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Abstract Employing population ecology theory, we
examine social enterprise population emergence in the
UK after 2005 when a new organizational form for
social enterprise was established. Our density depen-
dence analysis of nearly seven thousand community
interest companies finds that survival is positively influ-
enced by age and population densities of both other
social enterprises and commercial organizations. Two
specific patterns in population emergence are identified:
social enterprise survival is more likely influenced by
industry than age, a finding that we label the liability of
specificity, and their survival benefits from the popula-
tion density of commercial organizations but not non-
profit organizations, a finding that we label the hybrid-

commercial benefit. Our research identifies the liability
of specificity as a new concept in population ecology
theory and the hybrid-commercial benefit as a contex-
tual influence on social enterprise survival.

Keywords Population ecology . Density dependence .
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companies
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1 Introduction

Scholarly interest in social enterprise (SE) is growing
rapidly (Lepoutre et al. 2013). In the UK, the commu-
nity interest company (CIC), a legally constituted orga-
nizational form for SE, was established in 2005 to
overcome the institutional ambiguity associated with
organizations that pursue both commercial and social
goals. New organizational forms foster economic diver-
sity (Romanelli 1989), yet the emergence of new entre-
preneurial populations is relatively neglected in entre-
preneurship research (Liu and vanWitteloostuijn 2020).
While prior SE research has examined different levels of
analysis, such as international (Lepoutre et al. 2013),
county (Andersson and Ford 2016; Chang et al. 2011),
and city level (Barron et al. 1994; Bouchard and
Rousselière 2016), the main focus of our study of CICs
is to improve the understanding of the national contex-
tual and institutional influences on SE population emer-
gence. Our research responds to the question: Which
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factors determine SE survival during SE population
emergence?

The rationale for investigating the determinants of SE
survival lies in the confluence of two trends. First, for
some time, it was considered that the survival of orga-
nizations that bridged different domains was rare
(Zuckerman 1999), yet hybridity is a defining charac-
teristic of the increasing population of SEs (Brandsen
et al. 2005), and in at least one industry, nanotechnolo-
gy, hybridity has been leveraged to access resources
(Wry et al. 2014). Second, while macro level analyses
of SEs are increasing, they all face the challenge of
precise sample specification (Andersson and Ford
2016; Barron et al. 1994; Bouchard and Rousselière
2016; Chang et al. 2011; Estrin et al. 2013; Mendoza-
Abarca et al. 2015). The UK CIC legislation established
a new legal form for SE that removed prior ambiguity
concerning SE definition and, as a CICmust be formally
registered as such, created an opportunity to investigate
SE population emergence.

In line with entrepreneurship research in general, that
has been dominated by individual and organizational
levels of analysis (Davidsson and Wiklund 2001), the
broad trends in SE have, until recently, been overlooked
(Kerlin 2017). Yet examining the patterns of SE
founding and survival is important for understanding
entrepreneurial population variation (Aldrich 1990).
Population ecology theory examines contextual influ-
ences on the emergence of new organizational forms
where the unit of analysis is found at the population
level (Andersson and Ford 2016; Bogaert et al. 2016;
Hannan and Freeman 1989; Núñez-Nickel and
Moyano-Fuentes 2006). An organizational population
is defined as a group of organizations that share a set of
common characteristics such as structure, practices,
members, routines, and competition for similar re-
sources (Baron 2004; Hannan and Freeman 1977,
1989). Our study examines the intra- and inter-
population influences on SE survival by comparing SE
population densities over time and against both com-
mercial and non-profit organizations. By doing so, we
respond to calls for further research to investigate con-
textual and inter-population influences on SE survival
(Kerlin 2017).

We employ population ecology theory to generate
five hypotheses that predict the relationships between
SE survival and population density, age, strategy, and
the population densities of commercial and non-profit
organizations. Our data supports the liability of newness

(Stinchcombe 1965) in that the cumulative knowledge,
skills, and networks of older SEs explain why they are
more likely to survive than younger SEs. In addition,
generalist SEs are more likely to survive than specialists,
thus partially supporting market positioning theories
(Brittain and Freeman 1980; Lambkin and Day 1989).
Further, SE survival is enhanced by the population
densities of commercial, but not non-profit,
organizations.

Our study makes two contributions. First, our inves-
tigation of SE population emergence departs from pre-
vious single industry studies (Audia et al. 2006; Barnett
and Carroll 1987; Boone and Öscan 2014) by examin-
ing the population dynamics across a range of industries.
In doing so, our results suggest that SE survival varies
by industry and strategic focus—an effect we label a
liability of specificity. Second, our investigation of SE
population emergence finds a positive relationship be-
tween SE survival and commercial organization density.
We label this effect the hybrid-commercial benefit.

The article is structured as follows: we first review
the literatures on SE and organizational ecology and
then develop hypotheses to predict SE survival. The
methodology and operationalization of the variables
are followed by the empirical results and discussion.
The paper concludes with contributions to population
ecology theory and social entrepreneurship and impli-
cations for practitioners.

2 Background and hypotheses

2.1 Social enterprise

SEs pursue financial sustainability at the same time as
generating social and environmental impacts, such as to
reduce social exclusion, enhance employment opportu-
nities, and protect the environment (Lepoutre et al.
2013; Zahra et al. 2009). SEs are distinguished from
charities and other non-profit organizations by generat-
ing a proportion of income from trading (Di Domenico
et al. 2010). For example, the UK baseline is set at
generating more than 25% of income from trading
(DTI 2002). In 2005 a new law was passed in the UK
which brought together, for the first time, both commer-
cial activity and social mission into one organizational
form—the CIC. The CIC is a special type of limited
liability company, ineligible for tax exemptions extend-
ed to non-profit organizational forms, in which activities
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benefit a community of interest rather than shareholders.
The CIC organizational formwas designed to enable the
simultaneous pursuit of commercial and social missions
and preserve, through an asset lock, the commitment of
assets to social mission in perpetuity. A CIC may be
registered as limited either by guarantee or shares, and
CIC trustees can elect to be paid for governance activ-
ities. The registration of a CIC comprises, first, registra-
tion as a company subject to approval by Companies
House and, second, registration as a CIC subject to
approval by the CIC Regulator. In addition to the sub-
mission of annual financial statements to Companies
House, a CIC is required to submit an annual CIC
statement in which the benefits to the specified commu-
nity of interest are presented (DBEIS 2016). The hybrid
nature of the CIC rests in the combination of character-
istics from commercial and non-profit organizational
forms.

