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Abstract: Social innovations and social enterprise have been seen as innovative measures to achieve
sustainable development. Drawing on an evaluation of a development project on creating social
enterprises in Sweden, this article analyzes social innovations as a policy area. The policy area
is often described as loaded with ideological contradictions. The aim of the article is to explore
underlying premises and discourses in policy implementation aimed at creating social innovations in
a comparison between two ideal types on social sustainability—(1) an individual activation strategy
(responsibilization of the individual) and (2) a societal equilibrium strategy (balancing social values).
The research question is inspired by Carol Bacchi’s policy theory and asks what is the problem
represented to be? The analysis is carried out at the micro-level as a context-sensitive approach to
explore articulations made among actors creating the policy and entrepreneurs participating in a
locally organized project. The article contribute with a better understanding of how societal problems
and their solutions are discursively determined, with implications for policy makers and project
managers active in this policy area. The analysis and findings indicate a significant policy shift during
the implementation process. Initially, the policy idea consisted of well-considered ambitions to create
a long-term sustainable development. During the implementation of the project, the problem’s
representation changes gradually in the direction towards individual activation. This transition
is driven by pragmatic difficulties of defining the policy area, problems of separating means from
ends, and the need to make decisions based on a limited range of information. We conclude by
emphasizing the need for reflection on how the social dimension is defined when implementing
social innovation strategies. Furthermore, there is a lack of studies of how this policy area can be
linked to policies for social sustainability.

Keywords: social innovation; social enterprise; policy analysis; problem representation; individual
activation; social sustainability

1. Introduction

During the last two decades, there have been monumental hopes for social innova-
tion to achieve sustainable development. In 2009, President Obama launched the Social
Innovation Fund to support initiatives in doing business differently by promoting com-
munity leadership and investments in innovative community solutions. In Japan, social
innovation has been a part of the rebuilding efforts following the 2011 nuclear disaster,
which left massive destruction on its assets such as the physical and sociopolitical environ-
ment. In the United Kingdom, the Office of Civil Society is designed to enrich lives, drive
growth, and promote Britain to the world by working in partnerships with civil society,
private businesses, and the state. Recently, social innovation has also been included in
the EU 2020 strategy for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth. Public policy efforts in
enhancing social innovations and social enterprises have thus been seen as complementary
measures to help solve many of the contemporary problems in a situation where pub-
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lic budgets are under pressure, and public policies are suffering from sectorization and
fragmentation [1-8].

Drawing on an evaluation of a regional development project on creating new social
enterprises in Sweden, this article analyzes social innovations and social enterprises as an
emerging policy area. Policies in this field are often described as both dynamic and com-
plex [9-12]. Firstly, scholars and practitioners in the policy field disagree on definitions [13].
Secondly, and despite the conceptual unanimity, social innovations and social enterprises
are policy concepts associated with essential hybridity. They exist in a territory in between
the for-profit and nonprofit sectors, and they often combine the logics of the spheres of the
state, the market (for-profit), and the civil society (including the community and organiza-
tions in the third, non-profit sector) [14,15]. This hybridity seems to create ambivalence
among policymakers and participating organizations. For example, the introduction of
projects enhancing social enterprises is often met with skepticism among stakeholders in
the business sector. On the other hand, actors in civil society are constantly playing the
role of the energetic proponent. Still, they often experience disappointment in the slow
progress of change or, in the worst case, lost opportunities to reach long-term effects. In
the middle stands state authorities and municipal actors that try to mediate between, on
one side, demands on a market-oriented and commercial approach and, on the other side,
claims for acting following social and human values. In other words, the policy area is
loaded with ideological conflicts and contradictory ambitions [16-20].

In this article, we will focus on especially one kind of contradiction embedded in the
policy field, namely between two opposing perspectives on social sustainability—on one
side, an individual activation strategy, and, on the other side, a societal equilibrium strategy.
The two strategies will be compared by an ideal-typical comparative analysis that expli-
cates different ways of articulating the policy problem. Firstly, in the activation strategy;,
social sustainability contains policies that aim at implanting in individuals’ the interest to
promote their employability, life-long learning, and attaining the “right” attitudes, e.g., flex-
ibility, career aspirations, entrepreneurial mindsets [21]. Secondly, the societal equilibrium
strategy is based on policies that aim to create an equilibrium between often contradictory
social values, e.g., justice, human development, and security. Strong social sustainability
correlates with a high degree of equilibrium between these contradictory values [22]. In
Section 3, we will give a more extensive description of the theories and methods of the
comparative analysis.

Our inquiry is guided by the following research question: What is the problem
represented to be in policies enhancing social innovations and social enterprises and what
is silenced in this representation? To address our research question, we will analyze three
sub-questions:

— Inwhat ways are the societal reality characterized in the representation?
—  What normative assumptions underpin the representation?
— How has the representation of the problem been transformed by policy proposals?

Against this, the overall purpose of the article is to explore central issues in policies
aimed at creating social innovations and social enterprises in a comparison between two
ideal types representing different approaches to the policy problem. In that way, the
comparative analysis will include considerations on issues of power relations among
participating actors and producing legitimacy towards beneficiaries, e.g., presumptive
entrepreneurs, non-profit organizations, trade unions, and organizations representing
economic and social interests.

The comparative analysis will be carried out at the micro-level as we are interested
in how local actors “live” the policy area. Our context-sensitive approach enables us
to identify and explore articulations made among actors creating the policy and social
entrepreneurs participating in locally organized development projects. Moreover, our
research question focuses on the underlying premises, assumptions, and discourses in
policy implementation [23]. We employ a research design that involves multiple sources
of data, such as documents preparing the policy, interviews with project managers and
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social entrepreneurs, as well as participatory observations. By analyzing how the involved
actors problematize and motivate the need for creating social innovations and supporting
social enterprises, we can collect rich ‘bottom-up” articulations subject to ideal-typical
comparative analysis.

