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Executive Summary 
 
After the 2008/9 financial crisis, the UK government recognised the role of social 
enterprises in delivering public services and programmes previously run by central and 
local government. The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in an economic recession where 
many have lost their jobs and sense of security. While the cause of this recession is 
different to that of the 2008/9 recession, the effects are similar. The following report 
investigates the research question regarding how London’s social enterprises fared 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and explores the implications of the pandemic on the 
sector. To gain insight on how they fared, our research has focused on the three main 
response strategies undertaken by social enterprises in response to the challenges 
arising from the pandemic:  

1.    Access to finance 

2.    Access to non-financial business support 

3.    Access to markets  

Our research methodology involved desk-based research, primary data collection 
through in-depth interviews, and case study analysis. Through our qualitative analysis, 
the results of this research can be summarised as below: 

Access to finance: Although grants, including employment support and loans, were 
helpful to some social enterprises, there were many barriers to accessing financial 
support according to our interviewees. For example, lack of information, ineligibility due 
to legal structures, intensive administrative burden, and increasing competition in grants 
application. 

Access to non-financial business support: Many social enterprises stated that non-
financial business support was the second most needed support during the pandemic. 
However, it was not sufficient to help social enterprises fulfil their social mission. Some of 
them emphasised that non-financial business support was overshadowed by financial 
business support.  

Access to markets: We also found that many social enterprises pivoted their business 
models to maintain access to existing markets and focused on innovating new products 
and services to access new markets. Some of them also mentioned their desire to 
diversify their customer base and hoped to engage further with the public sector.   
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Our report brings forward a list of recommendations with regard to the main strategies 
social enterprises undertook. These are: 

• Set up a centralized gateway for social enterprises 
• More claritiy on the CIC structure 
• More advocacy for BAME-led social enterprises 
• Continued use of established social enterprise funding networks 
• Pilot a public-private partnership to provide tailored expert support 
• Include the delivery of social value through a social procurement programme  

Overall, our report concludes that although some social enterprises have fared well, many 
have struggled through the pandemic―especially for social enterprises with social 
missions requiring face-to-face engagement, as they were forced to temporarily suspend 
their activities. Therefore, if no action is taken on the issues we have identified, we believe 
the burden on social enterprises to meet the growing social needs, while maintaining their 
regular trading activities, will lead to the dissolution of social enterprises in significant 
numbers. The impact of COVID-19 on social enterprises could be detrimental, leading to 
the deepening of socio-economic inequalities in already disadvantaged areas. 

Highlights: 

• Although some social enterprises have fared well during the lockdown, actions 
should be taken to help social enterprises who have struggled to maintain their 
activities. 

• In total, we carried out 22 interviews remotely, with representatives of 12 umbrella 
organisations and 10 social enterprises. 

• The main barriers to accessing grants were lack of information, competition, and 
ineligibility due to legal critieria.  

• The main barriers to accessing loans were the financial criteria and the use of 
unfamiliar lenders to disperse loans. 

• Non-financial business support such as business advice was not sufficient to help 
some social enterprises fulfil their social mission. 

• Many social enterprises pivoted their business models to maintain access to 
existing markets and new markets. 

• In response to the lockdown, many social enterprises hoped to diversify their 
customer base and to engage further with the public sector. 

• Our recommendations are linked to the three main strategies social enterprises 
undertook. 
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1 Introduction  
 1.1 The Team 
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1.2 MHCLG Partnership 
 

The research question assigned to our team was set by Mario Deconti from the Ministry 
of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG). He expressed his 
requirements of our report through online meetings and further communication through 
email. 
 
 
1.3 Purpose 
 

The purpose of our study is to answer the following research question: Socially distant – 
how have London’s social enterprises fared during the pandemic, and what are the 
implications? 
 
After discussing the current policy interests on social enterprises with MHCLG, the key 
questions linked to COVID-19 were: 

• How have social enterprises mobilised their resources over the pandemic? 
What were the challenges in mobilising resources? 

• What was the value of support to businesses/community groups that they 
supported over the pandemic? Was the business more resilient? 

• Which types of funding did social enterprise access to support 
business/community groups? How important was this funding to their 
activities and the success of the support that social enterprise provided? 

• What regulation changes would have supported more effective intervention?  
 
For the duration of our study, we explored the questions above. We suggested 
recommendations that would enable MHCLG to understand and further support the 
growing social enterprise sector in London. 
 
As the pandemic is still ongoing, social enterprises have experienced the adverse effects 
of government policies of social distancing and lockdown on their businesses. The first 
national lockdown announced in March 2020 greatly affected the viability of many 
businesses, including social enterprises, to continue to operate. This report covers the 
period from March 2020 until Feburary 2021, and the approaches to mitigating the 
pandemic's effects in London specifically. 
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2 Literature Review  
 

 
2.1 What is a ‘Social Enterprise’ 
 
Social enterprises are businesses that engage in trading activities in order to achieve 
specific social or environmental objectives.1 Unlike traditional businesses, social 
enterprises do not exist to maximise profit for shareholders as they principally reinvest 
their surpluses to make a positive social impact in the communities they work in.1,2 
Conceptually, a social enterprise is a hybrid organisation of a traditional charity and a 
traditional business and thus lies at the mid-point of the non-profit and for-profit spectrum1 
(see Figure 1).  

 
 

Figure 1. Social Enterprise as a hybrid organisation of  
a traditional charity and a traditional business3 

 

 
 

 
2.1.1 Challenges in Identification 

Identifying a discrete set of social enterprises is difficult in practice, as there is no 
consensus across government and non-government bodies on the criteria for what 
constitutes a social enterprise.4 This is problematic because it leads to a data consistency 
problem and introduces the danger of conflating social enterprises with other hybrid 
organisations that have overlapping characteristics.3,4 As a result, other hybrid 
organisations such as mission-led businesses can realise greater benefits by taking 
advantage of its obscured distinction from social enterprises, while operating as a private 
profit-making business. For instance, while mission-led businesses are also 
characterised to have business models centred on achieving positive social impact5 they 
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face “no restrictions on how they use or redistribute their assets or profits” unlike social 
enterprises.6 This subsequently contributes to the perception that “mission-led 
businesses are inherently more desirable than other organisational forms”, which drives 
social entrepreneurs away from setting up social enterprises as Community Interest 
Companies5 (refer to Box 1 for more details on the CIC legal structure). Such preferences 
are exhibited by London’s social enterprises, with a greater proportion of social 
enterprises operating as other legal structures rather than as CICs (see Figure 2 for the 
distribution of legal structures taken on by London’s social enterprises). Moreover, with 
social enterprises taking on a wide variety of legal structures that are used by 
organisations and businesses along the entire non-profit to for-profit business model 
spectrum, identifying a discrete set of social enterprises becomes even more challenging. 
 
 

Box 1. Community Interest Companies (CICs) 6 
 
The CIC limited company structure was established in 2005. Although the CIC 
structure is intended specifically for social enterprises, the government 
enforces no restrictions on social enterprises from using other legal structures. 
The CIC structure supports a wide range of activities, covering all industry 
sectors in the UK. A CIC must take on one of two main forms: CLG (without a 
share capital) and CLS. Two fundamental features of a CIC are an ‘asset lock’ 
and a ‘dividend cap’. An asset lock is a legal obligation which ensures that 
assets are either retained within the CIC or transferred out of the CIC for 
activities that benefit the community. Furthermore, as the primary purpose of 
a CIC is not focused on maximising private profit, the returns to investors must 
be balanced and reasonable. Thus, CICs limited by shares are subject to a 
cap that limits the amount of dividend payable (i.e., maximum aggregate of 
35%), unless the shareholder is another asset-locked body. 
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Figure 2. Legal structures taken on by London’s Social Enterprises7 

 
Note: Company Limited by Guarantee (CLG); Company Limited by Shares (CLS); Community 
Interest Company (CIC); and Industrial Provident Society (IPS).  