Institutional change, such as initiated by political
events, are known to precipitate conditions for the emer-
gence of new organizational forms (Brittain 1994;
Carroll et al. 1988; Minkoff 2002; Romanelli 1989),
and the legislation to establish the CIC organizational
form ensures that founders do not face making a choice
between profits and social mission (Battilana et al.
2012). Trading is broadly defined as the market-based
exchange of goods and services, e.g. service delivery
contracts, and is distinguished from grants and dona-
tions which are received without the need for commer-
cial exchange. The community interest requirement is
that at the point of registration, the CIC must declare
commitment to serving a community (directly or indi-
rectly) that is wider than its organizational membership.

2.2 Social enterprise density dependence

To empirically examine SE survival during population
emergence, we employ population ecology theory
which proposes that organization founding rates and
survival are determined by the legitimacy gained from
the increasing density of similar organizations and the
availability of resources for which organizations com-
pete (Aldrich 1990). Legitimacy and resources are fun-
damental to organizational survival (Suchman 1995;
Aldrich and Fiol 1994), and the confounding effect of
these two variables produces a pattern in which the rate
of population density increases and then levels off
(Aldrich 1990; Hannan and Freeman 1977). This pattern
of organization founding rates has been found in a range

of industries (see Lomi et al. 2010 for a review), volun-
tary organizations (Tucker et al. 1990), labour unions
(Hannan and Carroll 1992), trade associations (Aldrich
et al. 1994), and cooperatives (Ingram and Simons
2000).

Specific to hybrid organizations, such as SEs, the
emergence and growth of voluntary organizations that
combine political advocacy and service provision is
found to positively influence the viability of similar
hybrid organizations (Minkoff 2002). The UK is widely
recognized as a country wherein the institutionalization
of policies to promote and advance SE has progressed
further and faster than anywhere else in the world
(Nicholls 2010).

Following population ecology theory, we expect that
during population emergence, SE founding rates will
increase (Hannan et al. 1995; Sorenson and Audia
2000). This is because the legitimizing effect of the
supportive policy and legislative environment increases
the probability that social entrepreneurs will adopt the
new CIC form. Although the increase in population
density puts pressure on the availability of resources
(Hannan and Freeman 1987), supportive policies to
legitimize the CIC form (DTI 2002) increase regulative,
normative, and cognitive legitimacy, and thus the attrac-
tiveness of adopting the CIC form which leads to a net
SE increases in both founding and survival.

2.2.1 H1a.As the population density of SE increases,
the likelihood of SE founding and survival increases

2.3 Social enterprise age and survival

Previous studies of organizational survival have consis-
tently found that younger organizations are less likely to
survive than older organizations (Carroll 1984; Hager
et al. 2004; Hannan and Freeman 1977). Organizational
mortality declines with age (Barnett and Carroll 1987),
and the effects of age persist even when controlling for
organization size, time, and population heterogeneity
(Freeman et al. 1983). The liability of newness
(Stinchcombe 1965) explains that this pattern is because
young organizations suffer from lack of business skills,
experience, market knowledge, poor entrepreneur net-
works (Aldrich 1990), and lack of knowledge of new
organizational forms (Ruef 2000). These variables im-
pact negatively on organization survival. To help young
organizations overcome the liability of newness and
prosper, government policies channel resources to
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support entrepreneurs and young organizations
(Amezcua et al. 2013). In contrast, older organizations
are more likely to survive because they reap the benefits
from the establishment of a loyal customer base, repu-
tation, and supportive networks.

Organization survival is also influenced by legitima-
cy, and this is especially so for SE (Dacin et al. 2011).
Regulative legitimacy, for example, as conferred by
legislation, is a powerful institutional force (Tucker
et al. 1990) which helps to bolster interactions between
stakeholders (Dacin et al. 2010). The CIC form legisla-
tion specified the registration criteria and instituted a
CIC Regulator to monitor and control adoption. Al-
though the provision of support for new SEs (DTI
2002) and access to bespoke trade associations, e.g.
the CICAssociation and Social Enterprise UK (formally
Social Enterprise Coalition), goes some way to helping
young SEs access resources and networks, the skills,
experience, and networks which founders of older SEs
have invested in building up over time confer on them
greater likelihood of survival.

2.3.1 H1b.The older the SE, the greater the likelihood
of survival

2.4 Social enterprise strategic focus and survival

Population ecology theory also predicts that organiza-
tion survival varies according to strategic focus (Brittain
and Freeman 1980; Lambkin and Day 1989). In popu-
lation emergence, first-mover advantages help organi-
zations to acquire resources and establish specialist mar-
ket niches. Later, as population density approaches car-
rying capacity, organizations that adopt strategies that
serve broader, more generalist domains are more likely
to survive (Brittain and Freeman 1980). For example,
niche market firms are associated with greater experi-
mentation (Raven 2007), which is in turn associated
with higher risk of failure (Henderson 1999). When
we consider that SEs operate in resource scarce envi-
ronments (Kickul et al. 2013), those that serve specialist
markets are also likely to require more specific factor
inputs than those that serve broadmarkets (Baron 2004),
thereby increasing competition for resources and the
likelihood of failure.

