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Abstract 

Social enterprises are a relatively new form of enterprising that focus on generating social value while 

simultaneously generating economic value for the owners of such a venture. These organisations 

straddle the traditional boundary between private sector (commercial) entities and third sector (NGOs 

etc.) organisations. Given the focus on simultaneous dual value generation, they have unique advantages 

and at the same time, they are facing a unique set of challenges. One of these problems is known as 

mission drift. Mission drift occurs when social enterprises are unable to achieve their social mission due 

to an excessive focus on their commercial venture. Social enterprises are gradually permeating society 

and it is therefore prudent to find solutions to the problems of mission drift. Therefore, in this study, I 

answer the research question: how do social enterprises avoid mission drift? 

Using a systematic review methodology, I synthesise the current peer-reviewed academic literature 

which addresses this question. Searching in the EBSCO database, I reviewed the published academic 

literature on the topic of mission drift and extracted data from 13 studies for a final analysis.  

I conclude that social enterprises can avoid mission drift by using their core structural elements. 

Ownership structure can be used to incorporate all who have a stake in the enterprise; governance 

structure can be used to ensure the social mission reigns supreme; operational priorities can be kept 

flexible so that they can be adapted to the particular circumstances selectively; human resources can be 

socialised to maintain the dual focus; and lastly, other resources, such as finance, and the ecosystem can 

be leveraged to increase legitimacy and stability/sustainability. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter will present the background of the topic at hand and formulate the problematic which is 

going to be studied in the rest of the thesis.  

1.1 Background 

Over the last 30 or so years, sustainability has become an ever present discussion (Schaltegger, Hansen 

and Lüdeke-Freund, 2016). The ideas on sustainability pertained foremost to the social problems arising 

from current practices in both public and private sectors, also known as (negative) externalities. 

(Schaltegger et al., 2016) Most companies and governments sought to address the issue of sustainability 

through CSR programs, tax credits, NGO (Non-Governmental Organization) support, and such 

measures. Many business owners understood, however, that more needed to be done in order to be able 

to understand the way to optimally conduct business.  

The solution to the mitigation of the problems associated with traditional enterprising came about 

through “sustainable entrepreneurship” in the form of Social Enterprises (SEs) (Schaltegger et al., 2016, 

p.4). Social enterprises are known by many names, such as “hybrid organizations”, and “social 

businesses hybrids” (Santos, Pache, & Birkholz, 2015, p.36). SEs engage foremost in “social missions 

while also engaging in commercial activities to sustain their operations through sales of products and/or 

services” (Battilana, Sengul, Pache, & Model, 2015, p.1658). This is where “business requirements meet 

increasing societal demands” which is the shift towards more sustainable society (Santos et al., 2015, 

p.36). Social enterprises are recognized as a distinct category of organizations and are being studied 

more and more carefully, by governments, businesses, and scholars (Doherty, Haugh & Lyon, 2014). 

SEs have an inherent social purpose, usually operating with a focus on a societal issue, while running a 

commercial venture (Doherty, et al., 2014; Santos et al., 2015). According to Smith et al. (2013), social 

enterprises, in essence, are a combination of “the efficiency, innovation, and resources” of the 

commercial firms while at the same time, they have “the passion, values, and mission of a not-for-profit 

organization” (p.408). 

Social enterprises have an advantage over other for-profit organizations in terms of reputation, i.e. 

goodwill from more socially oriented consumers (Santos et al., 2015). Social enterprises leverage their 

nature to gain a market share, even if their products/services are priced higher than the competition, 

because these consumers, an increasingly larger group, “boycott those that they perceive as engaging in 

corporate misbehaviour” (Santos et al., 2015, p.36). In fact, companies began changing their behaviour 

cosmetically to tap into this goodwill, in a practice dubbed “greenwashing” (“Greenwashing 101”, 

2012).  

Social Enterprises are in a “fragile” situation owing to their very existence: that they must always 

maintain their social missions while at the same time competing in an open and free market, with 

companies that do not have the same constraint (Santos et al., 2015, p.36). This is not an easy thing to 

do, and SEs always “run the risk of internal tensions and mission drift” (Santos et al., 2015, p.37). 

Leading scholars are of the opinion that there are tensions between social missions and businesses, 

making the very existence of SEs a problem, a paradox of sorts (Smith et al., 2013). 

Social Enterprises need to be vigilant in their practices as they have to balance the delicate line between 

“achieving a social mission and living up to the requirements of the market” (Santos et al., 2015, p.38). 

They must always ensure that their business aligns with the issues that were their raison d’etre, not lose 

sight of their values and beliefs while simultaneously running a commercially viable business (Smith et 

al., 2013).  

Academic literature on social enterprises is still relatively fresh and in the process of being developed. 

