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Assessing the value dimensions of social enterprise networks

Abstract

Purpose: Despite the importance gained by social enterprises (SEs) and the increased
number of social enterprise networks (SENSs) in the UK, there is a paucity of research into
the role of these networks in enhancing the sector and creating value. This paper provides

empirical evidence assessing this value.

Design/methodology/approach: The assessment and insights were derived through a
concurrent mixed method data collection strategy with 241 responses from members of SEs
in the UK.

Findings: In terms of frequency, the use of SENs is still sporadic, denoting an immature
stage of network lifecycle development. Moreover, it was identified that usage was affected
primarily by the perceived usefulness of the information available. The ultimate value created

was primarily of an informative nature rather than knowledge exchange.

Practical implications: A framework is developed describing the structure, content and
interaction dimensions of value of SENs. The understanding of this value offers opportunities
to shape government interventions and current practices of SENs in assisting SEs and

providing an active, knowledge-sharing community.

Originality/value: By exploring the value perceived by social entrepreneurs of being part of
a SEN, the paper considered an under-researched area of SE literature that can maximised
the impact of the sector.

Keywords: Social enterprise, social enterprise networks, networks, knowledge sharing

Article classification: Research paper
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Introduction

The social enterprise (SE) sector in the UK has developed rapidly in the last decade, and is
still growing at a very fast pace (Cabinet Office, 2016; Villeneuve-Smith and Temple, 2015).
Due to its social and collective nature, the greater part of its operations are based on
networking and knowledge sharing and thus creating a new participatory culture of
collaboration, which should facilitate cross-organisational knowledge management practices
(Granados et al., 2016; Haugh, 2007; Henry, 2015; Meyskens et al., 2010; Seelos et al.,
2011). Thus, for the past few years the sector has seen the proliferation of social enterprise
networks (SENs), most of them organised geographically, and on a membership based
scheme. They provide a much needed, tailored, business support for the sector, as well as
an online community of people sharing the same vision. However, there is still a need to
understand the main characteristics of these networks, that is, what is the value added to

SEs and at what stage are these networks in their development.

This research aims to support this understanding by identifying, from the perspective of
social entrepreneurs (the end users), what is the value that SENs are creating for the UK SE
sector. More specifically, the study evaluates whether this value is related only to
communications and keeping members informed, or whether it also involves an active
knowledge sharing community of practice, working together beyond each organisational unit,

to create an online, cross-sector, knowledge management platform.

This evaluation was conducted with a concurrent mixed method data collection strategy
using 241 responses from senior members of SEs in the UK to an online survey
questionnaire. The paper starts by considering the literature in two major areas related to
providing value for SEs; it then proceeds to argue the methodology utilised for the survey
undertaken and discusses the results through standard statistical analytics and content
analysis. Finally, the paper considers the answers to the research questions by providing a

framework and makes suggestions as to further work.

Social enterprises: A transformative business model

Defining SEs is considered a complex problem, partially because of two reasons (Alter,
2003; Dart, 2004; Defourny and Nyssens, 2006; Haugh, 2005; Hockerts, 2006; Martin and
Thompson, 2010; Peattie and Morley, 2008; Teasdale, 2012). The first one is related to
geographical issues. Even under the same school of thought that originated initially in
Europe (Defourny and Nyssens, 2010), SEs are presented and delivered in different political,
economic and social contexts. This shapes and varies their processes, motivations and,

even, legal forms (Kerlin, 2009, 2010; Thema et al., 2015). A second reason is because of
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the nature of the organisation, income generation methods, and the multitude of services
they provided. These difficulties have led to a continuous and never-ending debate among
practitioners and academics over the exact definition of SE. This has generated conflicts in
measuring its activities, comparing its results, and transferring innovative solutions and

experience from one another.

Since this research was undertaken in the UK, the study follows the definition given by the
former UK Department of Trade and Industry, now known as the UK Department for
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. A SE is ‘a business with primarily social objectives
whose surpluses are reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather

than being driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners’ (DTI, 2002).

This definition implies the existence of what has been referred to as a ‘triple bottom line’, a
structure that, according to Martin and Thompson (2010), includes the following elements:
social aims, social ownership, and enterprise centred. This makes SEs a hybrid business
model difficult to manage, as all their activity has to be balanced between being a profitable
enterprise, and creating social value, which opens the door to countless debates around
profit distribution, ownership, governance, and the relationship between mission and
services (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014; Ebrahim et al., 2014; Hoogendoorn
et al., 2010; Santos, 2012).