Our findings suggest that the original intentions articulated at the regional level
and expressed in the project application become something partly different as processes
and activities become implemented at lower levels in the implementation chain. Our
multi-level analysis of the process shows how idealistic ambitions aimed at creating a
long-term sustainable development of society are filtered through pragmatic difficulties of
defining values and objectives, separating means from ends, and making decisions based
on a limited range of information and analysis. Moreover, our findings illustrate how
locally organized social enterprising efforts, championed by entrepreneurs in the project,
struggle with managing contradictory values, fragmented organizational structures, and
scarce resources. In this respect, our findings contribute to literature and research on social
sustainability by providing theoretical and empirical insights of issues and challenges
involved when creating and implementing social innovations as a specific policy area in a
regional setting

The article is organized in the following way. In Section 2 follows a background
describing some essential characteristics of the policy area on social innovations and social
enterprises. In the following Section 3, we will present the theoretical and methodolog-
ical framework. In Section 4, the findings are presented, and the research questions are
answered. In Section 5, we finally conclude with a discussion of the main findings.

2. Social Innovation and Social Enterprise—Concepts and Policy Area

The concepts of social innovation and social enterprises are contested in research as
well as in political life [24-27]. Social innovation is often defined as new ideas, products,
services, and methods that meet social challenges. These can be climate issues, integration,
unemployment, an aging population, and social exclusion [27], or a more developed
definition such as:

a novel solution to a social problem that is more effective, efficient, sustainable,
or just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily
to society as a whole rather than private individuals. A social innovation can be
a product, production process, or technology (much like innovation in general),
but it can also be a principle, an idea, a piece of legislation, a social movement,
an intervention, or some combination of them (p. 36, [28]).

In this definition, it is explicitly underlined that social innovations accrue primarily to
societal issues rather than on individuals and with primacy given to social over economic
value creation. Additionally, the understanding of social enterprise remains debated
amongst scholars as well as in practice [14,29,30]. It is widely diffused that social enterprise
encompass organizing efforts with a central mission to have a transforming impact or to
create positive social change [31]. However, definitions continue to range from broader to
more narrow approaches. Broadly defined, social enterprise refers to innovative activity
with a social objective in either the for-profit sector, the non-profit sector, or both. Narrowly,
it refers to simply applying market-based skills and commercial activities in the non-profit
sector to create social value and addressing social or environmental needs.

The main conceptual problem associated with social innovation and social enterprise
as a policy area is finding a basis for determining what is social and what is not. The social
denotes very different things; social motivations or intentions, the social as based on
ideals in a community, and processes in society that create social value. The social is also
commonly equated with the societal problems or challenges it tries to solve [32,33].

Another kind of conceptual orientation asserts that social enterprise has its specificity
in that it simultaneously stresses both the process and results in enterprising efforts [14].
Traditional for-profit enterprise is mainly fixated on the result, but social enterprise en-
compasses values such as participation, solidarity, trust, and learning as important as
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the results. Hence, the intrinsic value of the processes, not only its output or results, is
often emphasized in social enterprise development aimed at social innovations [31,34]. An
important point of departure in this article is to examine how social innovations and social
enterprising efforts differ from more traditional forms of for-profit-based innovation and
entrepreneurship. How do the actors motivate the social in their venturing efforts, and
what problems do they intend to solve?

During the last two decades, the concepts of social innovation and social enterprise
have gained significant recognition as a new policy area within the broader spectrum of
industrial development policies in most countries worldwide. Some scholars conclude
that this policy area represents a new paradigm that transcends the traditional boundaries
between state, market, and civil society [35,36]. The paradigm has its roots in at least
two kinds of movements. Firstly, it is connected to the cooperative movement and ideas
referred to as the social economy [37]. In this context, the term social enterprises were
created and defined as enterprises built on three dimensions [38]:

1.  Economic dimensions (market orientation, risk taking);
2. Social dimensions (utilization of resources to communities and for welfare provision);
3. Participative dimensions (involvement of users, room for deliberation, transparency).

In this policy context, it is also worth highlighting the EU Social Business Initiative
presented in 2011 by the European Commission. The initiative established an EU-level ac-
tion plan with concrete measures to develop a favorable environment for social enterprises.
This initiative is yet another expression of a policy area that is at an emerging stage. In a
research report, Defourny & Nyssens note that initiatives in this policy field are on the rise,
and they conclude:

The debate is now on both the public and the private agenda. Indeed, both
the public sector and the private sector, each in its own way, are discovering or
rediscovering new opportunities to promote, simultaneously, entrepreneurial
spirit and the pursuit of the public good (p. 32) [39]. (See also [40])

Secondly, it is connected to an international movement consisting of influential NGOs,
foundations, networks, etc., promoting ideas to integrate social innovations in various
efforts to enhance social values in economic and societal development. Among the most
influential foundations is the Ashoka Foundation, the Schwab Foundation and the Skoll
Foundation, which have made large investments in social innovation, often labeled as

‘venture philanthropy’ [41,42].

These ideas have diffused globally, and in many countries, governments have institu-
tionalized social innovation and social enterprise as a specific policy area. In the Nordic
countries, the introduction of policies promoting social innovations is still regarded as
embryonic. In a research report presented for the Nordic Council of Ministers, four kinds
of shared characteristics are identified in public policies promoting social innovation and
social enterprises in the Nordic Countries [43]:

1.  The welfare states are an innovative and active partner to develop this policy area.

2. A basic policy idea is that social enterprises are built on co-operation between the

public, private, and civil society.

The policy area includes much more than activities tied to work integration

4. The policy area function as arenas for citizens’ participation, learning and provision
of welfare services.

@

If we look at Sweden, policies enhancing social innovations and social enterprises
do not have any specific legal framework or comprehensive documentation (strategies,
organizational structures, resources) that illustrate the scope, orientation, and development
of social innovations and social enterprises. Policies enhancing this area extend across
several policy sectors concerning, e.g., regional growth, industry and trade, labour market,
academic research, politics for civil society (see [44,45]). In 2017, the Swedish government
launched a strategy on social enterprises—A sustainable society through social enterprise and
social innovation [46]. This strategy has one overall goal and five specific areas that will be



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7972

50f19

cornerstones in the future development of social enterprises in Sweden. The overall goal is
to strengthen the development of social enterprises to better take part in solving challenges
in society and contribute to efforts in the public sector to recognizes and make use of social
enterprises as valuable actors in a sustainable society. In the strategy, the government
identifies five kinds of specific policy measures that aim to coordinate and strengthen a
wide range of components that enhance the development of social innovations to:

create needs and demands in the public sector to support social innovations,
improve the support structure for business counselling,

increase knowledge and ability for private and public investments,

develop methods for the evaluation of impacts of social innovations,

support hubs or network arenas for dissemination of knowledge and research.