In addition, during adverse economic times when the
level of social need is high (Austin et al. 2006) and there
are more stringent funding conditions (Mort et al. 2003),
it is likely that SE survival will be associated with

greater resource acquisition flexibility and strategies that
appeal to a wider a range of constituencies. SEs that
survive will do so because they make the most efficient
use of available resources and appeal to wider markets.
Although a specialist niche strategy would differentiate
products and services between competitors and appeal
to specialist sources of funds (Zahra et al. 2008), a
broader generalist portfolio of activities facilitates the
spreading of risk across different constituencies.

2.4.1 H1c.Generalist SEs will be more likely to survive
than specialist SEs

2.5 Social enterprise survival and inter-population
density

Population ecology theory explains how organizational
founding and survival is also dependent on the impact
that one population of organizations has on another
population (Aldrich 1990; Audia et al. 2006; Barnett
and Carroll 1987; Freeman and Audia 2006). The rela-
tionship between organization populations may be sym-
biotic (Aldrich 1990; Audia et al. 2006; Estrin et al.
2013; Halliday et al. 1987), complementary (Aldrich
1990; Audia et al. 2006; Bielefeld and Murdoch 2004;
Staber 1989), or competitive (Aldrich 1990; Hannan
and Freeman 1987; Mendoza-Abarca et al. 2015). For
example, the relationships between three Canadian co-
operative organizational forms was found to be comple-
mentary (Staber 1989), whereas a competitive relation-
ship was noted between commercial and tax-exempt
social ventures (Mendoza-Abarca et al. 2015).

The SE organizational form bridges the boundaries
between commercial and non-profit sectors (Bacq and
Janssen 2011) since they do not solely subscribe to the
set of characteristics of either commercial or non-profit
organizations. For instance, commercial organizations
generate income through trading and are primarily driv-
en by the profit motive to create value for shareholders.
In contrast, non-profit organizations derive income from
government funding, philanthropy or private donations,
and not trading. The defining characteristic of SEs is
thus their hybridity: sharing regulatory characteristics
from commercial company law, i.e. income from trad-
ing, limited liability, the issuance of share capital, and
distribution of dividends to shareholders; and charity
law, i.e. social and environmental mission and eligibility
to receive government funding and private donations
(Mendoza-Abarca et al. 2015; Zahra and Wright 2011).
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Prior research has explored the influence of comple-
mentary and competitive relationships between popula-
tion densities in the commercial (Barnett 1990; Barnett
and Carroll 1987; Halliday et al. 1987; Wade 1996) and
non-profit sectors (Hannan and Freeman 1987) and
between organizational forms, e.g. cooperatives and
corporations (Boone and Öscan 2014; Ingram and
Simons 2000; Simons and Ingram 2003). As SEs occu-
py an institutional space that falls between commercial
and non-profit sectors (Billis 2010; Tracey et al. 2011),
they share some characteristics from both organization
populations (King et al. 2011). To accommodate the
hybridity arising from mixing elements from different
organization categories (Wry et al. 2014), we investigate
inter-population determinants of SE survival by com-
paring population densities of SEs with commercial and
non-profit organizations.

The market failure hypothesis predicts that SEs serve
markets that have been deemed unviable by commercial
organizations (Billis 2010; Katz and Page 2010) and
thus suggests a negative relationship between the popu-
lation densities of SEs and commercial organizations.
Three prior studies find a negative relationship between
SE and commercial venture creation (Abarca and
Anokhin 2012; Mendoza-Arbaca et al. 2015; Kachlami
2017). However, although these prior studies refer to
social ventures, the SE organizational forms analysed
are tax exempt and thus non-profit organizational forms.
In contrast, the CIC organizational form is a company
and ineligible for tax exemptions. From a resource per-
spective, even if insufficient for full commercial exploi-
tation, the presence of some commercial viability may
reflect a supportive infrastructure, such as established
transportation, communication, supply networks, and
business support and a pool of skilled labour, access to
finance, reduced customer search costs, knowledge spill
overs, and technological support (Baum and Haveman
1997). In addition, as explained by Roundy (2017), such
a supportive infrastructure benefits from existing com-
mercial organizations that create an environment that
enables managerial capabilities development within SEs
through learning frommore conventional entrepreneurs.
Such a supportive infrastructure and resource pool will
reduce costs and foster SE survival (Bielefeld and
Murdoch 2004; Marquis et al. 2013; Roundy 2017).
Moreover, the resource needs of SEs differ from com-
mercial ventures (Dees and Anderson 2003), and thus
the relationship between SE survival and the population
density of commercial organizations may thus be

symbiotic (Estrin et al. 2013). We therefore predict that
SE survival benefits from the population density of
commercial organizations.

2.5.1 H2a.The higher the population density
of commercial organizations, the higher the likelihood
of SE survival

Turning to SE survival and the density of non-profit
organizations, the relationship is affected by the
crowding of organizations in the same resource niche
(Bosma et al. 2011). There are two factors to consider.
First, although the generation of trading income distin-
guishes SEs legally from charities, few SEs rely solely
on trading income (Cooney 2011; Katz and Page 2010).
Many charities also engage in mission-related income
generation with the proviso that any profits are used to
advance the charitable mission and not distributed as
perquisites (Katz and Page 2010). However, the eco-
nomic downturn (Smiddy 2010) and government re-
trenchment have reduced funding for non-profit organi-
zations (Cooney 2011; Salamon 1999), especially hy-
brid organizations (Cooney 2006). Thus, SEs are likely
to compete with non-profit organizations for grants,
donations, and programme-related investments. Second,
both SEs and non-profit organizations serve the disad-
vantaged and socially excluded and thus may also com-
pete for service users. Although collaboration between
SEs and charities could increase the supply of services
to those in need (Smiddy 2010), they compete with each
other for resources and beneficiaries. The more similar
the resource needs and markets served, the greater the
competition between the organizational forms (Baum
and Haveman 1997). Hence, the population density of
registered non-profit organizations will thus have a det-
rimental effect on SE survival.

