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HOW MAINSTREAM ENTERPRISE SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS 
ARE SUPPORTING SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS

Mainstream enterprise support organisations are 
increasingly being approached by social entrepreneurs. 
New survey data shows that over a quarter of their 
clients are starting or managing a business with a social, 
environmental or community objective. A further 16% 
believe that their product or service incorporates such 
objectives. This paper explores the survey results, and 
asks how enterprise support organisations are responding. 
When should they refer clients on to specialist support 
providers? What help do they need to support social 
entrepreneurs themselves? What do the findings mean for 
the future of enterprise support in the UK?

UnLtd is the UK’s leading supporter of social 
entrepreneurs. The National Enterprise Network (NEN) is 
a membership body representing the enterprise support 
sector across England. Its members include not-for-
profit enterprise agencies, Chambers of Commerce, local 
authorities and specialist providers. The findings described 
in this paper are drawn from a survey of the membership’s 
clients, including start-ups and existing businesses, which 
reached over 2800 clients. The paper also draws more 
broadly on the experience of some of NEN’s members.

INTRODUCTION 

Entrepreneurs are often motivated by social 
objectives even if they don’t self-identify as social 
entrepreneurs.

Mainstream enterprise support organisations 
are often approached for advice on running a 
venture with a social, environmental or community 
purpose.

• Social entrepreneurs and ‘conventional’ 
entrepreneurs have common support needs,  
in particular the need to build a viable business 
model.

• By targeting social entrepreneurs with events and 
services, enterprise support organisations can 
access a broader set of clients.

• There are distinctive support needs for social 
entrepreneurs including legal forms and access to 
social finance.

• Referrals to specialist agencies are already 
happening, but there is scope for better links 
between mainstream and specialist agencies.

• There is an appetite among entrepreneurs to 
run businesses with social purpose, which many 
policy makers are yet to embrace.

KEY FINDINGS
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CANVAS COFFEE SHOP

Pravin Isram set up 
Canvas Coffee Shop in 
2014 aiming to use ‘Great 
business to help people.’ 
From their shop at 
Portsmouth & Southsea 
Station they sell coffee 
and cake, whilst offering 

volunteer work and Barista Skills courses to 
those in early recovery from alcoholism and 
drug addiction. Pravin speaks about the value of 
specialist support alongside mainstream support 
organisations.

“The School for Social Entrepreneurs really helped us 
– with their support I was able to leave my corporate 
job. UnLtd really helped too – the money we received is 
secondary, the emotional support I felt from them has 
been vital.”

of respondents stated they are 
starting and/or managing a 
business that has a particularly 
social, environmental or 
community objective.



In recent years, mainstream enterprise support 
organisations have been aware that an increasing number 
of their clients are interested in social enterprise, or at 
least have broader social, environmental or community 
objectives for their businesses. 

My colleagues and I have noticed a steady increase in the 
number of clients coming to us asking about how to set up 
a social enterprise. Often they have heard the term ‘social 
enterprise’ and are interested to learn more. 
 (Alexandra Shoobert, Business Adviser, Wenta)

We see considerable numbers of clients looking to set up what 
could be termed as a social enterprise in some form. 
(Allen Pluck, CEO, Portobello Business Centre)

There is significant and growing demand for support for 
social enterprise start up.  We have seen a threefold increase 
in demand over the last few years. We are finding that more 
and more people are self-identifying as social enterprises/
entrepreneurs as awareness has grown.  (Tamy Matanky, Strategic & 

Operations Manager, Coventry & Warwickshire Cooperative Development Agency) 

National Enterprise Network and UnLtd decided to 
work together to look into this trend, and used the 2014 
NEN survey to collect data on clients’ motivations and 
perspectives on this issue. 

The survey findings confirm that over a quarter of the 
clients of mainstream enterprise support organisations 
have a social, environmental or community objective at 
the heart of their business, and more than half seek to 
support social causes through their business. 

For example, NEN member Enterprise First has worked 
with a number of social entrepreneurs. One of these, 
Pravin Isram of Canvas Coffee Shop in Portsmouth, 
won the 2014 Social Enterprise category of the Shaping 
the Future of Portsmouth Awards, and has also 
received support from UnLtd and the School for Social 
Entrepreneurs.1

While some clients are specifically interested in social 
enterprise, many more have a broader objective of ‘giving 
back’ to society through their business. As such, they may 
not self-identify as social entrepreneurs:

Many clients come to see us with a strong desire to make their 
business in some way helpful to society. They may not always 
identify themselves as social entrepreneurs but they are 
clear that they want to contribute, not just make a profit.  It is 
quite common that people who have experienced difficulties 
themselves at some point in their lives, now want to help others 
with the same issues. They may ask whether they can give 
some of their profit to charity or whether they can provide 
their products or services at low cost or free to disadvantaged 
groups. (Alexandra Shoobert, Wenta)

said that supporting social causes they 
were passionate about was an important 
factor in starting or running their business.
 
of respondents said that providing 
products and services which support their 
community was important

of respondents who said they weren’t 
starting and/or managing a business with 
a social, environmental or community 
objective said that they were nevertheless 
providing a product or service that 
incorporates such objectives.