SEs are transformative business models, not only as a result of how they redistribute profits,
but also because they are redefining business practices, and the relationships of businesses
and the community (Spear, 2006). For that purpose, new legal structures have been
developed, adding another element of complexity to this sector. Nonetheless, based on the
UK government statistics, the impact of these organisations has significantly increased in
recent years, with an estimated 741,000 UK SEs in 2014, an increase of 8% in relation to
2012, employing an estimated 2.27 million people, and increase of 11% in relation to 2012
(Cabinet Office, 2016). Although these figures have been challenged by academics arguing
that governments can manipulate survey methods to support political decisions, it is still
recognised a positive trend in their growth (Teasdale et al., 2013). This trend is directly
related to the inclusion of new social entrepreneurs ahead of innovative social businesses,
and the allocation of suitable resources for this purpose (Peattie and Morley, 2008; Shah,
2009). If only the financial conditions are considered, the scarcity of these resources creates
a significant problem, which has a clear, direct impact on the access to new funding capital,
but also an indirect effect in the supply of support services to the sector. Equally important is

how SEs can inform themselves of the existence of these resources, and the creation of a
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non-financial, resource-based network that facilitates the sharing of knowledge within the
sector (Peattie and Morley, 2008; Spear, 2006).

Though embryonic a few years back, business support resources are now widely available
for SEs. The general perception of their effectiveness has changed significantly in the recent
years, from being seen as poorly focused (Hines, 2005); to not sufficiently tailored (Leahy
and Villeneuve-Smith, 2009); to slightly excessive (Mawson, 2010). This evolution in the
number of options available has also seen a professionalisation of the services, moving the
sector from informal social networking to more established and defined bodies of resources
and information, which mainly take the shape of online networks. These networks,
however, are still not well understood and there is a need to study further these opportunities
and the potential value created by SENs in supporting the development and growth of the
SE sector.

Value of networks for social enterprises

SEs normally operate in uncertain and innovative fields, which requires experience and new
knowledge to achieve innovative solutions to social and environmental problems (Weber et
al., 2013). Thus, SEs are looking for external actors to acquire this knowledge, which can be
very demanding and requires time and effort from both exchange actors, especially when the
knowledge is sensitive, complex, privately held and difficult to transfer (Leonard-Barton,
1995; Milton, 2007; Teece et al., 1997; Yli-Renko et al., 2001). Therefore, organisations as
SEs are more likely to participate in knowledge sharing and transfer when there are well
established communication channels resulting from frequent interactions (Christopoulos and
Vogl, 2015; Weber et al., 2013). These channels and interaction can occur in the frame of
SEN.

A network is normally considered in the entrepreneurship literature as a group of actors that
have frequent and enduring relationships with one another, and where information exchange
and trust exists (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003). In relation to SEs, researchers have
recognised the great potential offered by networks in the development of sustainable SEs,
especially in supporting the acquisition of resources, facilitating coproduction and
partnerships, identifying opportunities, and gaining of legitimacy (Austin et al., 2006; Dixon
and Clifford, 2007; Doherty et al., 2014; Di Domenico et al., 2010; Farmer et al., 2012;
Meyskens et al., 2010; Sharir and Lerner, 2006; Shaw and Carter, 2007; Stam et al., 2014).
As is the case in any organisation, SEs are normally resource dependent and require to
develop potential relationships with institutions and organisations in their environment that

can provide them access to those resources. Some of those resources can include funding,
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assets (land and offices), human resources, or specialised knowledge (Peattie and Morley,
2008).

However, the development of an established business support stream for SEs has been
perceived by SEs as lacking an understanding of the SE concept and the principles on which
they are based (Office of the Third Sector (OTS), 2007; Peattie and Morley, 2008). As the
sector started growing and maturing, the increase in the number of business support
services available was initially seen as a positive trend, but in the long term only created
more confusion, as these resources were very enterprise focused but not social enough to

respond adequately to the problems of the sector (Hines, 2005; Mawson, 2010).