2.5.2 H2b.The higher the population density
of registered non-profit organizations, the lower
the likelihood of SE survival

3 Methodology

3.1 Data collection

To test the hypotheses, we assembledmultiple large data
sets. The population of SEs was derived from the regis-
ter of CICs in the UK between 2005 and 2012. The CIC
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register lists every SE that has satisfied the registration
requirements stipulated by the CIC Registrar. The reg-
ister lists the CIC date of registration, date of dissolution
(if relevant), postal address, and standard industry clas-
sification (SIC) code. Emerging populations are difficult
to study because it is hard to specify when they transi-
tion from emergence to growth or maturity. Following
population ecology theory (Aldrich 1990), we marked
the end of the population emergence period as when the
rate of increase in CIC registration levelled off.

The population constitutes 6868 registered CICs and
using each year of registration per CIC as a data spell
generated a total of 21,607 CIC-year spells. The Office
for National Statistics (ONS) (ONS 2004–2012) pro-
vides the number of commercial organizations
established per year. Geoconvert at the UKData Service
Census Support (Geoconvert 2004) lists the location
classification of commercial organizations by postcode
(zip code). The register of charities prepared by the
National Council of Voluntary Organizations (NCVO)
lists the postcode for charities in England, Wales, and
Northern Ireland (NCVO 2004–2012) and the Annual
Population Survey measures of population density
(ONS 2004–2012). ONS also provide gross value added
(ONS 2004–2012) which measures the value of goods
and services produced in an industry, area, or economic
sector.

3.2 Dependent variable

The principal focus of the analysis is to examine SE
survival during population emergence by investigating
the rate of CIC founding and dissolution. An important
issue in population ecology research is pinpointing ex-
actly when birth and exit of an organization have oc-
curred (Delacroix and Carroll 1983). We define a CIC
birth as the date of incorporation and exit as the date of
dissolution—both dates recorded by the CIC Regulator.
Organizational exit, an established measure in popula-
tion ecology research (Amburgey et al. 1993; Ranger-
Moore 1997; Ingram and Simons 2000; Minkoff 2002),
is relevant for populations of young ventures (Amezcua
et al. 2013) and has the advantage of being unambigu-
ous to determine (Barnett and Carroll 1987). Our disso-
lutionmeasure corresponds to delisting from an industry
directory (Barnett 1990; Sorenson and Audia 2000). We
investigate the hazard variable of CIC dissolutions be-
tween July 2005 and December 2012. The timeframe
captures the total population of CICs in the UK and

compares well with studies that explore the emergence
of new organizational forms, e.g. 8 years (Persson 2004)
and 10 years (Baum and Oliver 1992), and inter-
population densities, e.g. 5 years (Mendoza-Abarca
et al. 2015). Further, understanding population emer-
gence is important ‘because the struggle to carve out a
niche involves such strong forces’ (Aldrich and Ruef
2006, p. 205) and the dissolution hazard increases in the
first few years after formation (Nucci 1999).

3.3 Independent variables

Measures for the independent variables to test the hy-
potheses are generated from merging the data sets. The
population density of SE is measured by the total num-
ber of CICs for each event year (National CIC). This
corresponds to the density measure adopted in popula-
tion ecology studies (Boone and Öscan 2014; Minkoff
2002; Ingram and Simons 2000; Simons and Ingram
2003). SE age (Age CIC) is measured by the number of
months after registration that the CIC remains on the
register for each of the event years (Ingram and Simons
2000; Minkoff 2002). Whether an SE is a generalist or
specialist is derived from the CIC activity indicated by
Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) code and used
to produce a series of dummy variables (Audia et al.
2006; Ingram and Simons 2000; Ruef and Patterson
2009). The UK SIC classifies organizations according
to the type of economic activity in which they are
engaged (ONS 2012). We label wholesale and retail as
a ‘generalist’ sectoral activity to contrast with the other
thirteen groups of sectors which we consider to be more
‘specialist’. The rationale for labelling wholesalers and
retailers as generalist is because they provide distribu-
tion services to make a wide range of products and
services available to buyers and customers (Watson
et al. 2015). Wholesalers and retailers thus succeed by
being general exchange facilitators rather than product
specialists (OXRIM 2014; see also https://www.
business.gov.au/planning/templates-and-tools/industry-
factsheets/retail-and-wholesale-trade-industry-fact-
sheets). In addition real estate, the primary asset of
traditional wholesalers and retailers, is readily
deployable across industries and can be transferred to
alternative uses without sacrificing productive value
(Williamson 1995). The population density of commer-
cial organizations was derived from data indicating the
establishment of new small and medium-sized enter-
prises (SMEs) (ONS 2004–2012). SE surveys have
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consistently found low turnover in young SEs (£30,000,
up to 3 years; £80,000, between 3 and 5 years; and £150
,000, 6 to 10 years) (Social Enterprise UK 2017). As
these average turnovers categorize most SEs as small
businesses (OECD 2014), we compared CIC with SME
populations. The population density of non-profit orga-
nizations uses registered charities (NCVO 2004–2012).
This method is in line with established use of lists by
organizational form and industry registers in population
ecology research (Barnett 1990; Barnett and Carroll
1987; Boone and Öscan 2014; Ingram and Simons
2000; Lomi 1995; Minkoff 2002; Simons and Ingram
2003).

3.4 Control variables

We include control variables to account for alternative
explanations of founding, survival, and carrying capac-
ity. We controlled for location since geographic space
heterogeneity influences venture founding and survival
(Barnett 1990; Chang et al. 2011; Lomi 1995; Ingram
and Simons 2000; Simons and Ingram 2003; Teasdale
2010). Although the higher concentration of people and
organizations in urban areas implies greater resource
availability and markets, organizations in rural areas
gain from greater local embeddedness (Bird and
Wennberg 2014). The full address and postcode of each
CIC were employed to allocate each CIC to one of eight
geographical variables, which range from urban to ru-
ral.1 We also controlled for area wealth as economic
conditions also affect venture founding and survival
(Chang et al. 2011; Ingram and Simons 2000;
Mendoza-Abarca et al. 2015). The level of wealth in a
location is captured using gross value added (2004–
2011). Finally, we controlled for demography as popu-
lation impacts directly on organization founding and

survival (Chang et al. 2011; Ruef and Patterson 2009).
Table 1 provides a full description of the variables.

