in delivery.  However, if SEs are to learn to compete with the private sector 

they must develop the appropriate commercial skills (Thompson, et al., 2017).  

Munoz (2009) further observes that many SEs admit a lack of understanding of 

procurement rules and express uncertainty as to the best way to learn about public 

sector contract opportunities.  Closing this gap by improving the participation of SEs 

would certainly begin to address the wicked problem. 

More encouraging is the implementation progress made on measures intended to 

increase procurement officers’ knowledge of capabilities of third sector providers 

operating in their area (Development Measure 5) and procurement officers 

understanding of technical areas such as the use of community benefit clauses and 

supported contracts (Development Measure 7).  In both cases modal responses of 

both SEs and procurement professionals indicate that the relevant measures are in 

place and agreed to be operational.  These results suggest that the challenge of 

embedding appropriate knowledge in order to develop public sector procurement 

professionals, as noted by Caldwell, et al. (2017), has been at least partially met.  

These results also appear to address, and perhaps to contradict, the concerns 

expressed by Loader (2015) who found that SEs held a poor opinion of the 

professional competence of the public procurement staff with whom they worked. 

Head and Alford (2015) caution against the adoption of a ‘silo mentality’ in the public 

sector if governments are to command the perspective required to solve social 

problems.  The promotion of measures such as meet the buyer events (Development 

Measure 3) and attempts to promote collaborative working across public, private and 

third sectors (Development Measure 4) signals government intent in this area.  In 

their attempt to solve social problems, it is recognised that policymakers have a 

limited span of direct influence (Cairney, et al., 2016) and should therefore better 

engage social entrepreneurs in order to unlock the socioeconomic benefit they bring 



to the public sector through engagement in the supply chain.  The survey results 

indicate that there is evidence of SEs engagement in these areas. 

The application of STST also requires the examination of the technical aspects of the 

system technology.  Development Measure 1 requires the development of a web 

portal which enables the public sector to have an overview of the capabilities of the 

SEs operating within their area.  The responses to the related questions suggest that 

the use of publicly funded web portals appears limited, with the average modal 

response of SEs being 1 and that of public sector procurers being 2.  Head and 

Alford (2015) observe that addressing wicked problems calls for public officials to 

adopt new ways of thinking.  The implementation of innovative IT solutions to 

facilitate SE engagement may well be an example of innovative thought that needs 

to be further leveraged. 

STST considers the technical aspects of the tasks performed within the public 

procurement system.  These tasks form the basis of improvement measures 8, 10, 

and 12.  Interestingly identical survey responses were recorded for each of these 

measures with procurement professionals recording a modal response of 4, while 

the SEs modal response was 2. 

Development Measure 8 requires social return on investment to be used in the 

assessment of tenders.  While Head and Alford (2015) note that social and economic 

factors cannot be understood and addressed in isolation, concerns exit as to the 

practicality of the use of social return on investment as a useful metric (Katz, et al., 

2018; Edmiston and Nicholls, 2018).  Arvidson, et al. (2013) suggest that it can be 

seen as a very subjective measure, which therefore undermines the confidence in 

decisions taken.  The lack of a reliable metric also does little to address the problems 

that SEs have in emphasising their additional social contribution when attempting to 

secure public sector contracts (Thompson, et al., 2017). 

The purpose of Development Measure 10 is to address calls to involve the third 

sector earlier and more deeply in the design and commissioning of public services.  

According to Rees, et al. (2017) SEs have consistently viewed with some 

disappointment their lack of involvement in this aspect of the procurement cycle, and 

have criticised the public sector for canvasing their input only on an ad hoc or 

informal basis.  The results from within the case indicate that little progress has been 



achieved subsequent to the study by Rees, et al.  The gap indicated for 

Development Measure 10 may well indicate a failure to benefit from the, often tacit, 

knowledge held by SEs and thereby to maximise their potential contribution in 

suggesting novel approaches which benefit public sector supply chains. 