Studies on SEs have, so far, been “overly positive” and emphasised their emergence (Doherty et al., 

2014, p.418). But only recently has the research focus moved on from simply defining this new type of 

organization to studying its management and performance (Urban, 2015). 
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1.2 Problem formulation 

Despite all the positive buzz that social enterprises are generating, they face a few fundamental 

problems. Social Enterprises are also known as hybrid organizations because they are mixing two 

hitherto separate areas: social value generation and economic value. Social value and economic value 

have been identified as two distinct and separate measures for organisations. The former is the realm of 

the NGOs and the not-for-profit sector and the latter the standard measure for and commercially active 

organizations, although neither operates in a vacuum but rather together, to varying extents. (Bugg-

Levine, Kogut & Kulatilaka, 2012)  

Some scholars consider pure economic value generation and social value generation to be mostly 

mutually exclusive or conflicting at the very least (Omorede, 2015). Yet running a social enterprise 

means properly balancing the two (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012). All of the literature emphasizes that SEs 

need to carefully balance the mix of social mission and financial viability (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012, 

Omorede, 2014). Focusing too much on the economic value rather than the social mission (and vice 

versa) is called mission drift by some academics (Cornforth, 2014). On the other hand, if excessive 

emphasis is placed on the social mission without consideration of financial viability will lead to the 

enterprise going bankrupt (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012, Omorede, 2014). 

The benefits of having a traditionally sound financial position, i.e. economic value generation, can 

confer other advantages beyond the paying of day-to-day bills. Good fiscal performance can lead, in 

turn, to even more opportunities to leverage financial positions (e.g. easier access to credit, cheaper 

loans, better terms etc.). This can make future investments and expansions easier allowing the company 

to develop properly. In fact, financing has been identified as a key driver in social entrepreneurship. 

(Schaltegger et al., 2016; Bugg-Levine et al., 2012, Omorede, 2014)  

SEs are able to compete in the market place thanks to the advantages that their nature (i.e. social mission) 

bestows. For example, more socially conscious shoppers will use the nature of an organization to 

determine which product they’ll use if the choice is between a socially sound choice and a commercially 

prudent one. People are “willing to pay a premium for a socially beneficial product — [e.g.] green 

energy… or organic food” (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012, p.2). An organization which is consistently 

concerned with making a profit over providing a socially conscious service might squander this 

significant good will that it can tap into and take advantage of.  

For social enterprises, however, the case is not simply black and white. An organization which exists to 

mitigate a social problem must pursue that goal as best as it can in order to retain that label, which itself 

has significant financial and non-financial benefits of its own. Social enterprises have a competitive 

advantage in terms of sales (charging higher than the market rate), financing (access to grants that other 

commercial enterprises can’t access) and human resources (attracted socially oriented talent at a less 

than competitive wage) among other areas, which allow it to compete in the market to fulfil its social 

mission. If the organisation strays too far from its social goal, it will lose these advantages. (Schaltegger 

et al., 2016; Bugg-Levine et al., 2012) 

Mission drift is therefore a problem arising from self-imposed restrictions, in terms of value creation 

and capture, specific to the nature of these enterprises. The need to fulfil a social mission demands by 

nature that one takes other factors into account and to ensure that in the course of achieving this mission 

one does not give cause for new problems.  

Social enterprises cannot exist without a financial plan but neither can they capitalize on being a social 

enterprise if the social mission or value is not placed at the centre of the enterprise. There are plenty of 

social organizations which have drifted from the social mission and pursued financial viability, e.g. 

microfinance institutions, whereas as many others have gone bankrupt or are on the verge of it because 

their good intentions could not be financed commercially, e.g. Algramo. For managers, there are clear 

disadvantages to swinging too far in either direction. But what do they do in order to take these 

decisions? Which factors do they take into consideration and how do they weigh them against each 

other? Given the complexities around the management of these distinct interests, it would be interesting 

to study how solutions are found. 
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1.3 Research question 

Given the unique position of social enterprises, the fact that they are straddling the line between hitherto 

two distinct worlds, and the clear advantages and problems associated with leaning towards one or the 

other, it is the objective of this paper to discuss and answer the following question: How do social 

enterprises avoid mission drift? 

1.4 Purpose 

I am writing this thesis in order to systematically collate and synthesise the literature available so far on 

the management of social enterprises, with the focus being on one particular aspect: mission drift in 

social enterprises, which is where most of the controversy, including in terms of definitions, arises. The 

purpose, thus, is to present practical steps, derived from the available academic knowledge, which can 

be taken by those engaged with social enterprises, in a managerial capacity, to resolve and avoid mission 

drift. This study will also, by presenting the current knowledge, allow for the identification of further 

avenues for research in this nascent field.  

