
The Big Venture Challenge is a Big Lottery funded 
programme to support ambitious social entrepreneurs 
to expand their work by helping them to attract 
investment.  As well as growing social ventures, it 
aims to bring new investors into the social investment 
marketplace. Between 2011 and 2013, we observed 
changes in the numbers and demographics of people 
applying to the programme. As debate continues 
about the social investment marketplace, we are 
exploring the sources and flows of investments for the 
Big Venture Challenge (the investment pipeline) and 
its applicant pool. 

This paper presents our learning, which we hope 
will help others to successfully stimulate demand for 
social investment, improve the products available 
and build a larger, more diverse pipeline for social 
investors.

The UK Social Investment Market
In 2011/12, 765 social investment deals were made in the 
UK, contributing to a 21% growth in the market from the 
previous year. 1 Despite this increased flow of capital, 
recent research shows the sector is still struggling to 
find social entrepreneurs ready to take on the social 
investment available. There remains a mismatch 
between the supply and demand for social finance.

For some this mismatch exists because the financial 
products on offer are unsuitable for early stage, 
community-based social ventures. 2 Of the 765 deals 
made in 2011/12, the vast majority of this lending (90%) 
was in the form of secured loans. This presents a 
challenge for the sector: without assets to rely on, how 
can start up organisations raise the finance they need 
to grow?

For others, the problem arises because of inadequate 
investment readiness among social ventures, with too 
few prepared to take the finance that is available.3  
While this remains a concern, programmes such as 
the Big Venture Challenge have shown that there 
are ventures to be grown across the UK. Since 2011 
ventures on the Big Venture Challenge have raised a 
total of almost £2 million of investment.
______________________________________
1 HM Government. (2013) Growing the social investment market: 2013 
progress update [online]
2 Davison, R. and Heap, H. (2013) Can social finance meet social need? 
[online]
3 Gregory, D., Hill, K., Joy. I. and Keen, S. (2012) Investment readiness in 
the UK [online]
4 The match-funding from Big Venture Challenge is awarded as a grant, 
but UnLtd take a 5% share of a venture’s incremental revenue  
for the following two years. This is only if financial performance targets 
are met, with any payback capped at 50% of the original grant.

Finding social entrepreneurs   
In 2011, we began scouting for social entrepreneurs 
with the potential for high-growth, ready to take part 
in the first round of the Big Venture Challenge. UnLtd 
staff and partners researched and identified suitable 
candidates, proactively encouraging them to apply, 
alongside a mainstream PR and marketing push. 

We found that the most effective way for us to find 
good quality applicants suitable for the programme 
was to use UnLtd partners and staff to help identify 
them.  Using their existing networks, staff and partners 
identified 76% of the final 25 selected ventures.  

Mainstream marketing and PR proved a less efficient 
way for us to recruit social entrepreneurs. The less 
control we had over the messaging, the more blurred 
the applicant criteria for the Big Venture Challenge 
became. Our messaging was also confused by the 
mention of an up-front grant, as we received many 
applications from those primarily interested in the grant 
element rather than in raising social investment. 

As a result of this experience, UnLtd made fundamental 
changes to both the programme design and outreach 
conducted for the Big Venture Challenge in 2013 by:

•	moving away from pure grants, providing match-
funding in the form of a ‘repayable grant’ 4  instead 

•	changing our approach to outreach, by encouraging 
staff to take a more targeted approach and 
developing their own personal networks

•	building stronger links with fewer partners to prevent 
diluting the eligibility criteria

•	 scaling down our mainstream marketing push 
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The 2013 approach resulted in better quality 
applications and fewer that were ineligible or 
unsuitable. We received fewer applications overall, 
with just 143 applications for 30 awards. The 
focused messaging around investment and the 
removal of upfront grants also had a notable effect 
on the diversity of applications. 

When looking for patterns between the years, we 
observed:  
•	Fewer women applicants: there was a sharp 

decline in the proportion of women applicants 
(from 42% in 2011, down to 25% in 2013)

•	A growing regional bias: in 2011 and 2013 we 
received more applications from London than 
any other region, but the proportion grew in 
2013 (46%, up from 34% in 2011)

•	Growth in preference for Company Limited by 
Share structures: there was marginal yet notable 
growth in applications from Companies Limited 
by Shares (CLS), and these companies account 
for 47% of the 2013 Award Winners (up from 
44% of Award Winners in the 2011 pilot). 