 
Considering the diversity of social enterprises in terms of their goals, sectors of operation, 
and legal structures, our group will use the broad-based definition from Social Enterprise 
UK8 to characterise a social enterprise as an independent business with:   

(1) more than 50% of its income generated from trading activities, or at least working 
towards this financial goal;  

(2) a clear social or environmental mission that is set out in its governing documents; 
and  

(3) a commitment to reinvest more than 50% of its surpluses towards its social 
purpose. 

 
   
2.2 The Role of Social Enterprises in Society and the Economy 
 
Having outlined the criteria for identifying a social enterprise, we now define the role of 
social enterprises in society and the economy to determine an explicit scope for our study 
of London’s social enterprises in the research. 
 

2.2.1 The Rise of Social Enterprises  

In the UK, the involvement of the third sector organisations in the delivery of public 
services dates back to 19th century when the state provision of welfare was limited.9,10 
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With the private sector only willing to meet the social needs of a small fraction of the 
population who could afford to pay for services, the third sector organisations emerged to 
fill the gaps created by this government and market failure.10 Since then, competition and 
choice in the provision of welfare services has been encouraged by the government in 
recognition of its limited ability in delivering universal welfare.  
 
In particular, the Labour government’s “promotion of a Third Way for the development 
and delivery of public services was at the centre of […] the reform of welfare in the first 
decade of the 21st century”.11 The reform included an increased focus on social 
enterprises, as seen with the formation of a Social Enterprise Unit in the Department of 
Trade and Industry and the Office of the Third Sector in the Cabinet Office in 2006―which 
contributed to the rise of social enterprises and social entrepreneurship. This was 
followed by policies to promote greater localism by the Conservative–Liberal Democrat 
coalition government during the era of austerity12, with the ‘Big Society’ rhetoric 
introduced by David Cameron heavily influencing this new discourse.12,13 
 
Big Society was presented as a community empowerment framework aimed at devolving 
power from the state by increasing the involvement of communities in the delivery of 
public services and civic life.14,15 This agenda was further influenced by the 2008/9 
recession, which created a crisis of capital accumulation in the UK. The Big Society model 
led to a re-engineering of the economy and society in the context of the 2008/9 financial 
crisis and the merging of capitalism and social provision16. Most notably, the government 
had managed to devolve social responsibility to local communities through the 
financialization of social reproduction.14 Evidence of this can be seen in three policies and 
regulations developed after 2009: The Open Public Service White Paper, 2011, which 
introduced competition and efficiency into public service delivery to stimulate economic 
growth and decentralise decision-making power17; the Localism Act, 2011, which granted 
community groups the right to buy community assets and bid to run local services18; and 
the Public Service Act, 2012, which set out social enterprise strategies for national and 
local authorities in reference to procurement, where social value is given consideration in 
tendering processes19. In terms of cost-benefit, contracts were seen as a way to reduce 
the burden on the state to deliver social services. 
 
While the Big Society framework was dropped in 2012 due to criticism on ideological 
vagueness, it has had a significant legacy on the social enterprise sector.12  It increased 
the appetite for greater involvement in community initiatives, as local action could 
minimise unnecessary bureaucracy that often delayed or altogether prevented much 
needed social change in local areas.20 This is exemplified in the next section, which 
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discusses how social enterprises promote social inclusion in the communities they work 
in and by who is engaged in the operation of the business.  
 

2.2.2 Promoting Social Inclusion  

In scholarly research, social entrepreneurship is theorised to promote inclusive economic 
activity and development through its direct involvement in increasing social and human 
capital.21 This is achieved by facilitating social inclusion as social enterprises provide job 
opportunities for marginalised populations and work in underserved communities to 
provide services in lieu of the public and private sectors. Moreover, the leadership 
demographics of social enterprises also demonstrate how social inclusion is implemented 
from the top and filtered down to the activities they engage in. Refer to Figure 3 for 
statistics on how social enterprises promote social inclusion through their organisational 
structures (leadership and employment) and engagement with disadvantaged groups.  
  
 

Figure 3. Leadership, employment, and support profiles of UK’s social enterprises22 
 

 
 

 
2.3 Greater Social Needs Due to COVID-19  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed and exacerbated the vulnerabilities of individuals, 
societies, and economies in various ways.23 At the initial height of the pandemic in the 
UK, social enterprises were amongst of the quickest to respond to the growing social 
needs of the public, with 96% of social enterprises reported as actively supporting 
communities and other social beneficiaries in managing the impacts of the pandemic.23,24 
This is despite their own operational challenges arising from the impact of COVID-19, 
which can be explained by the unique business models of social enterprises that is built 
around the principles of social value and enhancing social cohesion rather than 
maximising private profit.24 
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The demand for the third sector, including social enterprises, is expected to increase in 
light of the pandemic, along with an increased focus on the third sector organisations to 
help repair and reshape post-pandemic societies and economies.23,25 It is expected that 
social enterprises will lead this operation at the local level as they are more 
knowledgeable about the local context and well-positioned to respond quickly to issues 
arising in the communities.23  
 
However, not all social enterprises are optimistic about the demand for their products and 
services given the nature of the pandemic. For instance, health and social care providers 
expect their demand to increase, whereas the hospitality sector expect demand to 
decrease.24 Social enterprises that employ staff from marginalised groups are also less 
optimistic. Social Enterprise UK estimates that social enterprises employ up to 440,000 
people from deprived communities across the UK25, which represents about a quarter of 
the UK’s social enterprise workforce.26 If a negative demand shock occurs, these social 
enterprises will not be able to guarantee employment for their staff and this will only 
worsen the pre-existing social and economic conditions of these communities.25 
Therefore, it is critical that social enterprises are supported through the pandemic, as it is 
a means to promote community resilience and to rebuild the economy post-pandemic.  
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3 Methodology  
 

 
3.1 Research Approach 
 
To tackle our research question, we conducted both exploratory and descriptive research 
by engaging in desk-based research, in-depth interviews, and case study analysis. Figure 
4 outlines the five steps of our research process.  
 
 

Figure 4. Steps in the research 
 

 
 

 
3.2 Framework of Analysis 
 
As discussed in Subsection 2.2.1, the 2008/9 financial crisis refocused the attention on 
the role of social enterprises in the provision of welfare in the UK.27 As a result, the 
government sought to understand what challenges and opportunities social enterprises 
faced in the changing economic environment and which strategies used to overcome the 
challenges.27    
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has also resulted in an economic recession. While the full 
extent of this recession is unknown, it is reported that this crisis may result in lasting 
damage and/or structural shifts in the economy.28 Although the cause of this recession is 
different to that of the 2008/9 recession, the social and economic impacts are similar. Our 
framework of analysis takes this into context.  
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In order to answer the question of how social enterprises fared during the COVID-19 
pandemic and explore its implications, we conducted in-depth interviews to complement 
the findings from our desk-based research. During the first set of interviews, it became 
apparent that social enterprises responded strategically to the challenges of the pandemic 
in 3 ways:   

(1) access to finance;  
(2) access to non-business support; and   
(3) access to markets. 

 
 
3.3 Desk-based Research 
 
To determine the scope for our study of how London’s social enterprises fared during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its implications, we looked at the literature on the history and 
socio-economic value of social enterprises. We then reviewed secondary data on the 
demographic profile of social entrepreneurs, their sectors of operation, and the business 
population of social enterprises.  
 