1.5 Research Design 

In order to achieve the set purpose, I am going to avail myself of the systematic review methodology. A 

systematic review involves, as the name implies, a systemic study of the available academic literature 

on a given topic (mission drift in social enterprises in this case) where they are qualitatively assessed 

and their recommendations synthesised so that the state of research in that field is made apparent. To 

answer the research question, I am going to use only ‘white literature’, that is to say, peer-reviewed 

literature published in academic journals.  

1.6 Significance of this thesis  

There is currently a hype around social enterprises and their proliferation (which is expected to grow 

even more rapidly), and so there is a need to better understand these types of organisations which 

seemingly straddle different market sectors. This thesis facilitates that by discussing and analysing the 

differing views on social enterprises in the literature and then adopting clear and reasoned definitions 

serving as a base for the normative recommendations which follow thereafter. For those who are running 

or want to run social enterprises, this thesis can serve as a starting point when crafting their business 

model. They can understand the potential problems they face and how they can mitigate them from the 

get go rather than find out the hard way, as it were. This thesis is also useful in that it offers complete 

and holistic view of the academic solutions, based on both theory and practice, which hold a high quality 

standard.  

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

In the following chapter, a conceptual/theoretical discussion is carried out to understand the state of 

research in this field, formulate the working definitions used in this review thesis and to provide the 

analytical framework for further processing the data acquired. Thereafter is a chapter explaining the 

systematic review methodology adopted by this paper to achieve its goals, as well as detailing the search 

strategy which is used to gather the data. Chapter four presents the data which is going to be used in 

order to discuss and answer the research questions, and which will be analysed and discussed in the fifth 

chapter. Finally, a conclusion discussion is held where the answer to the research question is clearly 

articulated including recommendations for the management of social enterprises as well as a short 

discussion on areas of further research which is required.  
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Chapter 2: Social Enterprises in Context: A Theoretical 

Framework 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the current state of literature on the topic of social enterprises and constructs a 

theoretical framework which shows the relationship between the different concepts which are essential 

for this study, such as social enterprises, the sectoral theories, the mission drift phenomenon, and how 

all of these are related. The chapter ends in the formulation of the working definitions being used in this 

study for these concepts. This chapter, in its entirety, serves as an analytical framework. 

2.2 Social Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship is the identification and exploitation of economic opportunities which arise from 

inefficient resource allocation in the market. The goal of entrepreneurship has, according to literature, 

been about profit-making. In the 1970s, the concept of social entrepreneurship was introduced to 

“address the issue of social problems sustainably” (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.188). 

There is a consensus that there are failures on the part of not only the private market but also that there 

are many shortcomings in the services provided by the public sector (Valentinov, 2015; Urban, 2015; 

and El Ebrashi, 2013). As an example, studies have found that it is “the failure of the German welfare 

state (that) demands social enterprise” and may be independent of the private market (Engelke, 

Mauksch, Darkow and von der Gracht, 2014, p.73). Thus, social entrepreneurship provides innovative 

solutions to societal problems “previously in the purview of the public sector” (Engelke et al, 2014, 

p.57). 

Through social entrepreneurship, the goal is to create “social impact and social change” which would 

lead to “sustainable public wealth” and draw the focus away from “private wealth and business 

performance” (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.189). Social entrepreneurship is quite similar in theory to traditional 

entrepreneurship but with the social aspect, the definition of profit has been changed to include social 

wealth and public goods, rather than private profit. (El Ebrashi, 2013). 

Social entrepreneurship occurs in several stages like traditional entrepreneurship: (social) problem 

identification; a solution to exploit this opportunity; creation of a business model to implement the 

solution; “the evaluation of the social impact, the business model and the sustainability of the venture; 

and the creation of a social mission-oriented for-profit or a business-oriented non-profit entity that 

pursues the double (or triple) bottom line’’ (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.190). 

Social entrepreneurship occurs in many different contexts: for example, in the industrialised world in 

comparison to the developing world. The challenges are abundant in both but are of a differing nature. 

For example, direct concern for the environment is an issue in Sweden whereas in a place like Somalia, 

it is lifting people from poverty which is addressed through social entrepreneurship. Further, in the 

industrialised context, social value can include opportunities to promote culture (such as artistic 

education), but these same opportunities may not offer economic returns in a developing economy. 

Additionally, within the industrialised countries context, there is segmentation based on regional 

differences. Even these differences have been neglected by academics studying social entrepreneurship. 

(Urban, 2015) 

Social entrepreneurship is, in essence, similar to traditional, or business, entrepreneurship in the 

identification and exploitation of market shortcomings and failures. However, a key difference is that 

“for social entrepreneurs, market failures are not only related to price disequilibria or the inability of 

some people to access certain products or services” (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.203). Social entrepreneurship 

entails addressing and eventually eliminating “social and institutional barriers and… market failures 

related to the provision of public goods and distributional equity” (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.203). 
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Social entrepreneurship is attacking the problems and shortcomings of the market (Urban, 2015). As a 

result of these failures, “entrepreneurs have started to address social welfare issues that the public sector 

has been unable to tackle with an innovative approach called social enterprise” (Engelke et al., 2014, 

p.56). This type of organisation, which realises social entrepreneurship, is discussed in the section 

below. It is imperative to remember though that social enterprise is not the only way to express social 

entrepreneurship and that it can manifest itself in other forms. While one may lead to the other, the 

presence or absence of one or the other cannot be construed as evidence of the occurrence of this 

phenomenon (El Ebrashi, 2013). 