Development Measure 12 requires public sector consideration of the views of SEs 

when conducting service reviews.  The modal responses of both groups reflect the 

general trend that SEs are significantly less positive regarding implementation of this 

measure than are their public sector counterparts.  While Head and Alford (2015) 

note the difficulties that SEs frequently encounter in their attempts to provide 

feedback on the operational problems they experience, Meehan, et al. (2017) 

question if procurement teams have the necessary span of influence to be able to 

effectively implement this measure.  The absence of an effective feedback 

mechanism can do little to enhance the delivery of socioeconomic benefit in the 

procurement of social services. 

The STST lens allows consideration of a further technical task, Development 

Measure 14, which relates to the proactive backing of Supported Businesses.  

Supported Businesses are frequently operated by SEs who deliver social value by 

providing employment opportunities for disadvantaged groups.  In this area, the 

modal response of SEs was 1, while public sector procurement professionals gave a 

modal response of 3.  SEs clearly view limited implementation progress, which is 

aligned with the earlier findings of Sutherland, et al. (2015) who noted the potential 

opportunity for procuring organisations to add social value through the use of 

Supported Contracts, but observed that these benefits have yet to fully accrue within 

the social care sector.  Do Ardo and Fernandes (2021) also highlight that the 

relationship between SEs and the state frequently exhibits a gap between policy and 

practice and note that governments are often unable to offer a solution that 

effectively bridges the gap. 

Conclusions and Implications 

Returning to the research question which asks ‘How effective are policymakers 

attempts to better engage social entrepreneurs in order to increase the 

socioeconomic benefit accrued through public sector supply chains?’, the results 

indicate that progress has been limited.  While there has been some success in 



implementing improvement measures, their effectiveness has been constrained by 

achieving only limited engagement of SEs.  This result underlines the wickedness of 

the problem faced by governments as they attempt to reconcile the complexities and 

conflicting interests of the multi-stakeholder environment in which public 

procurement of social care takes place. 

A strong theme to emerge through the application of STST is the apparent 

resistance of social entrepreneurs to enter formal collaboration with other 

organisations.  The normative view within extant literature suggests that this position 

represents a significant of concern regarding the long-term prospects for SEs, and 

highlights the need for the continued focus of both policy makers and SEs on the 

development of joint ventures and partnerships in order to enable SEs to compete 

with mainstream business.  Interestingly, Muñoz, et al. (2018) also identify the need 

for future research that better explains how SEs can more effectively interact with 

broader groups, including private entities.  They suggest that the creation of common 

platforms to assess the full range of accrued benefits (commercial and social) may 

be an interesting area of enquiry. 

The findings of the case study identify that training opportunities are not always 

successfully engaging SEs, suggesting a need for both SEs and the public sector to 

improve the organisation of these events.  In this regard, it is relevant to note the 

observation of Brieger and De Clercq (2019) who suggest that not only should policy 

makers aim to develop educational levels that generate socially oriented 

entrepreneurial activity but also note that these policies should consider the resource 

endowment required in order to deliver the required outcomes. 

A further concern to emerge is the lack early involvement by SEs in the design and 

commissioning of public services.  By the failure of SEs and the public sector to work 

together in this aspect there is a strong risk that benefits to the wider community may 

be forfeit. 

As with any research there are limitations associated with this study.  The research 

design favours a case study approach that clearly limits the generalisability of any 

findings, as does the non-probability sampling approach used to recruit research 

respondents.  It should also be recognised that the results are based on relatively 

small samples taken from each group, and that within these groups the need for 



anonymity makes it impossible to directly correlate responses from specific buyers 

and sellers.  The results are therefore averaged across each group with a resulting 

loss of granularity.  Notwithstanding these limitations, there are strong indications 

that the results resonate more widely with observations made outside the boundaries 

of the case. 