 
3.4 In-Depth Interviews  
 
Following the secondary data analysis, we carried out in-depth interviews to gather more 
up-to-date information on how London’s social enterprises fared during the pandemic. 
The questions for the interviews were structured according to the findings from our desk-
based research (see Appendix A for interview questionnaire). Not only did this 
methodology enable us to fill the data gaps identified from our secondary data research, 
but also to probe key stakeholders for more detailed insight on their experience in 
managing the impacts of the pandemic and to understand the strategic considerations 
that have led to current outcomes for their social enterprises.   
 
Although interviews are quite time-intensive relative to other qualitative research 
methodologies such as self-administered surveys with open-ended questions or focus 
groups, they are particularly useful in reducing non-response bias and in probing for 
details as questions can be improvised on the spot to allow for flexibility in exploring 
tangential issues arising from individual interactions. However, similar to other qualitative 
research methodologies, it involves small samples that may not be representative of the 
population of interest.29 While this means that the primary data gathered from our 
interviews will have less external validity and will not be generalisable to contexts beyond 
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our sample for London, we can ensure high internal validity by minimising other 
measurement errors. To our knowledge, these errors were reduced by careful design of 
our interview questionnaire.   
 
We chose to carry out staggered sets of interviews; first with umbrella organisations and 
then with social enterprises operating in London. To start, judgement sampling was 
carried out to identify a sample of umbrella organisation engaged in work with London’s 
social enterprises. This included two broad categories: umbrella organisations providing 
financial support and non-financial business support to social enterprises (see Figure 5 
for the full list of umbrella organisations in our sample). We also conducted snowball 
sampling, as our in-depth interviews with umbrella organisations directed our next set of 
interviews with social enterprises (see Figure 5 for the full list of social enterprises in our 
sample). In total, we conducted 22 in-depth interviews.  
 
 

Figure 5. List of twenty-two interviewees  
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All interviews were conducted remotely due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We chose to use 
Zoom, a video conferencing software, because we found it to be the most practical as it 
enabled us to record the audio and videos of our interviews easily. In conjunction with 
Zoom, we used a transcribing application called Otter for added accuracy. Overall, each 
in-depth interview ranged from 30 to 60 minutes, depending on the availability of 
interviewees. Figure 6 details the full timeline of our in-depth interview process.  

 

Figure 6. Timeline of the in-depth interview process 
 

 
 
 

3.5 Case Study Analysis  
 
The nature of our interviews, being in-depth and flexible, allowed us to gather detailed 
case studies from umbrella organisations and social enterprises. Umbrella organisations 
were able to give us insights into their cohort within their membership networks, whereas 
individual social enterprises were able to share their own experiences during the 
pandemic. Case study analysis gave us more depth in exploring the successes and 
failures of social enterprises. 
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4 Analysis and Findings 
 

 

This section consists of our analysis and findings on how social enterprises fared during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and its implications. As discussed in the Methodology Section, 
we conducted 22 in-depth interviews: 12 with umbrella organisations and 10 with social 
enterprises operating in London. Our findings are structured according to the 3 main 
strategies implemented by social enterprises to respond to the challenges brought about 
by the pandemic. 
 
 
4.1 Access to Finance  
 
With the outbreak of COVID-19, many social enterprises were forced to shut their doors 
with little notice. In response to unprecedented challenges brought on by COVID-
19―including severe disruptions to cash flows―social enterprises have tried hard to 
access financial support to survive. 
 
Financial support can be categorised into two main categories: grants and loans. Our 
interviewees noted that there were many barriers to accessing financial support during 
the pandemic. According to our interviewees, the main barriers in accessing grants were:  

1. lack of information;  
2. competition; and  
3. ineligibility due to legal structures. 

  
In terms of loans, many social enterprises were hesitant to take out loans due to their risk-
averse nature and the uncertainty heightened by the pandemic. The financial criteria 
associated with loans and the use of unfamiliar lenders to disperse loans were also 
inhibiting.  
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Table 7. Access to widely known sources of financial supports30  

 
Note: Survey received 378 valid responses from social enterprises (plus 19 responses 
from social enterprise support organisations). Data collected between 14th May to 26th 
June 2020. 30  
 
While the furlough scheme was one of the most accessed government support schemes, 
only 29% of surveyed social enterprises reported to have actually claimed the support, as 
shown in Table 7. 30 Through our interviews, we found that 11 interviewees considered 
the furlough scheme to be beneficial, while 6 interviewees felt that the furlough scheme 
was inappropriate for their businesses given their already limited staff capacity and 
increased workload at the time of the pandemic. This resonates with Social Enterprise 
UK’s survey, where 41% of respondents said it was inappropriate/not necessary, as 
shown in Table 7. 30 

 

4.1.1 Difficulties in Accessing Grants 

86% of social enterprises listed grants as their most needed resource during the 
pandemic.24 However, many of our interviewees stated that they found grants difficult to 
access. According to the study conducted by Social Enterprise UK in 2019, 33% of 
surveyed social enterprises stated grants as a source of income7, which demonstrates 
the importance of grants for the sector. 
 
Through our interviews, we identified three main barriers faced by social enterprises in 
accessing grants: lack of information; competition; and ineligibility due to legal structures. 
We begin by discussing the lack of information around grants. 
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Lack of Information  
Even though grants were the most desired form of financial support, our interviewees 
mentioned loans and the furlough scheme more often than grants when asked about the 
most accessed form of financial support. Some interviewees were not even aware of the 
availability of certain grants, such as the London Community Response Fund. According 
to the responses from our interviews, we could see that grants, compared to loans, were 
not publicised enough by the central government or local authorities. A total of 7 
interviewees stressed the fact that lack of information was a hindrance in accessing 
grants. 
 
In addition to finding the most appropriate scheme, social enterprises also had to keep 
up with the latest announcements for grant funds. Ripe Learning, one of our interviewees, 
said, “the timelines from announcements to submission is very tight, and you really need 
to know when these announcements will be made.” 

 

“Navigating that landscape became very messy, trying to find the right funding 
that you qualify for, and then put in an application is very time consuming but 

also very competitive. So, your chances of accessing it have decreased."   

—— Hatch 

Competition for Grants  

Eight of our interviewees stated that the competitive environment was a hindrance in 
accessing grants. Due to the pandemic, applications for grants became more competitive 
because several funders shifted their financial assistance towards more COVID-related 
funding schemes by cutting funds from other pre-existing programmes. This shift reduced 
the overall number of grant funds made available to social enterprises.  For example, the 
Southwark Pioneers Fund was meant to run from 2019 to 2022; however, no further 
rounds for grant funding have been announced since October 2019.31  
 
Under these circumstances, relationships with funders were noted to play an enabling 
role for 8 of our interviewees' who received grants. The was because social enterprises 
could get inside knowledge about changes in grants and the schedules before other 
applicants through established relationships. Additionally, CanDo and Big Society Capital 
observed that small and new social enterprises were disadvantaged as they did not have 
a previous relationship with funders. This obstacle is because funders were also reluctant 
to expand their beneficiaries; for instance, Access stated that the National Lottery refused 
to accept new applicants to focus on existing clients. 
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Administrative work involved in the application process also put small and new social 
enterprises into an increasingly unfavourable situation. Twelve of our interviewees stated 
that the administrative burden to complete multiple applications was a significant 
challenge in accessing grants. Also, many interviewees pointed out that small social 
enterprises experienced more difficulty than large enterprises due to their limited 
capacities. The time commitment required to prepare grant applications has been a pre-
existing problem for many social enterprises before the pandemic.27 One of our 
interveiwees, CNT Associate stated that as businesses were under high pressure facing 
the danger of closure, it has become more problematic during the pandemic.    
 
During our interviews, it was repeatedly mentioned that some funders seemed to be 
biased toward more prominent and more established organisations. For example, both 
Access and CNT Associate witnessed Art Council’s tendency to prefer larger 
organisations. This perception further discouraged small social enterprises from applying 
for grants. 
 