From discussions with applicants and other social 
enterprise sector intermediaries and examining 
our data, we believe there are two explanations for 
these trends, i.e. the patterns reflect:

 - 1. the true composition of early stage, high 
growth potential social ventures, and/or;

 - 2. our processes of marketing the scheme and 
identifying applicants – suggesting a marketing 
problem.

Below, we explore these explanations and suggest 
they provide valuable lessons for the wider social 
investment market. 

Did applications reflect the 
true composition of early stage 
ventures?
There is an argument that few social entrepreneurs 
are looking for the types of high-risk growth capital 
currently on offer 5, requiring more long-term capital 
instead. Evidence supports this, with a decline in the 
number of social enterprises applying for finance, and 
those applications tending to be for smaller-scale, 
unsecured capital (such as grants) for amounts often 
below the minimum investment thresholds of many 
Social Investment Finance Intermediaries.6  

By removing the grant element and tightening up the 
eligibility criteria for the 2013 Big Venture Challenge, 
did the applications we receive reflect the reported 
demand for this type of risk capital? 

Fewer female applicants

Mainstream businesses led by women are both less 
likely to apply for and to receive investment. 7,8 Reasons 
for this include women being more likely to start 
businesses out of necessity, to use smaller amounts of 
start-up capital and to be more risk averse than their 
male counterparts.9 As such they remain less likely 
than male-led ventures to reach their full potential. 
It is possible that by placing a greater emphasis on 
attracting investment in 2013 than we did in 2011, 
we inadvertently discouraged some female social 
entrepreneurs from applying to the Big Venture 
Challenge, replicating patterns found in the mainstream 
financial and business sectors. The percentage of 
women applying to the Big Venture Challenge in 
2013 (25%) almost exactly mirrors the percentage of 
mainstream female entrepreneurs in Britain (27%). 10

Regional bias

In 2011/12, almost one in five social investment deals 
in the UK were made between organisations based 
in London11 , and a fifth of the social enterprise 
population is based in London. 12,13 This highlights the 
London-centric composition of the social enterprise 
population, and goes some way to explaining the 
disproportionately high number of BVC applicants from 
London. However, 47% of all applications came from 
London – a percentage so high it cannot be explained 
by distribution alone.

Key observations 
(2011 – 2013)
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Companies Limited by Shares

UnLtd has also seen increased applications to its 
accelerator programmes from companies limited by 
shares. This has risen from 34% of applications to the 
UnLtd Advantage programme in 2008/09 (the Big 
Venture Challenge precursor), to 54% of applications 
to the 2013 Big Venture Challenge. There also seems to 
be a growing number of social incubator programmes 
purely for social purpose companies limited by shares, 
such as Bethnal Green Ventures, suggesting that this is 
a broader trend. 

Did applications reflect a 
marketing problem? 
In 2013 the most common referral routes for applicants 
were our staff (who referred 18% of applicants), partner 
organisations (23%) and our website or social media 
outlets (35%). Marketing methods, both through our 
networks and through online promotion, will have 
influenced the number and type of applicants we 
received. To explore this, we looked at the BVC through 
the lens of the five Ps of marketing: product, place, 
promotion, people and price.

Product

In 2013, we removed the upfront grant and changed the 
form of match-funding to a repayable grant. This was 
successful in deterring applicants seeking a quick cash 
injection rather than investment. We also reduced the 
programme length and required social entrepreneurs to 
be ready to raise external investment within 12 months, 
which may have further contributed to a reduction in 
applications

Place

A key aim in 2013 was to build stronger links with fewer 
referral organisations to ensure that the programme’s 
criteria were more consistently communicated to 
potential applicants. This approach worked well, but 
it relied heavily on our existing networks, which were 
already strongest in London. An unintended outcome 
of this change was the affect on the regional spread 
of applicants. Over half of the 2013 Award Winners are 
based in London (13) or the South-East (3). And of the 
nine winning applicants that were referred by partners, 
all but one came via partner organisations based in 
London. 

People

An analysis of our application data showed that the 
close ‘talent scout’ networks we built were made up 
of people similar in background and profession to the 

UnLtd Ventures team. A tight network of people and 
partners can help build trust and strong relationships, 
which was a key aim for us. Yet when searching for 
something new or different, strong ties (people you 
know very well) can be less useful than weak ties 
(acquaintances)14 , as they are likely to have access to 
the same pool of knowledge and information. 