KEY SURVEY FINDINGS ON SOCIAL 
MOTIVATIONS FOR BUSINESS
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Portobello Business Centre has witnessed an increasing 
number of clients coming through our doors who are looking 
to set up in business with some form of social agenda be 
that ethically sourced, organic / non-toxic materials or with 
links to putting back into community and we are witnessing 
increasing numbers of these business who go on to be 
successful.2 Most of those seen would not identify themselves 
as a social enterprise, seeing what they are setting out to do 
as being “morally right” rather than profit-driven. I would go 
far as to say the motive more readily identified is a backlash 
to and rejection of a prior large business or corporate 
experience. (Allen Pluck, PBC)

MOTIVATIONS OF ENTERPRISE SUPPORT ORGANISATION 
CLIENTS

This proportion is higher in 

It’s also higher among Black and Minority Ethnic 
clients 

Social entrepreneurial activity is more prevalent in 
some business sectors:

Arts

Education

Coaching

Health/Social Care

Alternative Therapies

of respondents stated they are 
starting and/or managing a 
business that has a particularly 
social, environmental or 
community objective.

London
41%

East Midlands
39%

Asian Origin
53%

Black/African/
Caribbean
44%



SHERRIE’S FLOWERS

As a settled Romany Gypsy 
with 20 years of floristry 
experience, Sherrie aims to 
train other women from the 
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller 
community in the trade, to 
help address the inequalities 
that many currently face.

Generally, enterprise support organisations agree that 
most of the support needs of social entrepreneurs and 
‘conventional’ entrepreneurs are the same.

These include help with developing and testing a viable 
business idea, preparing a business plan, reaching 
customers and dealing with finance. 

However, agencies do recognise that social entrepreneurs 
have some additional support needs: 

MEETING THE PARTICULAR 
SUPPORT NEEDS OF SOCIAL 
ENTREPRENEURS

We firmly believe that specialist support is required to 
support social enterprises for a range of reasons including- 
their particular legal forms; social finance; organisational 
development, which is often tied to legal structure; and 
employing people/using volunteers. It is an influencing factor 
on many other aspects of a business, e.g. contracting, target 
markets.  (Tamy Matanky, CWCDA)           

 
Some support organisations recognise the importance of 
their staff having empathy for social entrepreneurs:

We do not differentiate between client groups nor do we set 
out or deliver specialist Social Enterprise events as we see the 
business acumen required to be successful as being equal in 
either case.  However the key here I believe is the attitude and 
experience of the staff involved in delivering the support. Being 
a social enterprise with a not-for-profit motive we have a deep 
seated understanding of the difficulties social enterprises may 
face in setting up to do the “right thing”. (Allen Pluck, PBC)

It is common for mainstream support organisations to 
have developed relationships with specialist support 
providers to respond to the particular needs of social 
entrepreneurs:

Where there are specific needs, such as with choosing and 
registering the most appropriate legal structure and looking 
for funding for a specific area, we will make a referral to a 
specialist organisation. (Alexandra Shoobert, Wenta)

We also call on the services of specialist delivery support 
when required. In addition, we also call on the services of our 
previous clients and their successes as role models to enhance 
our service offer. (Allen Pluck, PBC)

Some support organisations have found that they can 
access a different set of clients when they put on events 
and provide services that specifically target social 
entrepreneurs. 

Last year we put on two workshops specifically for social 
enterprises. These were very well attended and the feedback 
from clients was excellent. Our speakers included people from 
UnLtd, SEEE and Inspire 2 Enterprise and we covered topics 
such as: social impact measurement; funding; leadership and 
management of a social enterprise. (Alexandra Shoobert, Wenta)

Specialist promotion of the social enterprise option is also 
required to raise awareness and access the right clients, that 
is those that clearly want to use a business approach to pursue 
social objectives. (Tamy Matanky, CWCDA)

Such activities can be delivered through a partnership 
approach, which allows support organisations to reach out 
to a variety of potential clients, and refer them on to the 
most appropriate provider:

We have worked in partnership with a range of mainstream 
providers to deliver programmes which provide support to a 
broad range of clients whether they are mainstream or social 
enterprise businesses.  Such partnerships need to have multiple 
entry points with clients able to access the service that reflects 
their particular approach to business. (Tamy Matanky, CWCDA) 3