Legal Criteria  

Data from Social Enterprise Advisory Panel’s survey identified that grant funding criteria 
restricted social enterprises registered as CICs limited by shares from accessing grants.30 

Eight of our interviewees echoed this finding. As shown in Table 7, 25% of social 
enterprises surveyed by SEUK said that they were not eligible for grants from local 
authorities, while 16% were not eligible for grants from other sources.30 As discussed 
before, social enterprises take on a wide variety of legal structures. In reviewing the grant 
funding criteria for London Community Foundation, we found that CICs limited by shares 
were explicitly excluded from the application process. During the pandemic SEUK lobbied 
government to provide adequate support for the sector and were successful in ensuring 
unrestricted access to £310 million in grants, distributed by the National Lottery.31  
 
While CICs limited by shares were most impacted, it was also noted that CICs in general 
faced more challenges in accessing grants compared to charities. Hatch, one of our 
interviewees, pointed out that they had to change their legal structure from a CIC to a 
charity after struggling to get funding.  
 

 

4.1.2 Difficulties and Issues around Accessing Loans 
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Similarly, social enterprises also struggled to access loans. The three main reasons are 
highlighted below.  
 
Risk-Averse Nature of Social Enterprises  

Securing cash flow is a matter of utmost importance to many social enterprises; however, 
many found loans to be an inappropriate resource. For example, the Bounce Back Loan 
scheme, stated as the most accessible government loan scheme, was considered 
inappropriate by nearly 60% of surveyed social enterprises, as shown in Table 7.30  Six 
interviewees noted that social enterprises are predominantly risk-averse. In addition, 
many noted that they were more familiar with the grant funding environment and thus they 
preferred not to shift to loans, which may entail additional risks in the time of high 
uncertainty. According to our interview with Impact Hub, blended finance such as the 
People’s Postcode Lottery Innovation Fund offers more flexibility for risk-averse social 
enterprises. Providing investment plus a loan is “extremely helpful”, unlike traditional 
financing which is considered “restrictive for social enterprises”.   
 

Financial Criteria 

Financial criteria was one of the main barriers to accessing loans for new social 
enterprises 1 . Even though Bounce Back Loans has a less restrictive criteria for 
businesses2, only social enterprises who earned more than 50% of income from trading 
and reported turnover for 2019 were eligible. Big Society Capital noted that the new social 
enterprises that had not yet started to make turnover before the outbreak of COVID-19 
were disqualified. Further, our interview with the Impact Hub stated that the 50% trading 
requirement to receive loans impeded some of social enterprises, who were self-
sustaining but lost their trading income source due to COVID-19, from receiving financial 
support. 
 
As a result, the Resilience and Recovery Loan Fund was set-up to support businesses 
further failing to continue daily operations. However, this scheme does not consider the 
social enterprises that have been adversely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, such 
as those that are barely holding on and cannot take on the risk of either the Bounce Back 
Loans or the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme. 

                                                
1 New social enteprises refers to businesses that have been in operation for less than a year. 
2 Compared to CBILS, BBL have lowered bar for small businesses with less supporting documents and 
more generous terms including fixed interest rate and more patient loan period. This might have resulted 
in more accessibility of BBL: 15% of surveyed social enterprise claimed BBL successfully whereas only 
4% of them claimed CBILS as shown in Table 7.   
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“As I've observed, when I've been talking to these social enterprises, there's 
been some support for charitable things and there's been some support for 
commercial things. The government splits it, they don't consider it. You can't be 
kind of in between. So, a lot of the businesses I've worked with, which are trying 
to do more than just the one or the other have struggled to fit into the right box." 

—— Impact Central 
 
 
Unfamiliar Lenders 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the government used commercial lenders to disperse 
government-backed loans. However, none of the social lenders were able to administer 
the Bounce Back Loan and the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan schemes.35  
Instead of connecting social enterprises with their usual social finance networks―such 
as Big Society Capital, Social Investment Business, and Access Foundation―they were 
forced to work with unfamiliar lenders.3 The loans were also inconsistent with the blended 
finance model familiar to social enterprises. Big Society Capital pointed out that “the right 
mix of funders, platforms and intermediaries who understand the products and the 
organisation” is the key to help social enterprises financially. Additionally, Big Society 
Capital stated that there was more success with the Resilience and Recovery Loan Fund 
compared to the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme, because it was 
administered through a social lender, Social Investment Business.35 

 
  

                                                
3 When	asked	about	the	source	of	finance,	social	enterprises	who	use	social	bank,	building	society,	
specialist	social	investment	organisation	represented	28%	in	SEUK’s	survey	in	2019	while	those	who	use	
banks	are	31%	22 
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Box 2. Case Study: Sen Talk - Grant 
 
Sen Talk is a CIC that works with special educational needs children with 
attention deficit disorders and the autism spectrum conditions. They provided 
a lot of detail into their financial experience during the pandemic. 
 
At a pivotal point in their growth at the start of last year they hired two extra 
staff members prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. They secured a National Lottery 
Community Fund grant in the first 6 months after the outbreak which helped in 
paying salaries for new staff. Sen Talk’s relationship with the National Lottery 
Community Fund was established five years prior when they first applied with 
only £30,000 turnover. This funding had allowed them to pivot their business 
model online to build their audience and increase their turnover during the 
pandemic, from £129,000 to £320,000. However, they noted that the furlough 
scheme was not useful to them as their new staff were ineligible for the criteria. 
 
Despite the demand for their services increasing during the pandemic, Sen Talk 
found grants difficult and demanding to earn particularly because there were 
not many grants applicable to them. Additionally, as a relatively new social 
enterprise it was hard to apply for many grants whilst receiving no feedback. 
Their success rate for receiving grants was 60%, but they stated that majority 
of these were short span, as they missed out on long-term grants adding to the 
uncertainty of their future income. 
 
Sen Talk’s experience shows how crucial grants were in maintaining their 
business and delivering on their social goal. Also, important to note is the role 
of established relationships allowing them to access additional funding. 

 

 
In addition, and separate to the points stated above, we found that successful application 
rates for financial support (e.g., discretionary grants, grants from foundations, 
Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan scheme, and so on) were lower for BAME-led 
social enterprises.36 This was echoed by our interviewees as seen in Box 3. 
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4.2 Non-Financial Business Support  
 
After grants, 45% of social enterprises stated that non-financial business support was the 
second most needed support during the pandemic.24  

In our interviews, two social enterprises emphasised that non-financial business support 
was overshadowed by financial business support during the pandemic. This revealed that 
non-financial business support was not sufficient to help some social enterprises fulfil 
their social mission. This section focuses on three types of non-financial business support 
that was highlighted during our interviews. These are peer-to-peer engagement; advice 
from experts; and volunteering. 
 

4.2.1 Peer to Peer engagement  
Peer-to-peer engagement can be described as social enterprises engaging, collaborating, 
and networking with other social enterprises. During our interviews, 5 out of 10 social 
enterprises and one umbrella organisation stated the importance of peer-to-peer 
engagement during the pandemic. They also mentioned that despite lockdown 
restrictions, peer-to-peer engagement was more accessible. This is due to the ease of 
using online platforms such as Zoom and peer groups facilitated by the local councils and 
umbrella organisations.  

In terms of understanding the impact of peer networks, Access, an umbrella organisation, 
explained that peer groups reduced information asymmetries. 