A significant contribution of the case study is to signpost avenues for future research 

that may illuminate the wicked problem as to how best to deliver socioeconomic 

benefit through social enterprise.  Exploring contexts that lie beyond the boundaries 

of social care may well prove to be useful in understanding the relationship between 

the state and the not for profit sector.  The results also emphasise the need to 

conduct further research into both the barriers and opportunities presented by SEs 

forming contractual relationships with larger, potentially for profit organisations.  

There is also an obvious need to develop a better understanding of the benefits that 

might accrue by involving SEs in the design and commissioning of public services.  It 

is clear that policymakers face a truly wicked problem in their attempts to deliver 

social value, and that despite the attempts being made the full potential benefits 

have yet to accrue. 
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Appendix 

Table A: Statements to Procurement Officers 

Statement 
1) We operate a single web portal which allows us to have an overview of social 

entrepreneurs who are operating in our area.  
2) Social entrepreneurs in our area are offered free of charge training on bidding 

for and winning public contracts. 
3) We offer local ‘meet the buyer’ events to bring public sector purchasers into 

contact with social entrepreneurial service providers. 
4) We actively work to improve collaboration and joint working between social 

entrepreneurs, the public and the private sectors. 
5) We actively work to increase procurement officers’ knowledge of third sector 

providers operating in their area. 
6) We regularly measure, and publish public sector spend with the social 

economy. 
7) We train our procurement officers to ensure that they are confident in the use 

of community benefit clauses, the benefits of market engagement involving all 
sectors and the use of Supported Employment Contracts. 

8) We assess Social Return on Investment through a process of measurement 
and audit. 

9) We regularly implement formal ‘Public Social Partnerships’ which involve one 
or more social entrepreneurs working with organisations from the public, and 
potentially, from the private sectors. 

10) We actively involve social entrepreneurs early, and deeply, in the design and 
commissioning of services. 

11) We regularly utilise The Light Touch Regime, for certain service contracts, 
which enables the design of procurement procedures that allow us to benefit 
from the social benefits frequently offered by social entrepreneurs. 

12) We routinely consider the views of social enterprise when conducting service 
reviews. 

13) When evaluating social care tenders we consider both quality and price using 
MEAT criteria (most economically advantageous tender) applied through the 
projected life of the contract. 

14) We regularly use Supported Businesses for the delivery of social care. 
15) We regularly embed Community Benefit Clauses within our social care 

contracts. 
 

Table B: Statements to Social Entrepreneurs 

Statement 
1) We use a web portal, provided by the public sector, which allows us to give an 

overview of the services we provide to public sector procurement officers. 
2) We are provided with training on bidding for and winning public contracts, 

which is funded by the public sector. 
3) We have the opportunity to attend local ‘meet the buyer’ events which bring us 

into contact with public sector purchasers. 
4) Public sector procurement officers actively work to improve collaboration and 

joint working between social entrepreneurs, the public and the private sectors. 



5) Public sector procurement officers actively work to increase their knowledge of 
us and the services we offer. 

6) We are aware of the public sector spend with social care service providers 
from the social economy. 

7) We get the impression that public sector procurement officers are confident in 
the use of community benefit clauses, the benefits of market engagement 
involving all sectors and the use of Supported Employment Contracts. 

8) We are audited to allow assessment of the Social Return on Investment in the 
social care contracts in which we are involved. 

9) We are involved in ‘Public Social Partnerships’ which involve one or more 
social entrepreneurs working with organisations from the public, and 
potentially, from the private sectors. 

10) We are actively involved, both early and deeply, in the design and 
commissioning of services. 

11) We benefit from the application of The Light Touch Regime in the procurement 
of social care services. 

12) Our views are routinely considered during service reviews. 
13) Our tender submissions for social care services are evaluated based on both 

quality and price using MEAT criteria (most economically advantageous 
tender) applied through the projected life of the contract. 

14) We see that Supported Businesses are regularly used for the delivery of social 
care. 

15) Community Benefit Clauses are routinely embedded within our social care 
contracts. 

 