There was a lack of understanding between business support providers and SEs, and a
different language being spoken (Hines, 2005), so it became clear that for this new hybrid
model appearing in the business scene, there was a greater need to develop more specific
and tailored tools that would support their transformative business practices, whilst also
taking into account their social dimension, and locality (Lyon and Ramsden, 2006; Peattie
and Morley, 2008). It became vital to build up formal business support networks that would
complement the existing informal ones, as a way to standardise the sector and the public
policy debate, in order to move it forward to a wider scene (Shah, 2009). While informal
networks are those that give access to other social actors, and key partners are in the
process of creating new knowledge and sharing it with others for its dissemination (Martin
and Thompson, 2010), the formal network involves organisations with economic
responsibilities, such as central government, local authority, and community development
members (Haugh, 2007). The development and enhancement of these formal networks
requires an understating of their main characteristics and the elements that support value
creation for SEs. Recent studies and research projects have been investigating the role of
stakeholder networks in SEs (Hazenberg et al., 2016), as well as the role of networks in
shaping different SE models around the world (see ICSEM and EFESEIIS projects for a
detailed description of these models). Even though these studies agreed in the important
role of stakeholder networks for SE development, they recognised the paucity of research on

how different networks are supporting the sector and what are their main characteristics.

In order to determine the value created by networks, entrepreneurship literature has
recognised the crucial role of networks in providing social capital (Neergaard et al., 2005)
and opportunity development (Hormiga et al., 2011). Although researchers are still arguing
about the relationship between social capital and social networks, it is recognised that social

capital includes the tangible and intangible resources acquired through networks (Greve and

http:/mc.manuscriptcentral.com/ijebr



O©oOoONOOPAWN =

International Journal of Entrepreneurial Behaviour & Research

Salaff, 2003). Consequently, the social capital value of a networks is defined by both its form
and content (Burt, 1997). This perception of value relates to what Neergaard et al. (2005)
have defined as the three network dimensions based on social capital, social network and
social support theory: the network structure, network interaction and network content. The
network structure refers to location of actors in the network, the interaction refers to the
intensity, frequency and direction of interactions in the network, and content is considered
the meaning that people attached to relationships. Concurring with Burt (1997), Hoang and
Antoncic (2003) agreed that content is regarded as one of the most important elements
when assessing for the first time the value created by networks. To assess the content of
relationships, Mitchell (1969) argued that because content may not be directly observable,
information can be considered as a way of interpreting the meaning which people attached
to relationships. In the case of formal networks, researchers have associated the content
also with the information, advice and emotional support provided by networks to their
members (Hoang and Antoncic, 2003; Neergaard et al., 2005). Following information quality
theories, there are certain characteristics of information that can permit the assessment of its
value (Lee et al., 2002; Miller, 1996). These are the perception of usefulness of the
information provided, the quality of this information, and how easy is to access the
information. Taking this into account, this study argues that the current use of SENs by SEs
is regarded by their perception of content, most specifically, their perception of usefulness,
quality and ease of access to the information, advice and emotional support provided.

Consequently, the following hypotheses are proposed:

Hypothesis 1: The frequency of use of SEN is determined by the perceived

usefulness, quality and ease of access of the information available on SEN.

Hypothesis 1.a: The frequency of use of SEN is determined by the perceived
usefulness of the information available on SEN.

Hypothesis 1.b: The frequency of use of SEN is determined by the perceived quality

of the information available on SEN.

Hypothesis 1.c: The frequency of use of SEN is determined by the perceived ease of

access of the information available on SEN.

Methodology

Based on the research aim and hypotheses presented in the previous sections, this study

follows a concurrent mixed method data collection strategy, which allows the collection of
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both quantitative and qualitative data that will exhibit the view of the relationship between
theory and practice (Creswell, 2014; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Tashakkori and
Teddlie, 2010). Although the hypotheses form the bases of the study, there are certain
perceptions of value that cannot be easily measured with quantitative indicators and need
further explanation and justification. Thus, the quantitative and qualitative data held equal

status throughout the data collection, analysis, and interpretation.

The population for this research is SEs in the UK. Due to the difficulty in deciding which
enterprises were really a SE, and to access the SEs that follow the UK definition used in this
study, the sample frame for this research considered over 600 SEs from across the UK that
attended the event ‘Voice 12, the UK’s biggest SE event of the year. The research was
carried out using a single respondent to represent each organisation, often the CEO, a
senior manager, or someone within the business development team. Even though this might
not represent the full profile of an organisation’s relation to SENSs, it does provide an

individual insight to the entrepreneurs and their relationship to the network of choice.