 

 

 

Box 3. Highlight: Disparities in Obtaining Financial Support- BAME groups   
 
During our interview with Big Society Capital, they stated that BAME leaders 
were most impacted, as found through their own research, with 9 out 10 
facing the possibility of closure during the pandemic. They said, in fact, this 
disparity existed before but has been exacerbated during the pandemic. 
Ultra-Ventures echoed this and pointed out that one reason this inequality 
existed was due to the lack of diverse members on decision making panels 
which has resulted in an unlevelled playing field in relation to finance 
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“Peer groups created a sense of community for social enterprises, and in some 
ways, it helped to fill in the gaps, that were not captured by the government […] 
for instance some social enterprises were able to get direction on to how to get 
business advice or what loans were more appropriate” 

—— Impact Central 
 
 
Access also mentioned that peer-to-peer interactions were the strongest when social 
enterprises within the same sector got the opportunity to network with each other. This 
was because they can relate to each other's challenges. According to Access, ”when a 
social enterprise called Beyond Food engaged with other social enterprises in the food 
sector, it allowed them to troubleshoot problems around accessing volunteer delivery 
drivers".  
 
Within our interviews, an umbrella organisation called Supply Chain argued that "although 
peer groups may not have been a sole factor that helped social enterprises fare well, it 
may have been a contributing factor in terms of guiding some in the right direction". 
Supply Chain continued to say, "however, to tackle the waves of challenges that social 
enterprises experience during the pandemic, business advice and training from experts 
was needed, allowing them to not only survive but to thrive". 
 

4.2.2 Advice from Experts 

In 2011, a social enterprise study revealed that more than 30% of social enterprises had 
gaps in core business skills.37 Additionally, a government review into evaluating where 
the skills gaps were within the social enterprise sector. The review found that leaders and 
employees of social enterprises lacked enterprise, business development and digital 
skills.38 

 
Our interviews showed that a lack of these skills continues to be an issue as 4 out of 10 
social enterprises and 5 umbrella organisations mentioned the lack of core business skills 
among social enterprise employees. Our sample also noted that they would have fared 
better during the pandemic if they had better access to expert advice on the specific areas 
they struggled in.  
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Figure 8. Type of expert advice required by social enterprises interviewed 

 
 
 

In order to understand what expert advice would have improved the performance of social 
enterprises during the pandemic, we first had to identify what specific expert advice social 
enterprises needed, which can be seen in Figure 8 above. 
 
 
Business Strategy  

As shown in Figure 8, 9 out of 10 social enterprises mentioned that they would have 
benefitted from expert advice on business strategic planning, in terms of how-to best 
restructure, pivot their business model or even form a new strategy. From our interviews, 
we found that during the pandemic local councils and many umbrella organisations like 
Business Launch Pad provided advice on how social enterprises should sustain their 
businesses. Many of the social enterprises within our sample did find this advice useful 
but were all determined to go one step further. For instance, a social enterprise called 
Young Diverse World Changers claimed that “We survived during the pandemic but as it 
continues, we need all the necessary tools to go beyond to help us achieve our social 
mission. Since corporate organisations are looking for ways to indirectly contribute to 
social missions, this is where they can step in to offer their expert advice.” 

Having qualified professionals from private organisations could help many social 
enterprises develop further. These professionals are often experienced in dealing with 
the most complex problems and can combine their expert knowledge learned from 
working with several types of organisations, of varied sizes and circumstances.39 To 
emphasise how expert advice can help social enterprise fare better, a social enterprise 
called Cando stated: 
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 “The difference with social enterprises is that many people who decide to set 
one up, do it because they have a sense of passion for filling that need. Many 
of those people have no business acumen or specific skills and learn on the go. 
The lack of business expertise was an issue before 2020, but it became 
extremely accelerated during the pandemic”.  

—— Cando 
  
 
Marketing – Digital Marketing and the Digitisation of Business  

Moreover, within our interview, Supply Chain identified that “social enterprises expanding 
on the digitisation of their business, especially utilising digital marketing was a top priority 
and was a huge way of gaining access to customers” As shown in the graph above, 5 
social enterprises suggested that they are not utilising digital marketing enough, due to 
lack of knowledge, and therefore would benefit from expert advice on digital marketing. 
Young Diverse World Changers mentioned that “receiving guidance or a one-off training 
session from digital marketing experts, would help us to be self-sufficient and to not be 
reliant on having to pay digital marketing professionals […] we would like to learn more 
about how we could utilise digitisation for our social enterprise”. They also agreed that 
getting expert guidance on the use of digital marketing was essential in order to attract a 
larger audience, in a way that is both cost-effective and measurable. 
  
A 2020 report from McKinsey & Company suggests that the pandemic has accelerated 
digital transformation by seven years.  McKinsey & Company stated that “consumers are 
three times likelier now than before the crisis to use digital platforms”.39 Therefore, as 
more consumers turn to digital channels, advice from experts can demonstrate to social 
enterprises the importance of not only attaining knowledge on digital marketing but also 
exploring how they can digitise their business in other ways, such as with e-commerce 
and collecting data. Experts within the digital marketing and digitisation space can assist 
many more social enterprises to benefit from the digital transformation, and work towards 
a more efficient digitised business, where possible. Box 4 case study below demonstrates 
the impact of a social enterprise attaining expert business and digital marketing advice. 
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Box 4. Case Study: Apt Better Health - Impact on expert advice 
  
An example of an organisation that befitted from expert business advice was 
Apt Better Health.  Apt Better Health focus on supporting well-being and 
health for those recovering from mental health, particularly in the London 
region.  
  
Before the pandemic, one of their services was providing face-to-face yoga 
and meditation services to those recovering from mental ill-health. However, 
due to lockdown measures, they recognized the need to pivot their business 
model. They then contacted a corporate organization they had a previous 
relationship with, who were also marketing and business consulting 
specialists. The corporate organization offered them advice on how to pivot 
its business model and run their services online. They also helped them to 
develop a digital marketing strategy which involved advertising service online 
via Council Borough Facebook groups.  
  
Due to this change, they found that their customer base increased significantly 
and was at a higher level then pre-pandemic which meant a 20% increase in 
profits. They believe the advice they received was significant in their 
successful rollout. Furthermore, in the future they anticipate the use of digital 
service delivery with face-to-face services as a new blended way of offering 
their services to a larger customer base. 

 
 
4.2.3 Volunteering 
Notably, the most prevalent non-financial business support accessed by social 
enterprises was voluntary support.30 Social Spider found volunteers helpful, "we've 
involved a lot more volunteers on a kind of ad hoc basis, particularly in the distribution of 
newspapers." Others such as Cando and The Common Room noted voluntary support 
allowed them to continue delivering on their social mission and gave them more capacity 
to focus on other areas of their business. Below in Box 5 we have a case study  mentioned 
by one of the umbrella organisations we spoke to, CNT Associates. 
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Box 5. Case Study: Blossom Antenatal – Volunteer  
 
Blossom Antenatal was founded during the pandemic to support pregnant 
women, and their first online breastfeeding class took place during the first 
lockdown in March 2020. Their audience grew dramatically from 6,000 
women in the first three months to 40,000 as of February 2021 when we 
interviewed them. For them to keep up with the demand for their classes 
which went from 1 class to 34 classes, they recruited volunteers from different 
professions; Doctors, midwives, academics and psychologists they had a total 
of 50 volunteers. Volunteers allowed them to keep up with demand teaching 
lessons for free in the beginning stage of the business. As a result, volunteers 
had allowed Blossom Antenatal to thrive in a time of uncertainty and drastic 
change.  