3.5 Data analysis, reliability, and robustness checks

Given the nature of our data, we apply multi-level
regression models (Goldstein 2011; Singer and Willett
2003; Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012; StataCorp
2017a) that allow researchers to analyse data character-
ized by a multi-level structure while accounting for the
clustering of lower level units within higher level units
(Austin 2017). Our analysis employs multi-level mixed
effects models using the release 15 version of Stata
(StataCorp 2017a, b) and reports results of mixed-
effects Weibull PH regression models for a series of 7
models. The likelihood-ratio test, reported for each of
the 7 models, compares the random-effects model
against the fixed-effects only. For all 7 models, the
likelihood-ratio tests are highly statistically significant
and support the use of the random-effects model.

The data set constitutes the population of registered
CICs, and thus there is robust content and face validity.
Analysis of the total organization population also min-
imizes response bias and measurement errors. Although
the databases are extensive, they are not comprehensive;
missing items were sourced by the research team; how-
ever, after thorough searches, we dropped 247 CICs due
to missing data. We performed a chi-square test and
found no evidence of a statistically significant difference
at the 0.05 level, or better, between the eliminated CICs
and the remaining CICs by age or sector. Thus, we are
confident that the results are reliable indicators of the
determinants of SE survival during population
emergence.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics

Between 2005 and 2012, 5729 CICs (of 6868 registra-
tions) remain on the CIC register. The average number
of surviving CICs is 3406 per year (National CIC), and
the average age is 25.2 months (Age CIC). The percent-
age of CICs in different industries are public adminis-
tration and defence, compulsory social security, and
education (public sector) (22.1%); real estate and pro-
fessional, scientific, and technical activities (real estate)
(14.6%); human health and social work activities

1 Urban settlements with a population of 10,000 or more and the wider
surrounding area are sparsely populated (urban ≥10 k, sparse); small
town and fringe areas where the wider surrounding area is sparsely
populated (town and fringe, sparse); village andwider surrounding area
which is sparsely populated (village, sparse); hamlet and isolated
dwelling and the wider surrounding area which is sparsely populated
(hamlet and isolated dwelling, sparse); urban settlements with a pop-
ulation of 10,000 or more and the wider surrounding area which are
less sparsely populated (urban ≥10 k, less sparse); small town and
fringe areas and the wider surrounding area which are less sparsely
populated (town and fringe, less sparse); village and the wider sur-
rounding area which is less sparsely populated (village, less sparse);
finally, hamlet and isolated dwelling and the wider surrounding area
which are less sparsely populated (hamlet and isolated dwelling, less
sparse).
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(human health) (14.2%); and arts, entertainment, and
recreation (arts and entertainment) (13.7%). Taken to-
gether, these four industrial activities account for 64.6%

of CICs. The next two groups of industrial activity
accounted for 19.5% of CICs: other service activities,
activities of households as employers (other service

Table 1 Variable descriptions

Variable Definition Mean S.D.

Dissolution CIC CIC dissolution (2005–2012) 0.054 0.424

Time Time in months to dissolution or end of the experiment period 43.437 20.975

CIC LAA Population of CICs at the local authority area 62.552 5.7111

Age CIC Age of the CICs in months 25.217 18.704

SIC 01–03 CICs with a SIC code 01 up to 03 (agriculture, forestry, and fishing) 0.031 0.172

SIC 10–33 SIC code 10–33 (manufacturing) 0.014 0.117

SIC 35–39 SIC code 35–39 (electricity, gas, steam, and air conditioning supply;
water supply, sewerage, waste management, and remediation activities)

0.007 0.085

SIC 41–43 SIC code 41–43 (construction) 0.005 0.068

SIC 45–47 SIC code 45–47 (wholesale and retail trade) 0.022 0.146

SIC 49–53 SIC code 49–53 (transportation and storage) 0.006 0.080

SIC 55–56 SIC code 55–56 (accommodation and food services) 0.021 0.143

SIC 58–66 SIC code 58–66 (information and communication; financial and insurance activities) 0.062 0.242

SIC 68–75 SIC code 68–75 (real estate activities; professional,
scientific and technical activities)

0.146 0.352

SIC 77–82 SIC code 77–82 (administrative and support service activities) 0.073 0.259

SIC 84–85 SIC code 84–85 (public administration, compulsory
social security; education)

0.221 0.416

SIC 86–88 SIC code 86–88 (human health and social work activities) 0.143 0.349

SIC 90–93 SIC code 90–93 (arts, entertainment, and recreation) 0.137 0.344

SIC 94–99 SIC code 94–99 (other service activities; activities of households
as employers, undifferentiated goods- and services-producing
activities of households for own use; activities of extraterritorial
organizations and bodies)

0.122 0.327

SME LAA Population of SMEs in the local authority area (thousands) 10.399 8.465

Charities LAA Population of registered charities in the local authority area (tens) 46.385 42.404

Urban ≥10 k—sparse Urban ≥10 k—sparse: urban settlements with a population of 10,000
or more and the wider surrounding area is sparsely populated (2010)

0.003 0.056

Town/Fringe—sparse Town and Fringe—sparse: small town and Fringe areas and the wider
surrounding area is sparsely populated (2010)

0.007 0.085

Village—sparse Village—sparse: Village category and the wider surrounding area is
sparsely populated (2010)

0.009 0.093

Isolated dwelling—sparse Hamlet and isolated dwelling—sparse: hamlet and isolated dwelling
and the wider surrounding area is sparsely populated (2010)