The data collection was conducted through a self-completion online questionnaire. The
advantages of this data collection format lies in the ease of access to a great number of SEs
in different locations across the country, the speed to response, and the simplicity of
administration of large quantities of responses (Bryman and Bell, 2015). The questionnaire
included demographic questions about the organisation, and questions that allowed the
hypotheses to be tested, such as, measures of frequency, perceived ‘usefulness’, perceived
‘quality’ and perceived ‘ease of access’ expressed as Likert-type scale questions. Further
categorical questions on perceived value, selection criterion and purpose were also included
to enhance the data analysis process. Each categorical question in the questionnaire had
the option of ‘other’ as an open-ended and unlimited comment field. Additionally, a general
open-ended question was included at the end to provide further explanation of respondents’

answers to the Likert-type scale questions.

The SEs were surveyed over a period of two months, with two follow-up email reminders in-
between, to increase response rates. After the data collection period was over, the initial
number of responses obtained was 260. That number was later cleaned according to non-
responses of the full questionnaire, and essential missing data, which brought the number of
usable questionnaires down to 241, equivalent to a 40% response rate. The quantitative
data collected was analysed using standard parametric correlation and multiple linear
regression that allowed for hypothesis testing. The qualitative data collected from the open-

ended questions were more challenging to analysed because they were normally brief,
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different, sparse and without clear context. Moreover, the format did not allow for immediate
follow-up questions to improve understanding. Nonetheless, these questions forced
respondents to express themselves in more of a concise format while at the same time
giving them the opportunity to explain themselves in a short narrative form (Jackson and
Trochim, 2002). Content analysis is normally recommended for analysing open-ended
responses in questionnaire because it helps to reduce text data into manageable summary
categories or themes for making inference about a sample (Krippendorff, 2012). Thus,
content analysis was conducted on 161 responses to the open-ended questions. Following
Smyth et al. (2009) approach, coding proceeded in four steps. First, the authors coded 10
percent of the responses of each open-ended question to develop a list of coding rules that
established what was to be coded as free-codes, trying to remain faithfully to respondents’
terms. Second, one of the authors used the established rules to code the remaining
responses. Third, the other author independently coded 10 percent of the responses to verify
the coding process. Finally, the emerging codes were combined into higher level categories,
following Gioia et al. (2013). This allowed to identify similar patterns in the responses, such

as positive and negative comments.

Results

The organisational characteristics of the sample followed similar patterns already identified
in government statistics about SEs in the UK (Villeneuve-Smith and Temple, 2015). Most
SEs surveyed fall into the category of micro (59% with fewer than 10 employees) and small
enterprises (25% with between 11 and 49 employees). Only 16% were considered
medium/large enterprises (50 and more employees). A cumulative 73% of the SEs surveyed
have a yearly turnover of less than £1m, with 31% having less than £100k. In terms of
geographical distribution, the questionnaire used a classification of regions provided by
‘Voice 12’, which included South West England, North West England, East of England,
Midlands, London, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Most respondents were from
London (26.6%) and Midlands (19%). The least represented regions were Northern Ireland
with 2.1% and Wales with 2.9%.

As indicated in the methodology section, categorical questions were asked in regards to
criteria for selecting SENs, purpose and the value perceived of these networks. The
responses are presented in Table 1.

Insert Table 1 here
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Table 1 shows that 54.8% of SEs indicated that the main criteria they use to choose a
network, is based on the locally/regionally based nature of the SEN in question. This shows
the importance of regionalism in the UK, but also the nature of SEs as local solutions for
local social issues arising within the community, and the need for different support tools that
address those local needs, as previously highlighted by SE researchers (Lyon and
Ramsden, 2006; Mawson, 2010; Office of the Third Sector (OTS), 2007; Peattie and Morley,
2008). For this question, 54 participants selected ‘other’ option and provided detailed
description of these criteria. By analysing the answers, three themes were identified. These

are:

¢ Content: respondents referred to the relevance of the content, the discussion, the
quality of the information, how easy was to use the network and the importance of
being sector specific;

e Credibility and reputation: for some participants, the main criteria for selecting a SEN
were their credibility, based on the quality of leaders and thinkers, as well as their
established reputation. These can be related to the concept of ‘Prestige’, which was
included as a category in the question and was ranked as the third reason for
selecting SEN; and

e Opportunity potential: some participants select a SEN because of the potential
business development opportunities they can offer, such as networking opportunities,
and the opportunity to improve their customer base.