 
Three out of ten social enterprises we spoke with mentioned an increase in their 
volunteering numbers. The pandemic led to more people being restricted to their local 
boroughs and, increase the number of people interested in helping their local community. 
Additionally, as unemployment numbers had increased, and more people were put on 
furlough, volunteering created an opportunity for improving employability for the general 
public. As summed up by Social Spider, “people have been pleased to have something 
to do.” Similarly found in the report from Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, 
volunteering was the most accessible non-financial business support available in the 
post-financial crisis period. Moreover, they found “some social enterprises provided 
volunteering opportunities to help people improve their employability”.27 While this report 
looks at social enterprises in the post-financial crisis period, it provides a good 
comparison because the pandemic has created similar social and economic shocks. This 
comparison shows the importance of social enterprises in crisis times in delivering on 
their social impact and helping society recover. Volunteering allowed social enterprises 
to fare better but also gave opportunities to those on furlough. 

 

4.3 Access to Market    
 

Many social enterprises pivoted online to maintain access to existing markets. 
Additionally, they also innovated their products and services to access new markets. 
While some social enterprises expanded their customer base, many stated their desire to 
include the public sector. 
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4.3.1 Pivoting 

Pivoting is a response whereby businesses change the delivery of their goods and 
services to meet existing customers.40 12 out of 22 of our interviewees said that pivoting 
was the most important response in allowing social enterprises continued access to 
markets during the pandemic. Due to lockdown restrictions, social enterprises affected by 
social distancing were forced to adjust their operations to survive. In a recent report by 
Forbes, it was noted that COVID-19 was a catalyst for businesses to pivot their 
businessoperations.41  

One umbrella organisation we interviewed called Hatch Enterprise demonstrated this: 
Hatch’s mission is to work with entrepreneurs from diverse and under-served 
communities to grow successful, profitable, and sustainable businesses. At the start of 
the lockdown, Hatch decided to halt most of their operations. Due to limited cash reserves, 
they decided to pivot their business online and digitise their programmes two weeks later. 
As a result, Hatch was able to work with a further 320 founders addressing the pressing 
challenges of other social enterprises during the pandemic. Hatch stated that they fared 
well primarily because they pivoted their events and training services online. 

While pivoting online was most favourable amongst our interviewees, it was not a one-
size-fits-all response. Some social enterprises in our interviews mentioned that they could 
not pivot online due to the nature of their customers and their social mission. 

Many social enterprises supply services to vulnerable people, including the elderly. From 
our interviews, we found that social enterprises that delivered service to the elderly were 
disproportionally impacted compared to those who worked with other vulnerable groups. 
For example, Age UK who supports elderly people, could not continue face-to-face day-
cares services due to lockdown restrictions. Their digital inclusion programme, which 
seeks to increase the use of the internet among people aged over 75, was halted. In 
contrast, Ripe enterprise could continue teaching their English language programme 
online despite the implications of a language barrier amongst their customers and issues 
with their customers accessing their online programmes. They utilised grants to help 
purchase electronic goods for the customers in order to eliminate the access issue. This 
shift was not possible for Age UK as 2/3 of elderly people are not familiar with using the 
internet.42  

Furthermore, some social enterprises could not deliver their social missions online. For 
instance, The Common Room, a social enterprise whose aim is to create a physical place 
where people discover their purpose together, felt that pivoting online would change their 
social mission's inherent nature. NatWest also mentioned that social enterprises running 
youth centres and clubs also struggled to pivot online because their service delivery 
depended heavily on offering a secure setting that could not be replicated online.  
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Overall, pivoting online was said to be the most effective response to accessing markets. 
Supply Change, another interviewee pointed out that social enterprises that pivoted online 
seemed to have fared well. However, it is important to note that pivoting was resource-
intensive and challenging, as seen in Subsection 4.2.2.   

 

4.3.2 Innovation 

Social enterprises also used innovation as a response strategy which involved trialling a 
new product or service to access new customers.40 Recognising the needs created or 
exacerbated by COVID-19, some social entrepreneurs began offering new products or 
services such as personal protective equipment. From our interviews, we found this 
accurate and noticed that social enterprises that innovated were able to survive and 
continue delivery. Social Enterprise UK found that social enterprises saw the pandemic 
as an opportunity to show how innovative they were, distinguishing themselves from other 
businesses.24  

The following case study in Box 6 illustrates how one social enterprise innovated during 
the pandemic and fear well.  
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Box 6. Case Study: Art4Space – Innovation 
 
Art4space is a female led social enterprise that uses art to provide wellbeing 
support for school children and vulnerable communities. During the pandemic, 
social distancing measures meant they were not able to continue delivering face to 
face sessions to kids and thus they were forced to pivot online and innovate a new 
product. Art4space developed ‘Art in a Box’ (Image 1) to help working parents 
distract their kids while at home. Instead of selling directly to schools, their usual 
customer, Art4space began selling to the general public. To ensure they stayed 
true to their social mission.  

Art4space committed to contribute 20% of sales to support the delivery of ‘Art in a 
Box’ to vulnerable communities. In addition, they partnered with sponsors to deliver 
179 art boxes to disadvantaged local communities. According to their 2020 Annual 
Report, Art4Space’s annual income as of November 2020 was £245,389, an 
increase of 52% compared to 2019.43 Art4Space has demonstrated the benefit of 
being innovative, both in creating new products and accessing new markets. As a 
result, they have continued delivering their social mission of providing well-being 
through art to schools and vulnerable communities. 

  
Image 1. Art in a Box product from Art4Space44 
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While pivoting and Innovation were the top strategic responses in helping social 
enterprises survive, many of our interviewees discussed their need to diversify their 
sources of income by selling their goods and services to the public sector. 
 
4.3.3 Trading with the Public Sector 

As mentioned in the 2020 Social Enterprise UK's report, social enterprises trading with 
the public sector anticipated less disruption than those trading with the general public.24 
We investigated this finding further through our interviews by asking Social Enterprises if 
they had access to government contracts and their implications. Our findings correlated 
Social Enterprise UK's as we found trading with the public sector to be favourable in how 
Social Enterprises had fared during the pandemic.24 
 
In comparison, the report from Department of Business, Innovation and Skills referenced 
a study done by Fight Back Britain, which showed that following the financial crisis of 
2008, government contracts were halted, causing social enterprises to rely on the public 
sector market to fare worse than those reliant on the private sector.27 On further 
examination, we noted a difference in government expenditure after the 2008/9 crisis 
compared to this pandemic. Austerity followed the 2008/9 crisis described by Oxfam as 
a “form of deep spending cuts with comparatively small increases in tax”.45 In response 
to Covid –19, the Government introduced an additional £72.8 billion spending budget to 
governmental departments, including Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, 
which works closely with social enterprises and their funders.46  
 

Box 7. Case Study: Ripe Enterprise – Pivoting, Innovation, and Public 
Procurement 
 
Ripe Enterprise is a social enterprise that delivers English, Maths and essential 
workplace skills training for refugees and migrants. During the pandemic, Ripe 
Enterprise won government contracts up to eighty-seven thousand pounds and 
mentioned that government procurement contracts were most helpful in 
allowing them to scale delivery and build capacity compared to grants. They 
believed this sustainability was essential to their success during the pandemic. 
RIPE pivoted their operations online and because of their already established 
relationships were able to secure additional income; seventy-five thousand 
pounds as a grant, from the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
and a procurement contract from Lambeth council. Through pivoting, and the 
support of the public sector, they fared well, increasing their turnover by 67.5%.  
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Procurement was a notable topic of discussion. Seven social enterprises mentioned the 
importance of public sector procurement in supporting them during the pandemic but 
expressed concerns with the procurement process. 
 