0.005 0.068

Urban ≥10 k—less sparse Urban ≥10 k—less sparse: urban settlements with a population of
10,000 or more, and the wider surrounding area is
less sparsely populated (2010)

0.814 0.389

Town/Fringe—less sparse Town and Fringe—less sparse: small town and fringe areas category
and the wider surrounding area are less sparsely populated (2010)

0.069 0.253

Village—less sparse Village—less sparse: village category and the wider surrounding area
are less sparsely populated (2010)

0.056 0.229

Isolated dwelling—less sparse Hamlet and isolated dwelling—less sparse: hamlet and isolated dwelling
category and the wider surrounding area is less sparsely populated (2010)

0.038 0.190

GVA LAA Gross value added per head in the local authority area (in thousands) 24.538 15.487

Human Pop LAA The population in the local authority area (in thousands) 432.781 381.942
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activities) (12.2%) and administrative and support ser-
vice activities (administrative) (0.073). Thus, cumula-
tively 84.1% of CICs operate in six groups of industrial
activity, and the remaining 15.9% operate in eight
groups of industrial activity.

In relation to geographical location, nearly 90% of
the CICs are found in an urban and town setting. Thus,
the adoption of CICs appears to be an urban
phenomenon.

4.2 Social enterprise population density, age, strategy,
and survival

Table 2 presents variable correlations and shows that for
some variables, there are higher degrees of collinearity;
hence, it was necessary to run some models without the
full range of variables. Table 3 presents the CIC survival
regressions from 2005 to 2012. Model 1 is the baseline
with control variables, and models 2–6 add each
hypothesised variable. In model 2, the population den-
sity of CICs is added to the control variables. In model
3, the control variables are augmented with CIC age. In
model 4, the CIC industry activity dummy variables are
added to the control variables. In model 5, the number of
SMEs is added to the control variables. In model 6, the
number of charities is added to the control variables.
Model 7 reports the full model.

Hypothesis 1a predicted that the higher the popula-
tion density of SEs, the higher the likelihood of SE
founding and survival (Table 3). Models 2 and 7 have
hazard ratios of less than one which indicate that as the
population density of CICs increases, the lower the
likelihood of CIC dissolution at the 0.001 level. In
model 7, the hazard ratio for the population density of
SEs is 0.960. The hazard ratio shows the change in the
risk of dissolution if the parameter we are looking at
rises by one unit. Thus, for a unit change in the popula-
tion density of SEs, the risk of dissolution falls by 4%. In
support of hypothesis 1a, there is a positive statistically
significant relationship between CIC population density
and survival. The implication of this result is that the
carrying capacity of the CIC population has yet to be
reached.

Hypothesis 1b predicted that the older the SE, the
greater the likelihood of survival. In line with our pre-
dictions, in models 3 and 7, we find that older SEs are
more likely to survive than younger SEs. Hence, the
results support hypothesis 1b. In model 7, the hazard
ratio of the age of the SEs is 0.858. Thus, for a unit

change in the age of the SEs, the risk of dissolution falls
by 14.2%. Hypothesis 1c argued that generalist SEs will
be more likely to survive than specialist SEs. The results
in models 4 and 7 show that the specialist SIC categories
of agriculture, forestry, and fishing (SIC 01–03), utilities
(SIC 35–39), construction (SIC 41–43), and
manufacturing (SIC 10–33) are less likely to survive
compared to the wholesale and retail sector (SIC 45–
47). These results are statistically significant at the 0.001
level. Although some specialist CICs are significantly
more likely to survive than generalists, for others our
results do not indicate such a relationship. Therefore,
there is partial evidence to support hypothesis 1c.2

4.3 Social enterprise inter-population density
and survival

Hypothesis 2a predicted that that the higher the popula-
tion density of commercial organizations, the higher the
likelihood of SE survival. Results in models 5 and 7 find
a statistically significant positive relationship between
the population density of SMEs and SE survival. Thus,
the results from models 5 and 7 support hypothesis 2a.
In model 7, the hazard ratio of the population density of
commercial organizations is 0.969 which means that a
unit change in the population density of commercial
organizations, i.e. for every ten thousand commercial
organizations at the local authority area, the risk of
dissolution falls by 3.1%. Hypothesis 2b predicted that
the higher the population density of non-profit organi-
zations, the lower the likelihood of SE survival. The
results in model 6 and model 7 support hypothesis 2b.
Turning to model 7, we note that the hazard ratio of the
population density of non-profit organizations is 1.042,
showing that there is a 4.2% greater risk of dissolution
for a unit change in population density of non-profit
organizations.

Turning attention to the control variables, we note
that the higher the GVA, the level of wealth in a loca-
tion, the higher the likelihood of SE survival and that the
higher the population density of the human population,
the higher the likelihood of SE survival. We note also
that two of the location variables are statistically signif-
icant: CICs located in urban ≥ 10 k, sparse areas, and in
town and fringe, sparse areas, are more likely to survive

2 We also re-ran all of the models dropping three SEs whose activity
falls within the repair of motor vehicles and motor cycles. The effect on
the results was negligible.
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when compared to CICs located in urban ≥ 10 k, less
sparse areas.

4.4 Diagnostics

The Weibull distribution is a continuous probability
distribution (Weibull 1951; Stata 2019) that has been
widely applied to look at product reliability, analyse life
data, and model failure times across many disciplines
including biology, economics, and engineering (Rinne
2008). The Weibull distribution is not universally appli-
cable; for example, chemical reactions and corrosion
failures are often modelled using a lognormal distribu-
tion. In Stata the LR test versus the Weibull model
indicated that the Weibull model was appropriate
(Stata 2019).