The purpose behind their use of SEN shows that 71.4% of SEs use SENs for sector news
update, whilst another 50.6% do so to develop their contacts. A further 46.9% do so to
access the latest research and reports about the sector, and 42.7% see them as an
opportunity to access new sources of funding. This concurred with previous research that
emphasised how entrepreneurs used initially the networks to get resources, such as
information and financial opportunities (Freeman et al., 1983; Haveman and Rao, 2006; Ruef
and Scott, 1998). As will be demonstrated later in the paper, these findings demonstrate
how SEs are using SEN mainly for information purposes. When the answers to the ‘other’
option were analysed (16 responses), purposes such as ‘opportunity spotting’, ‘marketing’
and ‘avoiding repetition’ were included. These recognised how some SEs can use the SEN
to promote themselves and to know what others are doing so they do not repeat the efforts.

When it comes to value creation, 66.4% of SEs believed these networks create value for the
sector by keeping it informed of the latest news, and facilitating the communication between

its members (46.9%). 48.1% think SENs generate a platform for knowledge sharing across
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the sector. The answers provided in the ‘other’ category indicated how SEN created value
also by allowing best practices to be shared, by promoting the sector and raising awareness,
and by providing ‘a feeling of inclusiveness and support to front an important pioneering
cause’. Although there was a general positive perception of the value these networks
created, 14 participants believed SENs do not create value at all, as a respondent
mentioned ‘they actually destroy it by delivering a poor impression of the sector’.

The analysis of the previous three questions provided a first overview into the perception of
value of SENs, highlighting issues around content and information, but also about credibility,
sector awareness and emotional support. To assess and test the four hypotheses proposed
in this paper, which are mainly related to content, firstly a reliability test was conducted. This
test establishes the internal consistency of the scale between the identified dependent and
independent variables only (Hair et al., 2010; Pallant, 2013). The reliability coefficient
obtained (Cronbach’s alpha) was 0.837, which is considered very acceptable (Hair et al.,
2010), and supports further analysis of the variables. A further standard multiple regression
analysis was run to explore the relationship between all independent variables together
(‘'usefulness’, ‘quality’, and ‘ease of access’), over the dependent variable (‘frequency of
usage’) to support or reject Hypothesis 1. Hypotheses 1.a, 1.b and 1.c were tested with
correlation analysis. Basic descriptive statistics, and regression and correlation coefficients

are shown in Table 2.

Insert Table 2 here

Based on the findings in Table 2, each of the predictor variables had a significant (p < .01)
correlation with frequency of usage of SEN, confirming Hypotheses 1.a, 1.b and 1.c. When
evaluating the regression results, it was evident by interpreting R2 that the three-variable
model was able to account for 27% of the variance in ‘frequency of usage’ of SEN. Although
the coefficient of determination was not very strong, the regression model in this case was
significant (F-test, p < .01), which allowed the support of Hypothesis 1, in that the overall
relationship between the predictors (perceived ‘usefulness’, ‘quality’ and ‘ease of access’ of
the information available) and the frequency of use of SEN is significant. However, when
analysing the results of the t-test, only the predictor variable ‘usefulness of informatio’n
contributed significantly to the ability to estimate the frequency of usage of SEN (t-test, p <
.01).

It is possible to establish that the frequency of usage’ of SENs is positively affected by a
combination of factors including ‘usefulness of information’, ‘quality of Information’, and ‘ease

of access’ to that information; of which, the perceived ‘usefulness of information’ has the
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biggest impact on user’s behaviour and frequency of use. However, the overall variance that
this explains is relatively low, only 27%, which means that other kind of variables should be
considered in a further analysis to get a better understanding of the model.

As was indicated in the methodology, one open-ended question was included in the
questionnaire at the end, asking respondents to provide further explanation of their answers
to the Likert-type scale questions. A total of 101 responses were collected.

The result of the content analysis of these responses is presented in Figure 1 and Figure 2.
Initially, two higher level categories, positive and negative comments, were identified.
Among the negative comments (37) (Figure 1), respondents’ perceptions concurred with the
quantitative findings in the way that the usefulness of the information received was a main
reason they did not perceived value from the SEN. The positive comments (64) (Figure 2)
provided insights into members’ perceptions of SENs, describing in detail positive
characteristics of content or information quality. Moreover, respondents specified detailed
accounts of other important ways SENs provided value. These areas include business
development opportunities and networking, emotional support and knowledge sharing, SE
promotion and marketing, and the SEN structure.

Insert Figure 1 here

Insert Figure 2 here

Discussion

The aim of this research was to identify, from an end user perspective, the value that SENs
are creating for the SE sector, and to assess whether this value was only related to
communications and keeping members informed of what is happening in the sector, or is
there a more active knowledge sharing community, working together beyond each
organisational unit. The results of the data analysis offer interesting findings that allow the

study to provide an answer to these questions.