When asked what the difficulties in accessing procurement were, interviewees stated size, 
competition, and existing relationships as significant obstacles. In terms of size, it was 
harder for smaller social enterprises to win government contracts because of the difficulty 
in the application process. Department of Business, Innovation and Skills similarly noted 
“Smaller organisations find the procurement process daunting, and it is difficult to 
dedicate sufficient resources to the task”27. Secondly, due to the open competition and 
bureaucracy of procurement rules, social enterprises felt they were disadvantaged. Ripe 
Enterprise explained that despite the application process being open to all, including 
Social Enterprises, they do not feel confident winning contracts. Sen Talk referred to this 
as the “stigmatization about procurement”. This issue was also evident in the Department 
of Business, Innovation and Skills’ report as their sample noted the “public procurement 
process could be reformed to better assess bids from social enterprises”.27 Thirdly, we 
found that those who had established relationships with the central or local government 
like Ripe Enterprise were more likely to secure further government contracts during the 
pandemic. Overall, social enterprises stated a need to diversify public procurement to 
address the inequality in awarding contracts.  
 
While some social enterprises have feared well many have struggled leading to 
unintended implications for the sector which are explained in the following section.  
 
 
4.4 Implications  
 
Social enterprises have struggled like any other business during the pandemic to maintain 
positive cash flows. Adding to this they have also worked hard to continue meeting the 
growing demands for their support by local communities. One of the main reasons why 
businesses fail is due to negative cash flow. In order to continue paying expenses, 
businesses with negative cash flows are forced to use their cash reserves. According to 
a report by Social Enterprise UK, social enterprises have enough cash flow for the short 
term however 29% reported that their cash flow could only sustain them for up to three 
months showing an immediate need to access finance36. As these social enterprises 
continue to operate without securing more cash, they will eventually run out of money 
forcing them to close. 
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Additionally, receiving expert advice can help social entrepreneurs from making avoidable 
mistakes. For instance, the School for Social Entrepreneurs stated that some social 
enterprises carried out changes to their business model that compromised their ability to 
achieve their social mission.47 Changes to business models may have involved changing 
to new target markets, changing the type of services delivered and pivoting online. All to 
generate new sources of revenue, to continue to survive. During the current pandemic, 
the uncertain environment has caused panic amongst the sector, leading many to make 
rash decisions without being properly informed. This caused delays in social enterprises 
ability to adapt and has led to a loss of income for some. As seen above, some have had 
to make tough decisions to scale back their services and the delivery of their social 
mission, leaving many disadvantaged groups more vulnerable. 

 

  
Given the implications already faced by the sector, some tried to diversify the markets 
with which they traded. The pandemic has impacted the demand for the products and 
services social enterprises provide in different ways. While some saw an increase in their 
sales others needed to pivot or innovate to access customers via different markets. As 
noted above some social enterprises face barriers inhibiting them from doing this, thus 
reducing their opportunities to thrive.  
 
Based on these implications we have suggested a few recommendations which can be 
seen in the next section.  
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5 Recommendations 
 

 
5.1 Access to Finance 
 
Centralized Gateway 

We recommend a centralized gateway for social enterprises, where they can access 
information and resources based on the stage that the business is at. Although there is a 
UK government website dedicated to setting up a social enterprise as a CIC (as shown 
in Image 2 below), it is mostly geared toward social enterprises in the start-up phase. This 
is again the case for the Social Enterprise UK website. 

 

Image 2. Comparison of Canadian and UK Government Social Enterprise Portals48,49   

 
 
 

We believe that creating a page, similar to that of the Canadian government for social 
enterprises (as seen in Image 2), will reduce information asymmetries. This can also help 
connect social enterprises to both financial and non-financial support services. These 
include, but are not limited to, volunteering opportunities and information on grants.  
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Clarification of CIC Structure  

We recommend that the features of the CIC structure should be clarified because the CIC 
structure is misunderstood by many. The asset lock and dividend cap are seen as 
impediments to investment of capital to some entrepreneurs, investors and stakeholders. 
There is also the issue of CICs limited by shares not being able to access grants. Due to 
these reasons and our interviews, many Social Enterprises prefer not to setup as CICs 
because of the lack of informed decisions when choosing a structure. Thus, a centralized 
gateway would not only ensure Social Enterprises are able to make informed decisions 
when choosing a structure. But it would also encourage more inclusivity in funding from 
organisations such as Big Society Capital and the National Lottery Community Fund 
towards a variety of legal structures. 

 
BAME and Access to Funding 

We recommend more advocacy for BAME-led social enterprises. First, it should be 
acknowledged that there is an imbalance with regards to which social enterprises 
successfully access government funding. We recommend further research on this 
disparity and greater consideration be given to having ethnically diverse individuals on 
funding panels and BAME specific funding opportunities. More inclusive and fair 
procedures should be ensured during the whole process of grants provision. Increasing 
transparency by publicising the data about which organisations are selected and the 
selection criteria/procedures will be helpful to make more equitable procedures.   

 

Use of Established Social Enterprise Funding Networks 

We recommend the use of established social enterprise funding networks to provide the 
loans, as seen in the Resilience and Recovery Loan Fund which was dispersed by Social 
Investment Business. In a discussion with one of our interviewees, they mentioned that it 
took an average of 14 years for social enterprises to become self-sustaining. We also 
recommend that a greater emphasis be placed on patient capital such as the longer-term 
loans and repayable grants.  
 
 
5.2 Access to Expert Business Support 
 
We recommend MHCLG pilot a public-private partnership using an accreditation system 
similar to that of the Investors in People Programme, explained in Box 8―i.e., companies 
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would gain accreditations by meeting set benchmarks based on investing time or money 
to provide tailored expert support to develop the third sector.  
 

Box 8. Investors in People 
 
Investors in People started as a government project funded by Department 
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy in 1991, to develop a national 
standard of good practice for training and development. Since then, the 
framework has included continuous improvement, employee recognition, 
mental health and wellbeing investments as standards of good practice. 
Organisations that invest in people have workforces that are up to 17% more 
productive and 21% more profitable. To date, 50,000 organisations gained 
accreditation which are recognised in 66 countries, making it a global 
benchmark.50  

 
The potential benefits of this recommended public-private partnership include: 

• Attracting and retaining the best talent, improving company reputation and 
increasing productivity for corporations 

• Devolving social responsibility to local communities in keeping with government 
agenda to modernise public services 

• Increasing capacity and impact of social enterprises and the third sector 
 
By 2025, millennials will make up 75% of the global workforce and they tend to have high 
expectations for businesses when it comes to social purpose and accountability. 51 Today 
63% of millennials expect their employers to contribute to a social cause.52 This creates 
an incentive for the private sector to engage with social enterprises. 
  

5.3 Procurement as a Market Opportunity 
 
We strongly encourage expanding the Social Value Act, 2012, to include the delivery of 
social value through a social procurement programme as done by the municipal 
government of Toronto as seen in Box 9. Individual consumers already consider the 
impact of their purchases, this trend can be scaled to include government spending. 
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Box 9. City of Toronto’s Social procurement programme 
 
The City of Toronto’s Social Procurement Programme, adopted in May 2016, 
aims to strategically achieve social, economic and workforce development 
goals through the use of procurement budgets, by embedding supply chain 
diversity and workforce development initiatives into the city’s procurement 
processes.53 The benefits of this programme include: 

• Providing equal opportunities for businesses and increasing the 
diversity of companies on the city’s supply chain 

• Encouraging companies that successfully win bids to work with 
diverse suppliers and those that deliver social impact in communities 

• Increasing the number of employment opportunities and resources for 
those in the most disadvantage communities 

 

 
In order to make this a priority, the government should set supply chain targets around: 

• The percentage of procurement opportunities that include workforce development 
and/or supply chain diversity requirements. 

• The percentage of direct suppliers with the City that are diverse or engage with 
diverse suppliers through their supply chains. 