2.3 Social Enterprise 

Social enterprises are known by several different names, such as “hybrid organizations”, “social 

businesses hybrid” and other similar names that often refer to their nature (Santos et al., 2015, p.36). 

This lack of an agreement on the name of a social enterprise is because of a lack of a clear definition of 

what a social enterprise is. Social enterprises are a relatively new phenomenon and are only recently 

becoming a focus for discussions and research (Schaltegger et al., 2016). Although this research is well 

over a decade old, there is still no agreed upon definition of a social enterprise (Young and Lecy, 2013). 

There are several differing views on what a social enterprise is. Rather, the discussion is about coming 

up with a precise definition of what constitutes a social enterprise. There are many words which are used 

interchangeably even though they have set meanings in defined contexts. The confusion surrounding 

this phenomenon requires careful attention (Engelke et al., 2014). 

The disagreements over social enterprises are not only over name and other cosmetic aspects but rather 

show “conceptual differences” (Urban, 2015, p.163). Young and Lecy (2013) find that there is somewhat 

of a consensus on the nature of a social enterprise but that this exists at “a high level of abstraction” 

(p.1309). The more commonly cited definition, according to them, is that “social enterprises are 

organizations or ventures that combine a social purpose with pursuit of financial success in the private 

marketplace”. Battilana, Sengul, Pache, & Model (2015) define a social enterprise as an organization 

which pursues “social missions while also engaging in commercial activities to sustain their operations 

through sales of products and/or services” (p.1658). Lundström and Zhou (2014) see it as a venture 

which “highlights social missions and combines social value creation with commercial means” (p.5). In 

other words, there is a consensus that it is a commercial venture and that a social mission is involved.  

There are still differences in exactly what can be classed as a social enterprise. Kerlin (2013) says that 

the above broad definitions lead to even more confusion as they are applied differently in different 

contexts and that socioeconomic factors are key in the definitions that are applied. Consensus is also 

hindered because there have so far mostly been national or regional studies and only few global 

comparative studies (Kerlin, 2013). Engelke et al. (2014) expand that the “the role, function, and design 

of social enterprise depend on the national context in which it is implemented. However, the social 

enterprise literature largely lacks explanations on the kinds of regional differences and how the 

socioeconomic context plays a role in social enterprise variations” (p.58). The same study also found 

that “(social enterprising) is more probable in richer than in poorer countries” (Engelke et al., 2014, 

p.72). 

On the other hand, Lundström and Zhou (2014) also propose that social enterprises are the result of 

social entrepreneurship and include “social businesses and non-profit organizations” (p.78). A number 

of other authors also suggest that a social enterprise is more about the activities than a distinct 

organization form (Urban, 2015; Valentinov, 2015; El Ebrashi, 2013; Kerlin, 2013). The focus for these 

scholars is that in this type of organization business needs are merged with the social ones (Santos et al., 

2015). The diverging classification also depend on this fact, that the definition is so broad, and the social 

enterprises work different to what used to exist before them. 

There isn’t much of a consensus either on what caused the prevalence and proliferation of social 

enterprises, which isn’t particularly surprising considering it doesn’t have a single definition. Each 

definition comes with its own explanation of its raison d’etre. Scholars have theorised as to what could 

be the reasons behind the existence of social enterprises. It is generally understood that some have come 
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about as a result of the market and public sector failures. Regarding the public sector failures, 

governments have increasingly been forced to prioritise due to financial constraints and thus are not able 

to provide all of the services that are expected of them. Similarly, it can be expected that certain practices 

cannot be avoided by organizations who are seeking to maximise their profit and they thus fail in 

satisfying the needs of society as a collective and contributing negative externalities through their 

activities (such as pollution). A social enterprise is now considered a necessary vehicle for social 

problem resolution and the implementation form of social entrepreneurship. (Engelke et al., 2014; El 

Ebrashi, 2013; Urban, 2015) 

2.4 Where do Social Enterprises belong? 

There are three broad approaches to social enterprises in literature: social enterprises on a spectrum 

between the private and social sectors; individual classification of the individual SEs based on whichever 

sector they are closest to; and a whole new sector for social enterprises (called the “fourth sector”) 

(Billis, 2010). Social enterprises on a spectrum between the private and non-profit sectors is becoming 

a more popular approach to social enterprises as the research into this area is increasing. Studies have 

further developed this viewpoint on social enterprises but it worth noting that even the fourth sector 

theory is gaining traction. Below follows a short presentation of these three approaches. 