Assessing the goodness of fit with binary data and
especially in a survival setting is challenging (Cox and
Snell 1989; Blossfeld et al. 2012). We employed the
D’Agostino and Nam (2004) test that is an extension of
the Hosmer-Lemeshow goodness-of-fit test. Demler
et al. (2015) provide a critique of the D’Agostino and
Nam (2004) test. When we ran the ND test, the statistic
was statistically significant at the 0.23 level, and thus it
was not statistically significant at the 10% level or better
and provides support for goodness of fit. An alternative
approach is to model validation by using outside data,
but this was not possible for our study. Instead, we split
the data into two time periods and re-ran the models
separately over the two time periods 2005–2008 and
2009–2012. While there were changes in hazard ratios,
the variables which were statistically significant in our
full model remained statistically significant in the
models of the two time periods; and further, the vari-
ables which were not statistically significant in our full-
time period also continued to be not statistically signif-
icant in the models of the two time periods.

5 Discussion and conclusion

5.1 Discussion

The examination of the total population of CICs in the
UK revealed that density dependence explains SE sur-
vival during population emergence. Our results follow
the pattern that as SE founding rates increase, this en-
courages the founding of more SEs, and the greater the
number of SEs in the population, the more likely SEs

will survive. Despite the multitude of studies that have
argued for the distinctiveness of SE, our finding, and
contribution to population ecology theory, is that popu-
lation ecology theory predictions relate to organizational
form, irrespective of the nature of the organizational
form.

When examining heterogeneity within the nascent
SE population, we found that our results regarding the
age of SEs support the liability of newness
(Stinchcombe 1965) in that older SEs are more likely
to survive than younger SEs. We attribute the higher
likelihood of older SE survival to two explanations.
First, after registration, a CIC has approximately
24 months before submission of the first set of audited
accounts. During this start-up period, a CICmay survive
on its initial stock of resources (Nucci 1999) and ride out
peaks and troughs in income generation. However, fail-
ure to submit the audited accounts incurs from the CIC
regulator a formal warning and notice of intention to
deregister the CIC. The requirement to submit the first
set of audited accounts will thus weed out the less
commercially viable CICs. Second, older CICs are more
proficient at accessing resources, acquiring skills and
expertise, leveraging professional advice and trade as-
sociations, and constructing supportive networks. While
older organizations may suffer liabilities of obsoles-
cence (Barron et al. 1994), this effect was not found
during SE population emergence.

We predicted that being able to access resources from
a range of different sources and serve wider markets
would mean that generalists were more likely to survive
than specialist SEs. The results suggest that the expected
impact on survival of strategic differences is ambiguous.
With the exceptions of sectors such as agriculture, for-
estry and fishing, utilities, construction, andmanufactur-
ing, survival is significantly influenced by the specialist
nature of sectors in which SEs operate. We label this
effect the liability of specificity. Generalist SEs are more
able to be flexible in the types of resources they access
and markets they serve, and such flexibility spreads risk
(Dobrev et al. 2001) and increases the likelihood of
survival. For example, a CIC in the wholesale and retail
sectors could spread risk by serving customers in a
wider range of markets than, for example, a CIC in the
utilities industry, such as a community-owned wind
farm, because the specialist focus and asset specificity
constrain flexibility. Further, the high capital costs of
organizations in agriculture, forestry and fishing,
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utilities, construction, and manufacturing may also im-
pact negatively on SE survival.

The analysis of nascent inter-population densities
of SEs, SMEs, and charities finds that SE survival is
statistically significantly related to the density of
both populations; however, this finding has an im-
portant caveat. There is a strong degree of
intertwining between the relationships that means
the results need to be treated with caution. There is
a positive inter-population relationship between SE
survival and SMEs and a negative relationship be-
tween SEs and charities. We attribute the comple-
mentary inter-population relationship (Aldrich 1990;
Audia et al. 2006) to the dual logic of SEs in which
the impact of the commercial focus that they share
with SMEs is attenuated by the simultaneous pursuit
of social purpose, thereby preventing full and direct
competition with commercial SMEs. We label this
effect the hybrid-commercial benefit which, for SEs,
means that they benefit from the contextual condi-
tions that support commercial SMEs. The supportive
institutional conditions might be, for example, a
pool of skilled labour, transportation and communi-
cation infrastructure, supply networks, and techno-
logical support (Bielefeld and Murdoch 2004;
Marquis et al. 2013). SEs gain from such contextual
conditions without compromising their social mis-
sion or directly competing with commercial SMEs.
For example, in health care services and hospitality
industries, CICs and commercial providers employ
staff with similar knowledge and skills but target
different customer groups.

While SEs have a portfolio of income sources, few
generate all their income from trading, and they will
therefore be in direct competition with charities for
grants, donations, and programme-related investment.
Moreover, some charities also generate mission-related
income. While social goal achievement potentially
could be greater if SEs and charities cooperated with
each other (Austin and Seitanidi 2012), SEs and chari-
ties may also be competing for the same resources and in
the same markets. The competition between SEs and
charities for resources and markets explains the negative
impact on SE survival. For example, both SEs and
charities would be eligible to bid for a contract to supply
work integration services, but only one provider could
secure the contract. The SE combination of commercial
expertise and social mission suggests that they are more
likely to secure the contract.

5.2 Theoretical contributions

The research offers several contributions to population
ecology theory (Fiol and Romanelli 2012). First, we
extend the empirical frontiers of population emergence
by empirically investigating SEs. Although previous
studies have examined commercial (Hannan et al.
1995; MacKay and Chia 2013; Swaminathan 2001;
Wade 1996) and non-profit organizations (Baum and
Oliver 1992; Gras and Mendoza-Abarca 2014; Hannan
and Freeman 1987), SEs combine characteristics of both
types of organizations. We predicted that as the popula-
tion density of SEs increased, survival would also in-
crease, and this pattern was found in UK SE population
emergence.