  
To further ensure engagement, government staff should be required to invite at least one 
diverse supplier to submit a quote when purchasing goods under a certain threshold.    
We recognise there are ability and capacity concerns around social procurement. To 
ensure social enterprises meet procurement standards, we recommend a certification 
process by which social enterprises are pre-vetted before given access to government 
procurement systems. In Toronto, certification of diverse suppliers is done through 
established non-profits. During our interviews, we engaged with one social enterprise, 
Supply Change, which offers a platform that hosts pre-vetted B2B social suppliers ready 
to deliver a range of goods and services.54   
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6 Limitations  
 

 

 
While extensive desk-based research, primary data collection, and detailed analysis of 
case studies were conducted to draw our findings and recommendations, we consider 
this study to have the following limitations:  

• Data inconsistency problems arising from the use of varied definitions for a social 
enterprise by different organisations may result in minor differences in how the 
sector is captured in the secondary data.  

• Our sample of 12 umbrella organisations and 10 social enterprises may not be 
representative of the entire social enterprise sector in London.  

• The lockdown restriction and social distancing guideline prevented in-person 
primary data collection. This may have contributed to participation bias.    

• Extensive fieldwork could not be conducted given the short time frame of our study; 
instead, we carried out research methods that were most suitable for delivering 
results within the three-month period.    

• The COVID-19 pandemic is still ongoing, which has prevented us from fully 
answering to the question of ‘how have social enterprises fared?’. As a result, the 
scope of our research was defined to instead answer ‘how have social enterprises 
fared so far?’.   

 
We recommend MHCLG to consider these limitations when reviewing the findings and 
recommendations of our study, as well as when planning future research on the subject 
of social enterprises. Despite these limitations, we believe that our study of London’s 
social enterprises adds value in understanding the need to provide greater support to the 
social enterprise sector in managing the impacts of the pandemic.   
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7 Conclusions 
 

 
This report has analysed how social enterprises fared and the implications the sector 
faced in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. An in-depth literature review was done to 
understand the research topic and explore earlier studies' findings. Twenty-two semi-
structured interviews were also conducted with 12 umbrella organisations and 10 social 
enterprises to gain an in-depth perspective of the challenges social enterprises faced and 
the strategies they undertook in order to survive.   

The results of this analysis suggested that, like all other businesses, social enterprises 
have struggled through the pandemic. How well they feared varied, and their survival 
depended on their ability to:   

• Access finance to support their cash flow 
• Access non-financial business support to fill existing skill gaps which were 

amplified during the pandemic 
• Access markets to ensure they either maintained customers or gained new 

customers 

While some social enterprises fared well, many faced barriers and thus struggled. For 
instance, those who could not access information on the various support schemes, had 
limited staff capacity and received no expert advice fared the worst. Furthermore, those 
who adopted the CIC limited by shares legal structure faced more adversity than those 
who adopted other legal forms, especially when applying for finance. Lastly, some social 
enterprises whose either worked with digitally excluded groups or whose social missions 
required face to face engagement were forced to suspend their activities. 
  
Many social enterprises have proven to be adaptable and resilient so far. However, as 
the pandemic continues, we believe that if the challenges raised in the Analysis and 
Findings Section are not addressed, there will be high rates of burn out, leading to the 
dissolution of many social enterprises. Social Enterprise UK already estimates that the 
unintended consequences of the pandemic could significantly impact 35% of social 
enterprises.25  Such an outcome will have a sizeable impact on the economy, as social 
enterprises are present in all sectors and contribute £60 billion to the UK GDP.24,26 
Furthermore, 73% of social enterprises work in disadvantaged areas,22 and play a critical 
role in tackling a range of inequalities present in these communities―including income, 
social, political, and gender-based inequalities.55 
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Therefore, it is vital that social enterprises are supported through the pandemic by our 
findings and recommendations to mitigate the issues they face. This support will allow 
them to continue to play a fundamental role in addressing and mitigating the pandemic's 
short-and long-term impacts on the economy and society. 
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9 Appendix 
 

 

Interviews Questions  
 

Part 1. Review of Business support offered during COVID-19 
1.1 Government Support   
  
1.1.1     Monetary/ Funding   

• What type of funding was accessed during the pandemic for Social Enterprises 
(Social Enterprises)?    

• What type of activities did this funding support?  
• Was the above funding provided by government appropriate /useful, in terms of 

helping to meet immediate and future needs for the Social Enterprises?  If not, 
why not? 

• What are the challenges that Social Enterprises faced when trying to receive 
funding from the government?  

• Were there any sectors within social enterprises, that faced more difficulties in 
accessing funding? i.e. Educational related Social Enterprises vs Environmental 
Social Enterprises   

• What sectors within Social Enterprises received the most funding/ support during 
the pandemic? I.e. Educational related Social Enterprises vs Environmental 
Social Enterprises  

• Please can you state the amount of funding that was provided towards Social 
Enterprises?  

  
1.1.2 Non-monetary services (Policies, volunteering, PPE)    

• Did Social Enterprises receive any non-monetary support from Government i.e. 
PPE etc. If so what type?  

• What sectors received the most non-monetary support during the pandemic?  
• Are there any specific government policies (new or old) that have helped to 

support Social Enterprises during the pandemic?  
• Are there are any Government policies that have hindered Social Enterprises in 

the delivery of their services during the pandemic?  
• Are there any other policies that the Government could consider that would 

support Social Enterprises to deliver their services during the pandemic? 
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1.2 Non- Government support   
• What type of non-government support did Social Enterprises access?   

o Grants []  
o Advice []  
o Loans []   
o Social /Angel investors []   
o Other [] 

• (please state)  
• What was the most common type of non-government support that was received?  
• Was there an increase or decrease from non-government support, during the 

pandemic?  
• What were the major obstacles for receiving non-government support?  
• Was the support provided by non-government enough to meet immediate needs 

and future needs for the Social Enterprises?   
• What were the main type of companies/ institutions that offered support to Social 

Enterprises? 
 
 Part 2:  Business solutions implemented by Social Enterprises  

• What business solutions have Social Enterprises implemented internally to help 
sustain their businesses during the pandemic? I.e. new service lines, change 
business model, restructuring, new approach to delivery etc. 

• Was there a change in business solutions that were implemented over time?   
• How did implementing different solutions impact performance for Social 

Enterprises?  
• What were the profits/losses?    

- +80%  
- 50 - 80%  
- 50 – 30 % 
- 30- 10% 
- 10 %   

§ How does this compare to the trajectory of profit /losses that the Social 
Enterprises had predicted for the year? 

• Given the pandemic, was there a shift in services and products that SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISE provided?   

• Were the changes implemented likely to remain for the long term the Social 
Enterprises?  

• Can you describe the most common type of shift in services and 
products provided by Social Enterprises?  
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• How did the source of incomes for Social Enterprises change during the 
pandemic? 

• How did the way Social Enterprises reinvest profit change?   
• Were there any social enterprise that increased their revenues from providing 

services to support the pandemic?  
• Have Social Enterprises transitioned their business models to be more efficient 

so they can survive when the business support provided ends?  
 
Part 3: Impacts of Covid-19 on business   

• How did the outbreak of Covid 19 affect your business and operations? 
• What was the impact on staff turnover during the pandemic?  
• What sectors within Social Enterprises faced the most staff turnover? And what 

sectors faced the least staff turnover?   
• Did you observe any significant increase in staff hiring from specific sectors 

within Social Enterprises?   
• What products and services or sectors faced a decrease in demand?  
• Was products and services or sectors faced an increased demand?  
• What are the opportunities that the pandemic brought to Social Enterprises?  
• What was the impact on Social Enterprises on revenue?  
• What sectors within Social Enterprises suffered the most in terms of revenue 

reduction?   
• What sectors within Social Enterprises were the most resilient in term of 

revenue?   
• What sectors had their supply chain impacted during the pandemic?   
• Has the pandemic improved the efficiency of the delivery of social enterprise 

services?  
• As a result of, the pandemic what future changes do you think Social Enterprises 

will implement?  
 