2.4.1 Three Sector Theory 

Perhaps the difficulty in explaining the nature of social enterprises can be put into perspective vis-à-vis 

the existing market/social structures. In general, organizations are divided into three sectors: the public 

sector, the private sector and the social/non-profit sector (also known as the third sector). There are 

similarities across the three sectors in structures but there are differences in their “principles” or their 

“nature and logic” (Billis 2010, p.48). Billis (2010) explains that these principles are what constitute 

“the rules of the game” in each sector (p.47). Public sector is generally taken to mean the services (public 

goods) provided by the authorities in each community. Private sector consists of organizations whose 

agenda is to turn a profit through economic value generation. There are externalities or problems 

associated with the public and private sectors such as pollution, inefficiency in services (efficient 

markets), labour rules and so on. In addition, the public sector is constrained by restrictions to 

expenditure and subject to politics. Traditionally, it was considered that “this complex of problems falls 

in the realm of non-profit organizations (NPOs), non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which is also 

known as “the third/voluntary/social sector that works differently in different economies” (Lundström 

and Zhou, 2014, p.5).  

The disagreements on the precise functioning of a social enterprise, and its definition is also due to the 

attempt to classify social enterprises within existing legal and corporate structures (Jones, 2007). Some 

authors like Jones (2007) say that the definition is kept broad to accommodate these differing views on 

social enterprises and to arrive at some sort of a consensus in order to allow the definition of a research 

area and for this research to lead to a better understanding of this phenomenon. There are some actors 

who are pushing for a certain definition in line with their own understanding and expectations (Jones, 

2007). A cause of this problem is also that activity in society has already been divided into three separate 

sectors: the public, private and social sectors (Lundström and Zhou, 2014; Bugg-Levine et al., 2012; 

Schaltegger et al., 2016). The disagreements are mostly on how to place this new phenomenon within 

these existing three sectors. For example, the EMES (European Social Research Network) argues for 

the classification of social enterprises as third sector organizations because their focus is solving social 

problems and they should therefore be in the third sector (Jones, 2007). 

Another rationale put forth for that argument is that since social enterprises do not “have distinctive and 

explicit principles of management and operation which set them apart from other sectors”, they do not 

deserve classification as their own sector either (Billis, 2010, p.56). It may also be that they do have 

their own principles but there is a need to articulate these principles better in academic research.  

This is one of the older theories, however, and the focus has shifted since its proposal due to the 

proliferation of social enterprises. Most scholars do not attempt anymore to simply bundle social 
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enterprises with the other three existing sectors. Because social enterprises exhibit characteristics 

associated with these different and distinct sectors, efforts now are mostly focused on studying these 

characteristics closer and defining them based on these observations. 

2.4.2 Fourth Sector Theory 

The fourth sector theory is one which claims that an organisation which combines social and economic 

benefits is quite “distinct from business, non-profit, and governmental organisations” and forces us to 

rethink the current categorisation of enterprises based on these three established sectors (Ebrahim, 

Battilana, Mair, 2014, p.93). The line of argument here is that since there are distinct rules and principles 

of each sector, an organisation cannot simply drift between one or the other sector as its organisation 

would be fundamentally incompatible with these defined principles.  

The academic literature has only recently begun discussing this distinct sector and there are little 

arguments in support of this theory so far. Dees and Anderson (2006) claim that there are many who 

still argue for the separation between the private and the social sectors. The reasoning here goes that 

because the three different sectors of society/economy are distinct, and they each have their own 

operational reasoning, it would be impossible for an organization to straddle two different sectors, even 

if its mission does take on elements from both. It is argued that while there are some overlaps in an 

organization between the activities ascribed to each of the three sectors, at the end of the day, it can only 

fall in one because of the irreconcilable principles that each sector has developed and must adhere too. 

However, for many scholars, given that this line is quite blurry, a compromise is offered which is more 

detailed, and less restrictive, in the form of a spectrum which accounts for many conflicting 

characteristics. (Billis, 2010; Dees and Anderson, 2006) 

2.4.3 Hybrid Spectrum Theory 

The third theory in the classification of social enterprises is the hybrid spectrum theory. This spectrum 

considers that there is consensus on a social enterprise not being a traditional venture. Some consider 

the hybrid to be between non-profit and for profit (hence the popular name hybrid organisations). There 

are varying versions of this spectrum, with some considering a new form between traditional non-profit 

and traditional for-profit (a simple version of the hybrid); others place two steps between the two given 

sectors; yet others have a continuum with a few more steps; each more elaborate than the last, which 

account for even more definitions of a social enterprise and attempt to answer the questions raised in the 

previous paragraphs.  