Ol L=

As part of the implementation of this strategy, an assignment is given to the Swedish
Agency for Economic and Regional Growth to support local and regional initiatives in
creating arenas enhancing social innovation and social enterprises [46].

In this article, we will use empirical data from one such project initiative in Southern
Sweden to establish an arena for social innovations among local and regional actors.
This arena is intended to contribute to greater collaboration, increased employment, more
sustainable companies, and solutions to complex societal challenges. Through a number of
business loops with presumptive entrepreneurs, the project intends to gather experiences
and learning activities to establish a regionally based arena for future development of
social innovations.

3. Methodological Framework

The methodological framework intends to problematize how actors are participating
in a locally organized project express ambitions, problems, and courses of action for devel-
oping social innovations. The intention is to interpret the discourses and arguments that
dominate in the implementation of these efforts. To accomplish this, we will use Carol Bac-
chi’s policy theory called What’s the Problem Represented to be (WPR-analysis) [23,47,48].
The theory helps to ask critical questions and to challenge axiomatically expressed assump-
tions in various policies.

Essential to the analysis is to regard societal problems and their solutions as discur-
sively determined with meaning, concepts, and institutionally shaped conditions. In the
discourses formed in a policy area, e.g., to develop social innovations, specific forms of
conceptual frameworks and institutionally determined understandings shape our practices
and working methods in the implementation structure [23]. Thus, the WPR-analysis is
a methodological tool to critically ask questions on how public policies are created and
implemented. The starting point is that when someone puts forward or suggests something
about conditions that are considered to be a societal problem, it is also stated what needs
to be solved in a particular activity [47].

The methodological framework combines the WPR-analysis with theories based on
analysis of ideas and consists of a sequence in three steps. First, we present the empirical
setting and data collection. Second, we introduce the methods based on two ideal types of
social sustainability. The ideal types frame the analysis how to map or extract expressions
and policy representations in the empirical material. Third, we summarize the approach
with questions related to the WPR-analysis.

3.1. Step 1: Empirical Setting and Data Collection

This article will analyze what is represented as a problem when social innovations
and social enterprises are created and implemented as a specific policy area in a regional
setting. The policy area is manifested through a regional development project co-funded
by the European Regional Development Fund and the County Council to support new
social enterprises in the southern part of Sweden. The managing authority tasked to
select projects into the funding programme and monitoring implementation is the Swedish
Agency for Economic and Regional Growth.
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The core of the project is to offer coordinated, time-compressed training programs
to smaller cohorts of participants who seek to develop social ventures. The program is
designed to accelerate the venture development process within a given timeframe by means
of enterprise-oriented training, coaching, networking events, and seminars. The typical
participants are nascent entrepreneurs, and during the program, they meet 1-2 days per
week over ten weeks.

We have used various data sources to account for the many parties involved in
characterizing the representation of the policy area. In addition, as the creation and
implementation of policy is a process that unfolds over time, we have also collected
both retrospectives as well as real-time accounts by relevant parties experiencing the
phenomenon of theoretical interest. The data collected enables us to analyze how the
involved actors articulate the problems to be solved, what kind of assumptions underpin
the representations of the problem, how these representations of the problem come about,
and any aspects left unproblematic or silenced.

Our empirical analysis rests on four primary sources of data. First, we have collected
documents that provide information about policy intentions. Second, we have followed
the planning and implementation of the project from its inception, including continuous
changes made in the structure and content of the training program, including being present
during different occasions in the training program such as kick-offs, training seminars,
guest lectures, and networking events. Third, we have conducted focus group interviews
with the project team responsible for carrying out the training programs. Fourth, we
have conducted interviews with the social entrepreneurs that have followed the training
program. A breakdown of the data used in this study is displayed in Table 1.

Table 1. Data breakdown.

Data Type Details
Notes from policy conference, project application, and
Documents poncy pPro) PP
progress reports.
Field notes taken to document events, interactions, and
Participatory observation artifacts observed in the social setting of the training

program.

Two group interviews have been conducted with the
project managers during the project period. The project

Interviews with project managers management consist of the CEO of the organization that
‘owns’ the project, the project manager, a business coach,
and the project controller.

Interviews has been conducted with 24 social
entrepreneurs that followed the training program. The
interviews were semi-structured and conducted three
months after completion.

Interviews with target group

3.2. Step 2: Analyis of Policy Representations and Two Ideal Types of Social Sustainability

Analytically, we intend to map expressions in the empirical material that contrasts
two ideal types to achieve social sustainability: an individual activation strategy versus
a societal equilibrium strategy. The ideal-typical analysis represents a way of doing so-
cial science research in a heuristic way, i.e., a process of making abstractions of reality
in its purest imaginable form by capturing the essential characteristics of an empirical
phenomenon. However, by definition, the ideal type is a reduction of reality that aims
to serve as a yardstick or a framework to facilitate comparisons in a constantly changing
societal environment [49,50]. When used as a method of comparison, an ideal type enables
us to discover the contrasts between ideals and reality. This article will apply two kinds
of ideal types that both contain contrasting strategies to contribute to policies for a social
sustainable welfare system.
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The ideal types in this analysis are based on diverting assumptions or ideas. Accord-
ing to the political scientist Lindberg [51], ideas in public policies or political ideologies
consists of three kinds of representations. In this context, Lindberg has developed a con-
ceptualization, which he describes as a VDP triad; (V) as values or value-judgements; (D)
as descriptions or judgements of reality; and (P) Prescriptions or practical proposals for
action [51]. Lindberg assert that such VDP-triads

form not only the argumentative, action-guiding and action-directing backbone—
the inner structure—of the common ideal-type political ideologies (such as liberal-
ism, conservatism, feminism etc.), but also the manifest or latent inner structure of
deliberative political debate, public policy respectively opinion-forming political
propaganda (p. 20, [51]).

