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Summary of thesis

The subject of this thesis was community-based social enterprises in Ireland,
especially relating to two questions — why were social enterprises established
and why did social enterprises continue to exist? The outcomes of the
research indicated that social enterprises were established to meet social
objectives, primarily the needs of vulnerable groups in society and that the
enterprise model was adopted for pragmatic reasons. The research also
indicated that as social enterprises became more established the role of
economic considerations became more important, predominantly as a result
of the increased commitments to staff, customers, suppliers and funding
agencies. The research also indicated that the activities of social enterprises
were influenced by their location in either an urban or rural location, with the
majority of self-sufficient social enterprises being located in urban areas and
the majority of demand-deficient social enterprises being located in rural

areas.

The research used a methodology based upon a three-step theory generation
model. The first step required the collection of preliminary data from a
combination of theory and literature review, supported by personal
observations as a practitioner within the sector. The second step required a
retroductive analysis of the hypothetical model developed relating to what
circumstances must be required for this model to exist. The outcome of this
retroductive analysis led to the design of field research questions, which were
further defined into a four-part format. The first element consisted of an
examination of the social enterprises in four municipal authority areas that
were members of the European Edge Cities Network. The purpose of this
work was to ascertain the differences between the social enterprises in
Ireland and other areas in Europe. The second examination required
interviews with policy- and decision-makers with responsibility for social
enterprises within their ambit. The third element consisted of a survey of

several social economy networks, in order to ascertain the opinions of
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professional practitioners within the social economy. The final element
consisted of an in-depth review of six social enterprises that were selected as
case studies. In-depth interviews with board members, managers and in
some cases senior staff were undertaken in order to get detailed qualitative
data on the social enterprises examined. The third step required a deductive
analysis of the field research outcomes to ascertain the main manifestations

of social enterprises in Ireland.

Some of the key findings were that the community and voluntary sector is by
far the largest influence on the social enterprises examined. The motivation
of the community and voluntary sector was to attain primarily social
objectives. There was little evidence of a coherent national-policy framework
with regard to social enterprises. One finding of note was the consensus
amongst policy and decision-makers as to the lack of clarity at national level
in respect of the definition, role and extent of the social economy. Other
processes and institutions were identified as facilitating, but not motivating,
the social economy and these included social partnership and the European
Union. It was generally agreed by all parties within the field research that the
role of addressing market failure was less important than ascribed to it within

the theory and literature review.

The key motivating factors underpinning the social economy appeared to be
the achievement of social objectives and the engagement and involvement of
individuals, or groups of individuals, in meeting these social objectives.
Therefore the role of human agency is strong within the social economy.
There is also evidence that the social economy is socially, culturally and
historically embedded in the fabric of their national, or regional, contexts.
The role of political and institutional factors appeared to be less important as
an explanation for the manifestations of the social economy in different
countries.  However, these embeddedness factors helped explain the
manifestation of the social economy, not its motivation. To conclude, it

appeared that social enterprises were established to meet the needs of
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vulnerable groups in society and although apparently an economic entity, its

motivations are social in nature.
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