One such spectrum has been developed in the Four Lenses Strategic Framework paper to enable better 

understanding of social enterprises (“Social enterprise in context,” 2010). It takes into account a few of 

the arguments and creates a six-band spectrum stretching from the second (private) to the third (non-

profit) sector. Figure 2.1 below shows this spectrum. The authors make clear in this case that the hybrid 

is in fact between traditional for-profit and non-profit organizations. The spectrum below consists of 

four areas or bands: two more socially oriented and two more commercially oriented. These four bands 

are: 

i) Non-profit with income generating activities 

ii) Social Enterprise 

iii) Socially responsible business (SRB) 

iv) Corporation practicing social responsibility. 
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Figure 2.1. Screenshot from Four Lenses website. 

  

The spectrum approach is sufficiently broad to be adaptable by the user for their own purpose. It takes 

into account the purpose of the commercial venture, whether it is because an organization attempts to 

be free from outside influence or wants to finance a particular project (band i), it wants to solve social 

problems but also wants to turn a profit much like any organization (band ii), it is a business that wants 

to have a low (externality) footprint but is nonetheless a fully for-profit business (band iii), and a 

corporation simply attempting to portray itself as a responsible actor in the economy (band iv).  

A second form of illustrating this idea of a hybridity spectrum is one given by Young (2012) and is 

presented as figure 2.2. Here, the author presents the idea of a spectrum using a hill and valley analogy. 

On either side of the hill are the private and third sectors in the form of valleys. The two valleys are the 

equivalent of the fully for-profit and fully non-profit bands in the hybrid spectrum in figures one and 

two above, while the peak represents the band ii of that spectrum. The other three bands of the spectrum 

are presented as the slopes of the hill and are meant to demonstrate that there are a variety of forms 

between these three points (peak and two troughs) and that it would be difficult to pinpoint or simply 

delineate a fourth sector. The fluidity of the social enterprises sector is captured quite accurately in this 

figure. 

 

 

Figure 2.2. The topography of social enterprises. Screenshot from Young (2012). 
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2.4.3.1 Critique of the hybrid spectrum 

Not all scholars are in agreement as to the benefits of a spectrum approach to social enterprises. Billis 

(2010) argues that this continuum approach is problematic because organizations “have a clear cut off 

point evident when principal owners take the boundary-shaping decisions (closures, conversions 

mergers etc.) according to the principles of the different sectors” (p.55) As previous outlined, the 

classification of organizations into the different sectors are based on certain principles. But because 

these principles are “contradictory, distinctive, and conflicting”, it becomes difficult to class 

organizations as being in such a spectrum. He further argues that this is also because it is expected for 

organizations in all three sectors to know whether the organisations they are working with are adhering 

to the principles of the first, second or third sector, as that will answer critical questions such as 

accountability practices (which are distinct for all three sectors). It is the goal of this thesis to try and 

discover how those running social enterprises manage these “conflicting” principles, or how they 

navigate these seemingly contradictory rules in a practical manner. So for this thesis, the definition of a 

social enterprise is derived from this spectrum (see below for the working definition). 

2.5 Sectoral Principles and Corresponding Conflicts 

Billis (2010) proposes studying organisations through a five dimensional approach in order to 

understand them better and their guiding principles. These dimensions consist of the predominant 

structural features of organisations, and these five elements are present in all organisations regardless of 

sector. The five dimensions of an organisation are: 

a) Ownership 

b) Governance 

c) Operational priorities 

d) Human resources 

e) Other resources 

 

Billis (2010) stresses that of these five elements, “each element comes with a distinctive set of 

principles” (p.56) for each of the three recognised sectors: private, public, and the third sector (NGOs 

and other civil society organisations. Other leading scholars such as Young (2012) and Cornforth (2014) 

also find that these five elements make up the structural dimensions of an organisation. It is the 

particulars of these five elements/dimensions which make them a public sector, private sector or third 

sector organisation for these are the five elements where the principles of each sector make themselves 

apparent. It is also here that the conflicting principles of social enterprises manifest themselves. Below 

follows a short discussion of each of these elements. 

a) Ownership 
Ownership of an organisation is determined according to who has the “residual decision” rights and who 

decides the “allocation of residual returns” (Billis, 2010, p.55). This principle only holds true for private 

sector organisations. The shareholders of these organisations possess these rights legally and are free to 

administer the organisation as they see fit. In the case of the public sector organisations, it is the public, 

though elected representatives, who determine the fate of organisations. These organisations/companies 

are administered through the authorities. 

Billis (2010) found that ownership structure in the third sector is not defined as ownership in the sense 

of the public and private sectors and is one of the main reasons for the differentiation between the public 

and the private sector on the one hand, and non-profits on the other. In the third sector, ownership is 

replaced by “key stakeholders” who take on the role of owners, and who have the same ultimate 

decision-making power (p.52). The third sector legal structure is “best typified by the association”. 