As with the concept of social innovation, the concept of social sustainability is con-
tested. It is common in the research on social sustainability to problematize the lack of a
coherent definition and that the concept has been subordinated to sustainability linked to
both ecological and economic development. By utilizing ideal types as a methodological
tool we are able to problematize policy representations made by the involved actors in
our case.

In the first ideal type—social sustainability as an individual activation strategy—the
dominant descriptions concern ideological changes in western societies associated with
neo-liberalism and changes in the institutional settings of the welfare state [21], mainly as a
change from an emphasis on universal and collective orientations to more individualized
and incentive-driven systems. The normative content is based on a bottom-up view where
individuals can utilize freedom of choice and a high degree of 'responsibilization’. Public
policies should promote models of contractual partnerships between, on the one side, the
state and public institutions and, on the other, private actors and organizations in civil
society. This means, among other things, policies creating incentive structures, education
for lifelong learning, career planning, entrepreneurship, and so on. The policies are directed
towards developing strategies for coaching and coping among individuals in the welfare
sector [21,52].

In the second ideal type—social sustainability as a societal equilibrium strategy—the
leading problematization concerns how the welfare systems are challenged by societal
processes such as globalization, digitalization, migration, and urbanization. In general,
social development is considered ‘wicked” or complex, i.e., that each problem is unique,
with no definitive formula, no final solution (rather, processes of trial-and-error), connec-
tivity among several issues, and often based in a local context. The normative principle
that guides the strategy is the ability to create an equilibrium between different social
values. In one version, [22] used in this article, social sustainability is regarded as an
act of balancing three kinds of societal values: justice (distribution of resources as well
as inclusion/participation), human development (education, health, quality of life), and
security, e.g., crime prevention as well as promotion of social conditions—"“proventive
security” [22,53,54].

The ideal types displayed in Table 2 will be used as an analytical framework to
characterize how involved actors articulate problems in the development process. Firstly,
how do the actors express the societal reality that characterizes the project work: Is the
interest primarily directed towards overall societal processes, or are there aspects linked
to increasing elements of individualization? Second, what normative justifications are
expressed by the actors (i.e., on the importance of individual responsibility or norms
attached to complex perspectives that weigh in different values)? Thirdly, which policy
proposals are advocated by the actors, demands for social policy for coping/coaching
among the disadvantaged, or needs for structurally oriented reform processes?
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Table 2. Ideal types in efforts to achieve social sustainability.

Social Sustainability as . ..

VDP-Triad * ... Individual Activation ... Societal Equilibrium
Descriptions on how changes
in the welfare system have Descriptions on how of overall
Descriptions or occurred from universal and societal processes—globalization,
judgments of reality de-commodified social digitalization, migration,
services to more neoliberal urbanization—affects social life.

elements of individual choice.

Social sustainability should be
based on an integrated approach;
an equilibrium among several
social values (security, justice,

Social sustainability should be
based on individual rights,

Value judgments responsibility, and freedom of

choice.
human development).
Policies for lifelong learning Policies for structural changes in
. . career management, incentive  society concerning participative

Prescriptions or practical . . .

structures, coaching and democracy, liberal arts education,

proposals . . .
coping strategies towards reforms in the health care system,
individuals. creating ”proventive security”.

* In this study, we will switch the (V) with the (D) in the sequence and start the analysis with the descriptions,
followed by the value judgments, and finally, the prescriptions.

3.3. Step 3: Conclusion—What Is the Problem Represented to Be

Finally, we will conclude the analysis by answering the main question in Bacchi’s
WPR-analysis. As noted above the task is—in the words of Carol Bacchi—in a "WPR’
analysis is to read

policies with an eye to discerning how the “problem’ is represented within them
and to subject this problem representation to critical scrutiny (p. 21, [55]).

In the critical scrutiny in this study, we will present the main findings and answer the
research question on what the problem is represented to be. In the concluding Section 5, we
will further problematize the implications of the empirical findings and in the discussion,
we will mainly deal with the following issues related to the policy representation in our
empirical case:

1.  How is the problem represented in relation to the two ideal types: on individual
activation or societal equilibrium? Is it possible to discern changes in the problem
representation among different levels and actors in the implementation process?

2. What kind of character and assumptions prevail (concerning, for example, the policy
content, the nature of the policy processes, the design of strategies and working
methods)?

3. What are the silences that have been left unproblematic in the representation of the
implementation process? Can the problem be thought of differently?

Hence, in the concluding section we will problematize various implications on how
to introduce and implement policies supporting social innovations and social enterprises.
In the final part, we will present some thoughts on future research.

4. Analysis

In this section, we will analyze how the involved actors articulate issues in the policy
process at three levels. Firstly (Section 4.1), we make an analysis at the regional level based
on articulations found in policy documents (the national strategy and the regional devel-
opment strategy), conference documents (material presented at the kick-off conference),
and in the application of the development project. Secondly (4.2), we make an analysis
at the level of the project team based on articulations made in focus group interviews.
Finally (4.3), we analyze the level of the social entrepreneurs based on articulations in the
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semi-structured interviews. Together, the different levels of analysis provide theoretical
and empirical insights into the underlying premises, assumptions, and discourses at play
when the policy area is put into practice from creation to implementation.

4.1. The Regional Level—The Initial Formulation of the Policy Problem

The primary impetus behind creating a policy for social innovations and social enter-
prises in the region can be linked to a publicly funded economic association that provides
counselling information, training, and advice for starting cooperative enterprises and
supports social entrepreneurship. The organization is structured via independent units in
each region all over Sweden. The regional unit of the economic association operating in the
southern part of Sweden has, at least since 2010, made several attempts to articulate the
need for a comprehensive policy in business development concerning social innovations
and social entrepreneurship. Similar to the development for the Nordic countries in general,
these ambitions have been met by an interest in the region and some degree of resistance.