Regarding the features of a network discussed at the beginning of the paper, the SEN
content was assessed in terms of the impact of perceived usefulness, quality and ease of
access to the information provided in the frequency of use of the SEN. As seen from the
survey results, only 5.8% of surveyed SEs said they use SENs, whether nation-wide or
regional, every day. A cumulative 26.5% said they use them on a regular basis, either every
day or twice a week, but the majority (55.2%) only use SENs three to four times a month, or

11
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a few times a year. According to Stalder (2006, p. 177) ‘this sporadic or short-term
interaction is not enough to form a distinct entity, that is, a network’, as it is ‘precisely the
formation of distinct patterns of interaction over time that gives networks their identity’. This
indicates that when SEs use online support tools, whether general resources or SENs, they
do so looking out for specific information when they require it, but not as a day to day core

element of their business strategy.

The multiple regression analyses point out that even if all variables have a degree of
correlation and effect on the frequency of usage, this is mostly related to, and affected by,
the perceived usefulness of the information, rather than the quality or ease of access to it.
This shows that, at this stage, users are looking for functional information, rather than
complex or sophisticated analysis on the nature of the sector. Whether the information is
good or average is of secondary importance to this young, developing sector, which
fundamentally needs practical information, and real case scenarios from which to learn, and
acquire new tools to make their businesses grow. This was evident in the analysis of the
open-ended question, where respondents highlighted the need to include support on how to
implement policies, share case studies, best practices, and other SEs strategies and

experiences.

‘I found the London Network to be lacking in any useful information, | want

the latest policy and implementation progress not a list of existing projects

and service’
Regarding the purpose of use of the SENSs, the results demonstrated how varied the
motivations behind the usage of SENs are, but also indicated a strong inclination for the
communication side of networking rather than the learning dimension of knowledge sharing.
This was reinforced with comments provided in the open-ended questions were respondents
mentioned better business development tools to learn from, rather than mainly news, as well

as more opportunities to establish peer-to-peer relationships. As one respondent explained:

‘Sometimes feel I'm going around in circles learning the same things and

asked to look at this link or that website...what would be really useful is

being able to chat to somebody for advice as soon as possible and not

have to be on a waiting list for 6 months!’
When questioned about value perception, opinions vary significantly, and the perception
fluctuates from either being very good and effective, to very poor and irrelevant. The SENs
are creating value to the sector by keeping each member informed of what is going on
around them, however, this information is also perceived to be generic and repetitive, which

creates the opposite effect in the perception of value. Useful information seems to be harder
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to find, requiring more time to be invested in the search, and is inconsistent across the
different networks. This has an impact in the perceived value, as it implies that the
entrepreneurs must invest more of their time in engaging with these support tools, without
sometimes seeing a direct benefit of this investment. Nonetheless, this harder-to-find
information is precisely the type that is fundamental to enhance the perceived value creation
of these networks, because it is probably not just information but tacit knowledge and
experience which is required (or made implicit), which at the moment is being kept only on
one side of the current distribution model.

Drawing upon the findings from both the quantitative and qualitative analysis, and
considering the three dimensions of networks from Neergaard et al. (2005), a framework of

value dimensions of SEN is proposed in Figure 3.

Insert Figure 3 here

The framework illustrates the three dimensions of a SEN, content, structure and interaction,
and describes what can determine value in each of them, as perceived by members of SEs.
As indicated by Neergaard et al. (2005), it is the interplay between these three dimensions of
the network that can provide a more comprehensive understanding of its impact. The first
dimension, content, was assessed empirically in this study confirming its importance in the
frequency of use of the SEN in regards to quality of information. Certain characteristics, such
as, the relevance and practicality of the information offered were essential in determining the
value offered by SENs. Moreover, the qualitative analysis highlighted two important
elements that provide meaning for members of SEs to establish a relationship with the
network: knowledge sharing and emotional support. Both elements illustrate the sense of
collectiveness embedded in the SE sector, which differentiate it from private enterprises. It is
suggested in entrepreneurial literature that, in emerging fields, traditional business owners
are not normally able to leverage collectiveness existing within the field, thus drawing on
external fields to grow and establish relationships (Navis and Glynn, 2010). It was evident in
the case of SEs that good networks were providing an inclusive context were SEs could
share and build their identity. This concurred with SE literature that emphasised the need for
SEs to come together to form a SE identity (Ridley-Duff, 2008). A respondent explained:

‘Get regular mailouts which are informative and great to feel included in
the network, being invited to important events. The communication
stresses the feeling of membership and fronting an important cause.’