However, some enterprise support organisations 
are concerned that some clients use the term ‘social 
enterprise’ for the wrong reasons, or that they have a 
limited understanding of it: 

In our experience, many people are talking or thinking about 
social enterprise, but few of them really understand what it 
means. While it’s true that there has been an increase in the 
proportion of people who want to start a business that is more 
aware of its impact and seeks to bring positive change, there 
has been an even bigger rise in the number of people using the 
term simply because their business will be dealing with people 
or in the hope it will open the door to grants and other support 
and opportunities. In our experience, they tend not to have, or 
be able to develop, viable business models. Around 20% of the 
people attending our pre-start training workshops say they 
aspire to set a social enterprise up, until they work out what it 
really means! (Richard Abbott, CEO, HBV)

The confusion for some people is not so much between being a 
social enterprise and a mainstream business but being a social 
enterprise and being a charity. (Tamy Matanky, CWCDA)

To set up her social enterprise Sherrie received 
support from a Wenta Business Advisor, who 
helped her to create a viable business plan and to 
understand the social enterprise model. She has 
recently received funding and support from UnLtd, 
in order to help her grow the training side of her 
venture.
 



In conclusion, we highlight four issues that arise from 
the survey and our consultations with enterprise support 
organisations. 

Firstly, our survey highlighted a potential gap in support 
for would-be social entrepreneurs. This requires further 
analysis, but may suggest the value of improving access to 
support with building social, environmental or community 
objectives into what are otherwise conventional 
businesses. 

Secondly, this work has highlighted that referrals to 
specialist agencies are already happening, but that 
there is scope for better links between mainstream and 
specialist agencies, that build the capacity of enterprise 
support organisations to respond to the particular needs 
of social entrepreneurs, and that facilitate referrals where 
necessary. UnLtd and NEN have agreed to work together 
on this, and we invite enterprise support organisations and 
other specialist supporters to join us.

Thirdly, our conversations with enterprise support 
organisations have highlighted the need to better educate 
some potential clients on the realities of social enterprise. 
One agency commented:

What’s also needed in the publicity surrounding successful 
social enterprises is a much greater focus on the hard work they 
put into identifying and viably meeting the needs of the market, 
creating social capital AND making their own money from 
doing so. (Richard Abbott, HBV)

Finally, this survey has underlined the considerable 
appetite among entrepreneurs to start up and run 
businesses with social, environmental and community 
objectives. The findings are consistent with data from 
elsewhere, such as the RBS Enterprise Tracker, which 
consistently finds that over 20% of people who would 
like to start a business would choose to set up a social 
enterprise, and that around two-thirds would seek to use 
their business to support social causes.3  Alongside social 
enterprise, there is increasing interest in mainstream 
businesses that have explicit social and environmental 
objectives at their core, as illustrated by the plans to 
introduce B Corp certification to the UK later this year.4 
While mainstream enterprise support organisations are 
recognising these trends, some policy makers have not yet 
acknowledged that entrepreneurs themselves are building 
a movement in which purpose is at the heart of business, 
and embraced the potential that this represents. 

WHAT MORE COULD BE DONE?

1 www.canvascoffee.co.uk. For other Enterprise First case studies, 

see Adam Stevens of Intelligent Eating www.enterprisefirst.co.uk/

case_studies/704; Vanessa Shahani of Mulberry Hypnotherary and 

Life Coaching www.enterprisefirst.co.uk/case_studies/mulberry-

hypnotherapy-life-coaching; and Peter Richardson of Ecoskill www.

enterprisefirst.co.uk/case_studies/508.

2 See for example Ludovic Blanc, founder and CEO of Blanc Naturally 

Cleaner www.pbc.co.uk/success-stories/blanc-naturally-cleaner; Howard 

Carter of Incognito www.pbc.co.uk/success-stories/incognito-anti-

mosquito; Veronica Dementeeva and Luke Rudd of Organica Pizza 

www.pbc.co.uk/success-stories/organica-pizza. 

3 www.inspiringenterprise.rbs.com/sites/default/files/resources/populusr

bsenterprisetracker4thquarter2014-finalfullreport.pdf

4 www.bcorporation.uk/b-corps-in-the-uk
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Of those respondents who said they weren’t 
starting and/or managing a business with a social, 
environmental or community objective.

This proportion is roughly consistent across the 
country, but is highest in...

It is higher for entrepreneurs who are at the...

 …than those who are already trading (7%)

It is also higher for... 

Black/African/Caribbean clients...................

Clients with no formal qualifications...........

Clients with only vocational training...........

said that this was because they could 
not access the support needed to 
develop and sustain such objectives. 

South East
12%

London
11%

Idea stage
12%

Start-up stage
14%

WHERE SPECIFIC SUPPORT 
COULD HELP POTENTIAL SOCIAL 
ENTREPRENEURS
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