In the light of the fact that other counties have taken similar initiatives, the economic
association took another initiative in 2016 by inviting potentially interested actors and
stakeholders to a kick-off conference. Thus, this initiative was developed mainly by the
public actors at the regional level, but a considerable interest was also shown by both
for-profit and non-profit participants in the region. A broad range of organizations are
invited from all sectors in society. About 50 people signed up, and the conference was
attended by representatives from municipalities, state authorities, local action groups
(within the EU Leader Program), the Church of Sweden, trade unions, environmental
associations, sports clubs, business organizations, and small businesses. The conference
included lectures and an exchange of experiences. During the conference, representatives
from the economic association documented a rich canvas of needs and challenges for social
innovations to address several societal challenges in the region. The presentations at the
conference focused on issues such as climate change, work-integrating businesses, rural
development, and health care (the documentation, all written in Swedish, can be provided
by the corresponding author upon request).

The documentation from the conference forms the basis for continued work to initiate
a regional policy. The regional organization led the continued activities in cooperation
with the participation from mainly the university and the county council. The policy is
concretized in 2017 by initiating a project to build an arena for knowledge, method testing,
follow-up research, network building, and business development activities to develop
social innovations and social entrepreneurship. The project, which attracted funding from
the European Regional Development Fund, started at the beginning of 2018 and lasted until
December 2020 (the application, written in Swedish, can be provided by the corresponding
author). The intention was to help small businesses combine the logic of entrepreneurship
to enhance social values. Examples of activities are:

creating social innovation labs,

awareness-raising activities (workshops, teaching conferences, study visits),
design strategies for commercial development,

individual coaching of entrepreneurs in starting or consolidating social enterprises.

When analyzing the material produced as a basis for both the conference and the
project application, we can conclude that the description of societal development is ar-
ticulated in terms of dealing with complex social challenges. It concerns issues such as
the depopulation of rural areas, growing social exclusion, and climate change. However,
some formulations on problems at the individual level, for example, notes on how to create
possibilities for individual activation and responsibility. For example, this latter type of
problem characterizes a large part of work-integrating social enterprises. The idea is to
sell goods and services on the market with companies, often cooperatively organized.
The basic idea is that the employees should receive help and support to adapt to working
life. These may be people who have had difficulty getting work due to long-term sick leave
or due to the integration of refugee immigrants in the labor market. The overall conclusion
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is that the documentation mainly describes structurally fixated problems. Thus, social
innovations are initially motivated as developments in society and concern shortcomings
in the societal systems. The development of the new policy area is so far following the
strategy at the national level. The main focus is directed towards social sustainability as a
societal equilibrium strategy.

Descriptions of the societal development during this initial phase are linked to a
number of normative justifications of the policy problem. Several of the speakers at the
kick-off conference stressed integrating multi-dimensional perspectives and values to
accomplish societal changes. Particularly, this is the case in policies concerning rural
development. The capacity to achieve long-term sustainability for rural communities
should consider the importance of public services, conditions for private enterprises,
infrastructure investments, protection of cultural heritage, and quality of life. This joined
perspective also characterizes normative justifications in climate change adaptation that
underline processes of integration and coordination both within and across policy areas
and organizational levels in society.

Again, to be regarded as a minor part, there are normative values that focus on the
responsibility of each individual to reduce various forms of social exclusion. However, it
is worth adding that social exclusion is not only analyzed as an individual responsibility
but also as a part of shortcomings in the overall social system. Social exclusion is then
analyzed as failures in coordinating social investments, for example, housing refurbishment,
infrastructure, health initiatives, recreation, and cultural activities. The conclusion is that
social exclusion is not primarily due to passivated and benefit-dependent individuals but
to poorly developed social institutions.

Against this background, it can be noted that when the new policy is initiated, led by
the regional organization, it is explicit that it should primarily address societal changes.
However, some elements in the policy initiation emphasize social sustainability based
on the responsibilization of individuals, but these are subordinate. The dominant part
concerns the lack of institutional arrangements, resources, and support structures to sup-
port individuals and organizations that want to invest in social innovations. The policy
problem represents intentions to create an institutionalized arena to change and improve
conditions for positive social change. One essential part of the policy idea is to give public
attention to a bias in that business counseling systems often disregard social innovation
and social enterprises.

Consequently, a basic principle in the policy idea is to assert the particularities that
characterize positive social change in business policy. The particularity consists of the
fact that social innovations aim to achieve structural conditions concerning long-term
sustainability. Again, we can note that these conclusions, articulated in the conference
materials and the project application, are linked to the strategy at the national level—both
in creating an arena and strengthening efforts for active counselling supporting initiatives
in starting social enterprises.

If we summarize the analysis so far, we can conclude that the original policy represen-
tation is based on an idea to strengthen the institutional capacity in the region to support
sustainable forms of social innovations and social entrepreneurship. Although there are
activities in the development project that aim to assert a commercial focus and also the
need for individual activation, the policy problem is mainly represented to be an issue
anchored in a societal context.

4.2. The Level of the Project Team

When the development project started in January 2018, a project team was formed:
a Project manager, a Business Coach, and an Administrator. It is also worth noting that
the Project Owner (as a director for the economic association responsible for the project)
takes an active part in planning and implementing the project as a regular discussion
partner to the project team. During the focus group interviews with the project team
(including the project owner), a partially changed representation of the problem could be
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identified. The main focus is gradually displaced from a societal orientation to growing
attention on problems associated with the individual entrepreneur and the participants’
entrepreneurial mindset.

Thus, we can see tendencies towards a policy shift that become clear in two respects
and can also be described as policy dilemmas. Firstly is a dilemma linked to how the project
team selects participating entrepreneurs. When the project team describes the selection
process, the ambition is to find a segment of entrepreneurs who do not usually seek out the
existing support structure. This mainly applies to local business offices, regional actors,
incubators, and institutions for the supply of venture capital.