(Billis 2010, p.52) 

b) Governance 
Governance of corporations are to an extent regulated by law in different markets and is determined by 

ownership. The principles here are: for the private sector, shareholder size determines the influence the 
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parties have; and for the public sector, organisations are “governed according to principles of public 

elections” (Billis 2010, p.52). The governance of the third sector is “driven neither by the need to make 

a profit nor by public policies but primarily by the association’s own agenda” (Billis 2010, p.52) given 

that there is no formal ownership structure like the other two sectors. 

Governance also covers the important aspect of accountability, which refers to those “who have the 

authority to carry out their designated duties and can be held to account to higher level individuals and 

institutions if they fail to carry out those duties.” (Billis 2010, p.54) 

c) Operational priorities 
Operational priorities refer to the areas where each organisation chooses to focus on. For the private 

sector, these priorities are driven by principles of market forces in individual choice” (Billis 2010, p.50) 

and for the public sector “by principles of public service and collective choice” (Billis 2010, p.50). In 

the third sector, the organisations are led by the principles of achieving the social mission and goals 

which are the reasons for the existence of the third sector organisation.  

d) Human resources 
In the private sector, human resources consist most often of “paid employees in a managerially 

controlled firm”. In the public sector, the organisations have human resources consisting of “paid public 

servants in legally backed bureaus” (Billis 2010, p.50). In the third sector, the human resources often 

consist only of members and volunteers, and can occasionally have paid employees. Here though, the 

changing winds have normalised some behaviours so that now some for-profit businesses have volunteer 

employees (interns) whereas there are non-profits which are staffed by people drawing a regular (at 

times substantial) salary. (Billis, 2010) 

e) Other resources 
Other resources are classed by Billis (2010) as the revenues from sales and fees and the disbursement 

of these revenues (i.e. the finances). These organisations may choose to either reinvest them in their 

ventures or they may disburse them as dividends (only private and public sector – non-profits cannot 

pay dividends). These other resources (financial) may also come from other entities, such as legacies 

and foundation (third sector), and grants (all three sectors).  

The table below summarises these five core elements and the corresponding principles for each of the 

three sectors. 

 

CORE 

ELEMENTS 

PUBLIC SECTOR  

PRINCIPLES 

PRIVATE SECTOR 

PRINCIPLES 

THIRD SECTOR 

PRINCIPLES 

    

1. Ownership   Citizens Shareholders Members 

2. Governance  Public elections Share ownership size Private elections 

3. Operational 

Priorities 

Public service and 

collective choice 

Market forces and 

individual choice 

Commitment about 

distinctive mission 

4. Distinctive 

human 

resources 

Paid public servants in 

legally backed Bureau 

Paid employees in 

managerially controlled 

Firm 

Members and volunteers 

in Association 

5. Distinctive 

other resources 

 Taxes Sales, fees  Dues, donations and 

legacies 

 

Table 2.1. A [modified] chart showing the distinct sectoral principles of organisations corresponding to 

each organisational core element as presented by Billis (2010). 
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2.6 Social Enterprise Value Generation 

Traditionally in enterprising, there has been an almost singular goal of commercial organisations: to 

generate a profit. It is a necessity for any venture to be self-sustaining. However, recently, and especially 

in the case of social enterprises, a new type of value generation has been gaining traction: social value 

generation. This type of value is less concerned with cash and is about other tangible and intangible 

social benefits.  

The question of value generation in social enterprises has been quite confused in literature. The answers 

are varied and base themselves on the raison d’etre of the particular organisation. Valentinov (2015) 

emphasises that there are several dichotomies at play here: to maximise profit or to not maximise profit? 

Are they to capture value as for-profits do or are they to do so in the manner of the different non-profits? 

Agafonow (2014) proposes a novel way to approach this: value devolution. In essence, this means that 

social enterprises create value much like business, or traditional, entrepreneurship but that the difference 

lies in who captures this value.  

According to Agafonow’s explanation, the value generated by social enterprises is captured in two 

different forms: social value and economic value. The economic value is key for the organisation to 

achieve sustainability and financial stability whereas social value is the achievement of the social goals 

that the company set out to reach. Below, both types of value are discussed. 

2.6.1 Economic Value Generation 

Economic value generation is having revenue streams. This means money should be going into (and out 

of) the company. This is the goal of all commercial ventures and are achieved through setting financial 

goals.  

Social enterprises, like all economic firms, must also secure funding to cover the start-up and operating 

costs until they reach the breakeven point, and perhaps even beyond. There are many ways to secure 

these funds. Traditionally, a business has to be financially self-sustaining and provide its 

owners/stakeholders with some financial returns. Many traditional entrepreneurs seek funding from the 

private sector in exchange for high financial return, relative to the level of risk. That is to say, the cost 

of private sector money is high (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012). Thus, traditional entrepreneurs should pursue 

economic value to be able to continue working profitably. 