In regards to the interaction dimension of SENs, value can be created by providing the
opportunity for members to interact among themselves, not only with the network organisers,
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and do networking with external organisations and bodies. Optimally, the SEN should not
only facilitate networking but also encourage and promote synergies and partnerships.
Moreover, the SEN should be supporting the sector by raising awareness of the SE cause.

As a respondent expressed:

‘We have been to some excellent networking events, including brokerage

in between ourselves and other potential customers. | have always found

Social Enterprise networks useful and willing to spread the word about

what we do.’
The third dimension of the framework is structure, which in the context of social networks
refers to the position an individual holds within a network. For SENs, the structural
dimension is interpreted as the organisation itself of the network, including its reputation,
membership approach and human capital. Regarding the structure and organisation of the
SEN, one respondent mentioned:

‘The most effective online Social Enterprise Networks are those that are

"botftom up" and 2-way allowing inter-communication between support

professionals rather than "top down" and one-way dissemination of

information. Often a network proves most useful for finding the right

source for specific queries. Given that, my answers arrive at "average” as

the purpose, quality and ease of access is fluid and dynamic (perhaps the

sign of a "living" network).’
This comment concurred with findings from the Office of the Third Sector (OTS) (2007). In
their study, they encouraged a bottom-up approach as it provides higher levels of trust and
reciprocity. However, they recognised that new bottom-up networks can lack resources that
top-down networks can offer so it may find it hard to grow. Reputation of the networks was
also considered a determinant of SEN value. Having good relationship with regional and
national bodies as well as good administration were mentioned constantly by respondents.

For example, one respondent commented

| was recommended to contact them and have been very impressed. SEN

seems to be leading the SE sector brand value, intellectually and

commercially and has proved very accessible, on top of sector

developments and useful for securing and growing our reputation; useful,

easy networking with the right people and leading sector thinking.
The three dimensions illustrated in the framework can facilitate inter-communication between
members rather than ‘top-down’ and ‘one-way’ dissemination of information from providers
to users. This is a key element that marks the difference between merely distributive
information networks, and collaborative knowledge sharing platforms. The SE sector has the
potential to develop new and innovative ways to share knowledge, through knowledge

platforms that act on a wider level, and by creating a user generated platform based on
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collaborative rather than distributive knowledge applications. However, this would imply a
careful analysis of the existing barriers to sharing knowledge that the sector faces, and an
effective action plan to eliminate them, to create an efficient cross-sector knowledge sharing

platform.

Traditionally, knowledge management and knowledge sharing have been explored at an
intra-organisational level, and not at a cross-sectorial level, where it can have a disruptive
impact (Mischen and Jackson, 2008). In terms of SENs, they need to became a knowledge
sharing orientated network, where users become active elements of that knowledge
generation and distribution, throughout a non-geographically based spectrum.

Technology and especially social media improvements can play a crucial role in this
transformation from a distributive to collaborative platform, and in the process of eliminating
the technological side of these barriers. But not everything is technology when trying to
facilitate knowledge sharing. The management of that knowledge and the interactions
between the people actually generating that content is also very important, as is enhancing
peer to peer activities, and a clear demonstration of the applicability of the knowledge shared
to increase the overall perception of value creation (Mischen and Jackson, 2008).

Conclusions and practical implications

The SE sector in the UK is a small but growing movement, with numerous needs and a
strong desire to keep learning to improve best practices. Due to its social and collective
nature, part of their operations are based on networking, thus creating a new participatory
culture of collaboration, which should facilitate inter-organisational or cross-sector
knowledge management practices. However, this has proven not to be the case all the time,

though there is a potential to do so with the existence and use of available SENs.

In new, growing sectors, like that of social innovation and SEs, networks, and more
specifically, online networks, play a fundamental role in its development. But the creation of
these virtual spaces or knowledge sharing platforms is not enough for that development to
happen automatically. The ‘what is in it for me’ must be very clear, especially when the
provision of these networks becomes a paid-for service, and for that it is paramount to

understand what motivates users, and what is the perceived value of that use.