This means that the project primarily addresses a segment of entrepreneurs who have
a weak interest and scarce resources in creating new businesses. It should be said that this
is a well-considered and strategic choice in the project. Characteristically, this implies that
many of the selected entrepreneurs have difficulties accessing various forms of institutional
support. Although the project team is aware of the importance of maintaining a clear
societal orientation in the project, efforts are required to train the recruited participants
for individual responsibility and changed attitudes. The project team has to spend a lot of
time and resources on coaching individual participants to develop their social enterprising
efforts with a commercial and market-oriented mindset. The risk is that this will lead to
a policy shift; the policy problem is to a lesser extent directed towards sustainability in a
societal perspective and increasingly towards problems linked to each entrepreneur.

Secondly, we can identify a policy shift in a dilemma associated with the tools and
methods utilized in project-making business counseling activities. Often, these tools have
been developed to suit traditional business counselling and are not specially designed for
developing social businesses. For example, one of these tools or models—called the Busi-
ness Development Matrix—is sequentially based on business development, emphasizing
goal-oriented considerations of the individual entrepreneur and his/her relations to the
market, the customers, budgeting, and business acumen.

The project team has made conscious attempts to adapt the tools to managing social
enterprise and launched several modifications for this purpose. However, existing tools
for business development are foremost based on traditional entrepreneurship. They are
subsequently modified to contain at least some aspects to consider social or societal ele-
ments. However, it is not the other way around, i.e., that social enterprise forms the basis
and is then modified with elements of commercially and individually oriented activities.
The difficulties of adapting the available tools for business development with a social and
system-changing purpose have been a central challenge for the project team. In addition,
in this part, there is a risk that the tools contribute to a shift of the policy representation
from a societal focus to thinking characterized by the activation and responsibility of the
individual entrepreneur.

The members of the project team express an intention to work for an institutionalized
arena for the development of social innovations and social enterprise in the region. In this
part, the argument is mainly taken from the project application. The arguments emphasize
a need to create structure and visibility for this work in the future. Thus, the project
team has worked intensively to establish this arena, mainly to find a venue or place as a
unifying base for the activities. The project team claims the need for a common entrance
for actors with ideas about developing social innovations. As the work with the project
has started, it has become even more evident that this kind of counselling is dependent
on personal meetings in real life. Several of the members of the project team emphasize
the importance of the exchange of experience on-site in an everyday context. The need to
create an institutionalized arena is also motivated because it can be a collective resource for
disseminating information, conducting learning activities, and documenting experiences.
The argument for the arena is thus linked to the uniqueness that characterizes social
innovations compared to other kinds of business counselling.
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4.3. The Level of the Social Entrepreneurs

Finally, the views of the participating entrepreneurs have been analyzed. A total of
35 participants have received support through the initiatives implemented in the develop-
ment project. Therefore, we can categorize the participating entrepreneurs into two main
categories. The first, which dominates (about 80% of all), focuses exclusively on individuals
as a target group. The second category may also have individuals in focus but have a more
substantial element of a societal orientation in their entrepreneurship ideas compared to
the first category.

In the first category, where many of the business ideas are similar to each other, the
description of reality is fixed on the health and well-being of individuals. The policy
problem to be solved is developing attitudes and tools to change people’s life situations
through individual activation. The tools are intended to influence responsibility and in-
terest in changing their own lives, becoming more harmonious as human beings, dealing
with drug problems or gambling addictions, getting out of destructive relationships, etc.
The characteristic of this group of entrepreneurs is that they have difficulties describing
the significance of their business idea from a societal or social perspective. During the
interviews, one continuously returns to challenges in the individual context; therapeutic
methods, coping linked to stress management, mindfulness, individual rehabilitation,
cultural experiences, etc. The interviewed entrepreneurs have in-depth knowledge and
competence in their specialization, often highlighting their personal experiences of the
specific problems they want to work on within their enterprise. However, the participating
entrepreneurs often lack insights and skills in running a business and conducting it in a
business-like way. Commitment is strong on the issues, but the ability to write a business
plan, create long-term financing, and manage marketing is not as well developed. The ob-
servations made by the project team are that the entrepreneurs have difficulties in running
companies with financial viability also appears in our interviews.

In the second category of participants, where we can discern a societal or social
orientation, the description of reality is based on a given societal problem. These statements
are mainly linked to climate issues in our material, but individual entrepreneurs point to
shortcomings in the food supply, issues concerning developing countries, and depopulation
in rural areas. In this category, the need for social innovations is justified from a structural
perspective and ideas about long-term societal development. However, it should be noted
that these constitute a minority among participating entrepreneurs and that there is also
a connection among them to individual activation and responsibilization. In this group,
however, we can find a more developed and well-thought-out perspective on what is
meant by social change compared to how it is in the first category.

We can conclude that there is a minority who intends to develop their future business
with a dominant normative notion of being able to influence societal structures among
the participants. The dominant group of entrepreneurs is driven by perceptions that
primarily contribute to the development of the individual. The participants generally find
it difficult to see themselves as “social” entrepreneurs. Instead, they regard themselves as
committed human beings with ambitions to run a business. When a large proportion of the
participating entrepreneurs work to help individuals get out of their problems, a dilemma
immediately arises about running a profitable company at all.

This kind of problem is linked to the type of entrepreneurship that should be the target
group to stimulate social innovation and social enterprise. When selecting potential partici-
pants who has a predominance of entrepreneurship linked to individual activation, there is
a risk of losing the societal dimension. This can then be related to the selection problem
that was touched on above about the strategy of the project team to find entrepreneurs who
do not fit well into the established support and advisory system for business development
in the region.