Second, in a departure from previous studies, our
research is not restricted to a single industry, for exam-
ple, newspapers (Hannan and Carroll 1992), communi-
cations (Barnett and Amburgey 1990), and day care
(Baum and Oliver 1992). By analysing the entire CIC
population, we were able to isolate the effects of the
liability of specificity on SE survival. While there are
some environments in which specialists outperform
generalists (Hannan and Freeman 1977), such as when
the population density of generalists increases and cre-
ates more opportunities for specialists (Carroll 1985),
this was not found during SE population emergence.
Third, our results found a positive relationship between
SE survival and the population densities of SEs and
commercial organizations and a negative relationship
between SEs and registered charities. We attributed this
result to SE hybridity in that the conditions that foster
founding and survival of SEs are shared with commer-
cial SMEs. The hybrid-commercial benefit describes
how SE survival benefits from sharing the business
focus of commercial SMEs. The research serves as a
first insight into how population ecology theory sheds
light on contextual influences on SE survival during
population emergence.

5.3 Contributions to social entrepreneurship

In a departure from the many qualitative studies of
social entrepreneurship, we conducted a robust quanti-
tative analysis of SE population emergence. The long
heritage of organizational forms for commercial organi-
zations and charities stands in contrast to the newness of
the CIC form. The pursuit of commercial and social
mission in one organizational form, however, creates
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several challenges. On the one hand, there is the profit
maximizing characteristic of commercial organizations;
on the other hand, there is the social and environmental
mission to give time, money, care, and hope to individ-
uals and communities. Prior social entrepreneurship
research has acknowledged that SEs have prospered in
some countries and not others and attributed differential
performance to institutional differences (Cherrier et al.
2018; Kerlin 2017). By focusing on organizational
form, our research finds that contextual conditions, spe-
cifically the population density of other SEs and com-
mercial SMEs, also influences SE survival.

5.4 Practical implications

For practitioners and policy makers, our study offers
three suggestions for strengthening the prospects of SE
survival. First, at present the population density of SEs
is increasing, and this benefits their survival. Policies to
encourage the establishment of more SEs will help
practitioners until the rate of dissolutions rises and indi-
cates that environmental carrying capacity has been
reached. However, as younger SEs are at higher risk of
dissolution than older SEs, policies to assist the naviga-
tion of the risky earlier years would be beneficial. Sec-
ond, the liability of specificity suggests that founders of
SEs in specific industries need to be aware of, and
prepare for, the negative influence of some industries
on SE survival. Business support and advice could be
tailored to raise awareness of the greater risk of disso-
lution inherent in some industries and from specialist
strategies. Finally, the identification of the hybrid-
commercial benefit serves to encourage social entrepre-
neurs to interpret the density of commercial SMEs, and
hence the vibrancy of commercial trading, as an indica-
tion of good survival prospects for SEs. At the same
time, the impact of competition between SEs and char-
ities implies that the density of charities would be dis-
advantageous to SE survival.

5.5 Limitations and suggestions for future research

Although the robustness of the analysis of the assembled
data sets findings has several strengths, we note a num-
ber of research limitations. First, the operationalization
of SE birth, which we defined as the date of incorpora-
tion as recorded on the CIC register, may in some cases
supersede operational start-up (Amburgey and Rao
1996). Although our measure may not accurately reflect

the start of commercial activity, the date of trading is not
employed as an indicator of birth for commercial orga-
nizations nor charities, and hence our measure is in line
with that of other organizational forms. Further, we
elected to study population density, not size, because
size may be less important for SE survival than institu-
tional linkages (Baum and Oliver 1992). We therefore
did not control for organization size, and the results do
not capture age dependence effects (Barnett 1997;
Barron et al. 1994; Freeman et al. 1983). Finally, pop-
ulation ecology theory tends to assume that organiza-
tional survival is favourable, yet dissolution need not
necessarily be an undesirable outcome (Sorenson and
Audia 2000). Indeed, dissolution may be an indication
that the SE has succeeded in social mission achieve-
ment, such as correcting market failure or eliminating
disadvantage, and that the CIC’s assets have been ac-
quired by another asset-locked organization.

We conclude by suggesting four themes to explore
that follow from the study. First, although population
ecology research advances knowledge about the deter-
minants of organization founding and survival, the re-
sults in our study of SEs suggest that broader influences
are also important. Further, population ecology theory
implicitly assumes that each organization in a popula-
tion contributes equally to competitive or legitimacy
processes (Bogaert et al. 2016). Research to investigate
the influence of a wider range of variables on SE den-
sity, location, and the anchoring effects of high-profile
SEs would contribute to refining the boundary condi-
tions during SE population emergence. Second, the 7-
year timeframe of our study explicitly captures the early
ecology of SE when the establishment of the CIC was
the first new legal form for nearly 100 years (Nicholls
2010). In 2012 a second new legal formwas established,
the Charitable Incorporated Organization (CIO), and
further research that investigated the interplay between
the CIC and the CIO would further extend knowledge
on inter-population density. Third, the dissolution of
SEs in our study is measured by delisting from the
CIC register (16.6% of the CICs were delisted). SE
failure is a little understood phenomenon, and further
research that investigates why CICs have been delisted
would advance our understanding of the determinants of
SE dissolution, replacement effects, and population de-
cline. Finally, social entrepreneurs have a range of or-
ganizational forms to choose from, and quantitative
investigations of SEs have been difficult for researchers
when diverse measures and incomplete registers are
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maintained. We employed CIC data from the UK, and if
the problems associated with compiling accurate popu-
lation lists can be overcome, quantitative studies in other
countries would facilitate international comparisons of
the ecology of SEs. B Corporations, first certified in
2007, described as ‘quite nascent’ (Gehman et al.
2018, p. 35) could offer further insights into SE popu-
lation emergence. Additional research is needed as so-
cietal expectations concerning the role of SEs in serving
the disadvantaged, excluded, and the poor continue to
rise and the identification of the factors that determine
their survival has the potential to influence both the
supply of and demand for SEs.
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