This has implications when trying to find applicants, 
particularly as referrers tend to interact with candidates 
that who have something in common with them. 15,16  
The Big Venture Challenge and other intermediaries 
could therefore be failing to find hidden gems within 
the social enterprise sector and inadvertently restricting 
the diversity of ventures in the investment pool. For 
example, recent research suggests a considerable 
proportion of social enterprises work in the housing 
sector, 17,18 yet only 13% of 2013 applications to the Big 
Venture Challenge were from this sector. While this may 
be indicative of a low demand for investment among 
this particular sub-group of ventures, it also reflects a 
gap in our own referral networks.

Promotion

Our social media channels and website proved to be 
an effective way of finding applicants in 2013: 35% of 
applicants and 27% of eventual Big Venture Challenge 
winners came via these routes. The language we used 
emphasising scale, ambition, risk and equity may have 
increased the number of applications from companies 
limited by shares. 

Language such as this has also been shown to 
discourage women entrepreneurs from seeking such 
finance, as they typically have fewer financial assets 
to use as collateral, operate in less capital-intensive 
sectors and have lower levels of confidence in their 
ventures than their male counterparts., 19,20 This could 
have contributed to the fall in women applicants in 
2013. 

Price

The main ‘costs’ for our partners of acting as a talent 
scout were time, resources, and potential damage 
to relationships if the applicants referred weren’t 
successful. We tried to mitigate these costs by 
making sure talent scouts also received clear benefits. 
For example, some of our most successful referral 
partners were other social investors working with more 
advanced organisations than those on the Big Venture 
Challenge. By recommending ventures they believe 
have potential for growth, these partners benefit 
because the Big Venture Challenge reduces some of 
the risk associated with these ventures. This helps our 
partners build their investment pipeline. 



How to attract high-growth 
social entrepreneurs 
There are a combination of factors causing the trends 
seen in applications to the Big Venture Challenge 
2011 and 2013. They are a reflection both of how the 
sector is composed and the way our programme was 
marketed.   

As an investor or support intermediary, you may also 
have observed these trends. As the sector struggles to 
build its investment pipeline and make fruitful deals, 
we have set ourselves four key challenges for the 
remainder of the Big Venture Challenge that we hope 
will also be useful for others. 

Improving our networks

2013 demonstrated the effectiveness of the ‘talent 
scout’ method and we will use it in the future. However, 
we will improve our networks by:

•	 taking a slower approach, building our talent scout 
network over 12 months and monitoring it closely 

•	monitoring the geographical location of all talent 
scouts, the sectors in which they operate and their 
diversity

•	 reaching out into new networks which BVC has not 
received referrals from before yet which contain 
deep pools of talent, such as in the housing sector

•	developing a better tracking system for our talent 
scouts, identifying their incentives to promote the 
Big Venture Challenge and how we can best keep 
them engaged with the programme and support and 
help their work in return. 

Monitoring our messaging

We will work on our messaging:

•	 to ensure the language of ambition, risk and scale 
does not deter women social entrepreneurs, or 
entrepreneurs leading organisations with structures 
other than a company limited by shares

•	by learning from others to produce targeted call-
outs inviting applications from women and those 
from our target regions and business sectors

•	by working internally and externally to further 
explore supporting women social entrepreneurship 
in particular, with a view to participating in sector 
debates on the issue.

Educating from the “grassroots” up

Anecdotal information from other social finance 
and support intermediaries is that early stage social 
entrepreneurs lack information about the social 
investment available to them and the opportunities 
for growth. We will visit incubators, networks and 
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other potential referral organisations, and high 
growth potential social entrepreneurs, to promote 
the possibilities available to them. We hope this will 
develop the longer-term investment pipeline.  

Educating from the “suits” down

As well as educating young social ventures about 
social investment, we need to work with the investment 
community to understand the changing nature of high 
growth social ventures. This will ensure that those in 
the pipeline have their investment needs met. Our 
day-to-day experience suggests there is an increase in 
social purpose companies limited by shares, although 
we don’t have robust data to prove this. We want to 
ensure social value is embedded in these ventures. 
UnLtd is leading the conversation with partners across 
the sector on ‘trust engines’: devices that embed social 
value into social purpose companies limited by shares. 
We started this conversation early in 2013 21 and will 
publish a full paper in 2014. 

We look forward to reporting our progress on these 
four areas as the Big Venture Challenge continues. We 
believe this approach will help to improve the volume 
and diversity of  the social investment market pipeline. 
We hope others across the sector will join us in 
supporting these objectives as we all work to support 
social entrepreneurs across the UK, and address the 
challenges faced by the market. 
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