Regarding the question of what the entrepreneurs want in terms of policy proposals
in the future, attention is drawn to the need to continue to receive support to develop their
companies. The interviewed entrepreneurs make several suggestions. Many articulate the
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importance of building networks and, together with other entrepreneurs, create a common
platform for cooperation on a reciprocal basis. The project experiences are generally valued
positively as they have entered into a collaboration and exchange of experience with
other entrepreneurs. Even if you work with different subject areas and varying forms
of enterprises, many problems are common. Many interviewees would like to see an
established arena for continued exchange and opportunities for continuous advice. There
is a call for support to apply for project funding, develop their marketing, get help with
contact-creating with other support organizations, etc. The interviewees highlight various
needs for support measures. Undoubtedly, the group of active entrepreneurs is interested
in developing an arena for social innovation in the region. The interviewed participants
emphasize that the arena has a task primarily to support the entrepreneurs in practical
parts, such as financing, marketing, and exchange of experience.

4.4. Concluding Analysis

In this section we have answered the three sub-questions that was raised in the
introduction, which is summarized in Table 3:
e In what ways are societal reality characterized in the policy representation?
e  What normative assumptions underpin the representation?
e  How has the representation of the problem been transformed to policy proposals?

Table 3. Main findings from analysis.

Level of Analysis/Material

Descriptions of Reality Normative Justification Policy Guidelines

The regional level

- pre-evaluation report
- kick-off conference

- project application

The need for an institutional
arena to create identity and to
visualize the specificity of
social innovations. A need to
weigh in between social
sustainability and social
investments.

Overall societal processes
such as urbanization, climate
change, integration,
unemployment.

A society that is able to utilize
social commitments in civil
society in developing public
policies for social change.

The project team
- focus-group interviews

The need for an institutional

Identification of a segment of

individuals and organizations
in society that get no attention
in public policies for business
development.

To expand the opportunities
for social change through
ideas about entrepreneurship
and social innovations

arena to create networks to
enhance business counselling
especially among social
entrepreneurs

Social entrepreneurs
- semi-structured interviews

The need for an institutional
arena to support newly
started enterprises in practical
issues concerning economic
strategies

Social change is dependent on
the degree of conscious and
responsible activities among
individuals. Individual
activation per se.

Focused on problems of social
exclusion among individuals.

For all three questions, we can note critical differences between the three levels of
analysis. First, on descriptions of reality, different views are articulated between all three
levels. Articulations made at the regional level on overall societal processes are not exposed
among the articulations made by the project team or among the participating entrepreneurs.
The project team is mainly occupied by descriptions of which actors usually do not utilize
public business counseling policies. The project team identifies several aspects of society
that substantially restrain the options for potential entrepreneurs with social ambitions to
start businesses. The policy shift is due to the task given to the project team, namely, to
support the ability of individual entrepreneurs to create new social businesses.

Among the participating entrepreneurs, the perspective is, to a large extent, linked
to the difficulties individuals may encounter in society. As a result, the descriptions are
almost exclusively fixed to social problems among individuals. With some exceptions, the
interviewees are not expressing any views that problematize overall societal processes,
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such as the depopulation of rural areas or structural unemployment, to explain existing
social problems among individuals.

In the second category, we can find similarities between the regional and project
teams on normative justifications. The articulations circle around the need to utilize and
visualize ideas and commitments to develop social innovations in society. Social involve-
ment in society should be linked to policy ambitions in creating entrepreneurship and
business development. On both levels, the actors are well informed on social innova-
tion as a globally disseminated policy concept. In important respects, the articulations
are inspired by national as well as global initiatives. However, there is an entirely dif-
fering normative justification among the participant entrepreneurs, entirely based on
individual activation. Undoubtedly, this is the most apparent policy shift in the analysis.
The normative understanding of developing social innovations is not rooted among the
participating entrepreneurs.

In the third column on policy guidelines, there is a difference in articulations between,
on the one hand, the regional policy level and, on the other, the project team and the partic-
ipating entrepreneurs. At the regional level, the policy guidelines focus on establishing an
arena that could be recognized and visualized in the regional policy context. The policy
idea consists of asserting the importance of social innovations as a part of strategies in the
regional development policy in the region. It should be seen as a political proposal in the
region to introduce social sustainability as an area of innovation. At the project team level
and among participants, the policy guidelines proposed assert the need for practical tools
to create networks among social businesses, seminars, learning activities, etc.

Finally, the analysis findings indicate significant changes in the policy representation
when moving from the top to the bottom. The conclusion is that the intentions formu-
lated at the regional level and in the project application have become something partly
different during the implementation of processes and activities at the lower levels in the
implementation chain. In the concluding section below, we will delve a little further into
this conclusion.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

In policy declarations from governments and influential NGOs worldwide, social
innovations are seen as necessary and useful ways of managing most of the contemporary
social challenges in our common world. This article has turned into the microcosm of
creating social innovations and supporting social enterprise in a small region in Sweden.
Even in this microcosm, great hopes are attached to social innovations that will address
social challenges in society.

During the work on this study, we have continuously been met by a strong commit-
ment among participating entrepreneurs to personally contribute to creating improved
living conditions for socially disadvantaged people. As several researchers have pointed
out, the policy area is characterized by a distinctive and sometimes conflict-ridden con-
fusion of business acumen as well as well-founded humanism [18]. Thus, we agree with
the conclusion made by several scholars that we need to make in-depth analyzes of what
characterizes the individual entrepreneurs in their efforts to develop social enterprises [26].

Our analyses provide an in-depth understanding of several critical issues in interna-
tional research on social innovations. In our study, activities in the policy area are part of a
hybridized organizational field between public, civil, and private sectors. Often, the devel-
opment processes contain ideologically based value conflicts. The main conclusion is that
we have found that basic policy values are shifted in the policy process’s different phases.
We have also shed light on shifting attitudes concerning organizing and developing the
support structure for social innovation at the regional level. Thus, issues related to policy
processes rather than policy content tend to dominate during the implementation. In the
following, the intention is to summarize the analysis and answer the research questions.