It is now possible to conclude that, on one hand, the quantitative findings suggested that
value created by SENs in SEs is primarily of an informative nature, and SENs are seen to be

more related to communications and keeping the sector informed, rather that facilitating an
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active knowledge exchange between its members. One of the reasons behind it is the
sporadic and infrequent use of SENs, as seen through the results of the survey, which
shows that most SEs only engage with these networks from three to four times a month, a
rate that can be considered insufficient to constitute a proper knowledge sharing network.
But most importantly, what affects that usage rate is the perceived utility of the information
available, which also denotes a need for more useful and practical information, as well as
‘hands-on’ tools that SEs can later apply to improve their own organisations. On the other
hand, the qualitative analysis provided further insights on how SENs are starting to go
beyond only providing information activities, towards facilitating and nurturing interactions
and opportunities for collaboration, as well as emotional support and promotion. These
insights informed the bases for the proposed framework of value dimensions of SEN

presented in this paper.

To enable the development of a more active knowledge sharing community of practice
through SENSs, a technological and cultural change must take place taking into consideration
the structure, content and interaction dimensions of the network. First, SENs need to change
their approach from a distributive, one-way system, to a collaborative, two-way system, to
affect the way users relate to the network and how the content is generated. Secondly, the
technological side of that change implies the implementation of a new type of online
platform, which would facilitate that collaborative nature of the exchange. Most significantly,
it is the change in the way users will relate to each other in this new scenario that has the
power to determine the success or failure of this new approach, providing further
opportunities for collaboration and coproduction. Thirdly, for a successful outcome more
peer-to-peer activities should be promoted to develop confidence and increase the trust
between SENs’ members. Eventually this will be the only way to foster adequate socio-
cultural factors that will make possible the creation of a cross-sector knowledge sharing
platform for the SE Sector.

In addition to this technological and cultural change, government promotional efforts, in the
form of financial or public policy efforts, can support the development of formal networks and
a more solid business support system. Governments are trying to develop networks to
support the growth of SEs with the creation of intermediate agencies, such as, national and
regional networks (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011). But more support needs to be provided since
these networks can facilitate collaboration, which is a key element in sustainability of SEs.

Finally, the practice of informational networking and collaborative knowledge sharing,

constitute a very important social transformation, which has the potential to achieve
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significant changes in society. Because of the ethos behind SEs, these new organisations
seem to be the perfect match to put in place these transformational changes, and initiate a
new social epoch through the practice of business.

Limitations and future research

This research was carried out by a random and voluntary survey of the potential
organisations in the UK and thus it cannot be certain that a complete sample of all types and
sectors were covered. In addition, this was a survey carried out only in the UK and, thus,
some of the findings may not apply to Europe-wide, or indeed in the USA, where SEs
operate in a different organisational format. The implications of the findings and the
limitations of the study mean that further case-based studies are now required to discover
what might cause improved tacit knowledge sharing within the SEN and SEs, as well as the
role of SEN in encouraging and facilitative collaboration among SEs. Studies across Europe

and the US would also add to these findings.
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Table 1 - Descriptive analysis of general questions

Percent
Question Frequency from total
responses
SEN choice criteria (Choose as many as applicable)
1. Local/regionally based (as per your 132 54.8
organisation)
2. Wide UK Coverage 91 37.8
3. Availability of publications 61 253
4. Prestige of the brand 53 22.0
5. Number of activities they organise in a year 38 15.8
Purpose of use (Choose as many as applicable)
1. Obtaining sector news 171 71.2
2. Developing your contacts 122 50.6
3. Latest research and reports on Social Enterprise 113 46.9
4. Access to new options of funding and finance 103 42.7
for your Social Enterprise
5. Workshops and other activities to improve 97 40.2
personal skills/knowledge
Networks value creation (Choose as many as
applicable)
1. They keep the sector informed of the latest 160 66.4
news.
2. They generate a platform for knowledge sharing 116 481
and knowledge creation that is fundamental for
the future development of the Social Enterprise
movement in the UK.
3. They allow members to communicate more 113 46.9
easily.
4. They facilitate access to new sources of finance 104 43.2

and funding.
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Table 2 - Descriptive and Multivariate analysis

O©oOoONOOPAWN =

Pearson correlations B s b

Variable Freque Usefuln Quality Ease of
ncy €ess use
Frequency 1.643* .000
Usefulness .505* .396*  .000 371
Quality 445* .703* 48 .765 .036
Ease of use 435* .612* .833* 231 101 178
Mean 3.20 2.33 2.25 2.26 ,
SD 1.14 1.08 0.86 0.88 Adjusted R° = 270
Durbin-Watson=_ 1.875

*p<.01
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Figure 1 — Analysis of negative perceptions of value (open-ended question)
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Figure 2 — Analysis of positive perceptions of value (open-ended question)
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Figure 3 — Framework for value dimensions of social enterprise networks
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