Then, what is the problem represented to be in our case? Our analysis indicates
that the original problem representation shifted as the activities in the project were imple-
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mented. During the initial phase, the policy idea consisted of well-considered ambitions to
create long-term sustainable development. However, during the implementation of the
project, the problem’s representation changes gradually in the direction towards individual
activation and responsibility. This process is driven by pragmatic difficulties of defining the
policy area, problems of separating means from ends, and the need to make decisions based
on a limited range of information and analysis to get things going. Hence, at the project
level, the gradual change in coping with the contradictions and multiple complexities
facing activities in a dynamic and complex policy area. In this respect, the reformulation of
the problem enables the project team to meet project goals and produce legitimacy towards
beneficiaries. However, it also means that ambitions expressed in original policy repre-
sentations become altered where calls for more profound change in institutional regimes
transform into more adaptive, performance-related social innovation efforts [20].

The reformulation of the problem occurs when strategies concerning the selection of
entrepreneurs for the activities in the project are formulated. Current policies supporting
innovation in the region are identified as having a weak support structure for entrepreneurs
who have a solid social commitment but lack the abilities and knowledge to start and
run businesses. Therefore, the developed strategy is to prioritize entrepreneurs who are
not usually part of the support structure within business and growth policies. Thus, the
entrepreneurs who participate in the project are driven by business ideas that, in many
cases, lack immediate commercial potential and are often strongly linked to personal
interest and commitment.

In sum, the conclusion in this part indicates that the policy area has so far been weakly
institutionalized. The involved actors in the implementation structures are given high
discretion to design their principles and working methods. As a result, policy intentions
and decisions weakly guide those who implement the policy.

5.1. Implications

Our study has implications in a number of areas. The findings illustrate the potential
friction created when deeply embedded normative principles connected to collective
orientations and social welfare meet the individualized and incentive-driven systems
that characterize the support structures for fledging entrepreneurs. In this process, the
project receives a focus that emphasizes both individual coaching among the involved
entrepreneurs and a commitment among the entrepreneurs to support rehabilitation among
individuals. This implies that the original policy ambition to adopt market mechanisms to
long-term social sustainability principles is silenced in favour of social sustainability as
individual activation in a market perspective. In other words, the implementation process
tends to repeatedly emphasize principles that social sustainability should be developed
using market mechanisms rather than the other way around—that the market economy
needs an underlying logic based on long-term social sustainability. In this respect, our
analysis pinpoints the “mission impossible” at the project level and where the pragmatic
challenges of the social ventures favour an individual activation strategy.

Another kind of silenced policy representation concerns the idea of creating a regional
arena promoting social innovations and social enterprises in the region. The original policy
idea was formulated as an arena to institutionalize and visualize a long-term political
commitment to developing a new policy area. Following the policy shift noted above, the
arena is gradually redefined to become a specific site to deal with practical problems related
to the needs of the individual entrepreneur—a kind of hub and lab for managing everyday
problems. It also means that the arena is losing its political significance as a negotiation
network among leading actors from the public, private, and civil sectors in the region.

For example, our participatory observations in this study give a strong impression
that there is a lack of consideration among leading actors on what is social in the policy
representation. There are few or no conflicts over the formulation of the representation.
Moreover, we have so far been able to notice any debate in public spaces or the media.
The political parties are absent in the development processes taking place around our
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case. Correspondingly, significant influence has been placed on officials and experts in
implementing the policy.

Moreover, the implementation of projects and measures needs to assert the social
dimension in the policy area. Social enterprising efforts are closely linked to processes of
restructuring welfare states who are under the pressure to innovate to meet increasing
demands of social services [14,56]. It is, however, clear from the empirical material that
there are several different perceptions. The selection process, methods/tools, and business
plans deal with making visible the issues of wicked problems, institutional structures, and
balancing various aspects holistically. Few participants put heavy emphasis in addressing
entrepreneurial activities from a societal perspective or supporting ideas of a social sustain-
able society. The analysis presented in this article thus stresses the need to clarify what is
meant by the prefix ‘social” in the policy area.

The depoliticization of the implementation process could create a policy representation
that is foremost a rhetorical or symbolic figure whose primary purpose is to build a
consensus among leading policy actors. The conditions for establishing an institutionalized
implementation structure are weakened, and the initiated activities, which are often valued
positively by project owners and participants, risk running out and coming to nothing
after the project ends. If one refers to anything other than individual activation when
developing social sustainability policies, this should include a more activated political
leadership. In this case, creating an institutionalized arena is a window of opportunity for
building long-term continuity in the implementation processes and as a political forum for
policy development with a longer time perspective.

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

We need to acknowledge the methodological limitations in this study. The method
used in this study;, i.e., qualitative analysis in one case, belongs to the category that has
dominated the research field. Because of the dynamic and complex nature of the area, there
is a need for broadening the methodological “toolbox” by theory development and the
use of multiple, mixed, and iterative empirical methods in the future. [57-59]. Moreover,
our study relied on interviews and participatory observations as the primary method of
data collection. Even if this has enabled us to stay close to the lived experience of the
informants, we also acknowledge the risk of our data being susceptible to social desirability
bias. Adding to this, the study is conducted in Sweden, a country that combines a solid
tax-funded welfare system with a relatively well-developed support structure for aspiring
entrepreneurs. Thus, comparative analyses on policy implementation in different socio-
economic and political contexts using cases from other countries are recommended to
corroborate and contextualize our findings.

Finally, we make a brief note on issues requiring further research and investigation.
Along this line, there is a need for further research to deepen the understanding of how
strategies for social innovations and social enterprise include issues concerning how the
social dimension is defined. Not least, there is a lack of studies of how the policy area can
be linked to ambitions for social sustainability [60—-62]. Moreover, as has been mentioned
above, we see great potential in comparative research designs by conducting studies
of multiple social innovation projects across different regional settings. This would be
particularly useful for understanding and explaining how the broader policy context in-
fluences the implementation of social innovation projects. Finally, we encourage studies
with even longer time spans. Creating and implementing weakly institutionalized policy
areas can be a slow and incremental process. However, such initiatives may over time
contribute to policy learning that gradually increase the systemic understanding of the
implementation and effects of project based and other coordinated efforts to meet social
challenges in the region. Following how this learning process emerges and unfolds at
various levels would provide great contributions to our knowledge of social innovations as
a policy area.
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