The ability of a social enterprise to generate the required revenue stream to meet their financial 

obligations depends on the mission and the operations of the enterprise. Examples are providing clean 

water in an isolated village or services for the urban poor.  Social enterprises might be able to satisfy the 

private sector income/returns requirements and secure funding. (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012) 

Generating economic value can confer other advantages beyond the paying of day-to-day bills. Good 

fiscal performance can lead, in turn, to even more opportunities to leverage financial positions (e.g. 

easier access to credit, cheaper loans, better terms etc.). This can make future investments and 

expansions easier allowing the company to develop properly. The ability to attract funding has been 

identified to play an important role in social entrepreneurship and enterprising. (Bugg-Levine et al., 

2012) 

Now, for a social enterprise, it may be that it is not a “defining characteristic of social entrepreneurship 

but it is crucial for social entrepreneurs to sustain their ventures” (El Ebrashi, 2013, p.190). In other 

words, economic value generation is inherent to a social enterprise and is not only a means to an end 

but also a goal in itself.  

2.6.2 Social Value Generation 

Social value can be generated in both the short term and the long term, and can include increase in 

beneficiaries’ performance or knowledge, it can be in the form of affordable services/products in line 

with the income level of the local population, it can be the ability to pass exams, creation of new 
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vocations (training schools) and changing stereotypes. The nature of these goals or benefits shows the 

difficulty inherent in measuring social value generation. (Urban, 2015) 

The exact social value generated by a social enterprise depends on the social mission that said enterprise 

has. Ultimately, these organisations want to create “sustainable change in the lives of people” (El 

Ebrashi, 2013, p.202) and there are countless ways of doing that, both big and small. For many, it is this 

desire to create such change that drives the need to perform well financially and sustain their enterprise. 

(El Ebrashi, 2013) 

Social missions can be anything that aim to create a social impact or change and make efforts to deliver 

that impact with the wellbeing of the targeted segments in mind as well. Example of social mission are: 

a for-profit art gallery seeking to promote local young artists by displaying their works for free; 

microfinance which pools loans for the poor; WISE (work integrating social enterprise) which seek self-

sufficiency for marginalised groups in society such as the youths without high school education and 

older people. Not all social missions are universally acceptable however. As an example, a company 

seeking to promote any form of family planning may encounter resistance from numerous corners of 

society and will be unable to satisfy stakeholders, including the targeted communities. 

Measuring social impact is not as easy as measuring economic value generation. Urban (2015) says 

“despite the proliferation of SE literature, little effort is devoted to measuring results involving the 

double bottom line (financial and social performance) or the triple bottom line (financial, social and 

environmental)” (p.166). Urban (2015) recognises that for many social enterprises, profit is not the 

metric to gauge impact or performance and neither is customer satisfaction.  

With the proliferation of social enterprises as a form of organisation, or business model, however, many 

different tools are being proposed in order to better understand and evaluate (and perhaps even 

standardise) them. One measure to achieve the same is the social return on investment (SROI) created 

by the UK government (“The SROI guide,” 2016). SROI attempts to put financial value on the subjective 

experiences of the target market of the social enterprise. While the measurement is not done by the 

individual stakeholders, it is nonetheless their subjective experience which is quantified.  

Ultimately, it is the interpretations of the parties involved, the stakeholders, which can best determine 

whether sufficient, or any at all, social value is being generated. Further, this impact is incremental and 

cannot be clearly measured from a single time perspective. This makes the study and evaluation of social 

mission or impact even more befuddled. Many instead develop their own indices, such as “the declared 

benefit acquired by the individuals who are the targets of the social enterprise”. In this case, 

measurement comes by highlighting the relationships between the resources that went into the process 

and the reported outcome. (Urban, 2015) 

2.7 Mission Drift in Social Enterprises 

Cornforth (2004) defines mission drift as the “process of organization changes” where the organization, 

due to certain factors, “diverges from its main purpose or mission” (p.4). All commercial ventures, 

regardless of type, have a mission which they seek to fulfil. Most organizational/business models are 

formed to help reach this goal. However, he goes on to explain, this is particularly prevalent in 

organizations that have a “social mission, such as voluntary and non-profit organizations, social 

enterprises, hospital and educational bodies that diverge from their original mission”. (Cornforth, 2014, 

p.4) 

Jones (2007) continues that mission drift is indulging in activities that cause a “diversion of time, energy, 

and money” from the main mission of an (non-profit) enterprise (p.300). Young (2012) considers this 

diversion, or “change in direction”, is cause by “forces in the environment” (p.24). These forces force 

organisations to consider “lucrative strategies” which allow it “to survive and grow” (Young, 2012, 

p.24). 

Mission drift occurs in social enterprises mainly due to a number of factors including the particular 

owners/stakeholders, the source of funding, its particular structure and governance, the operational 
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priorities it has, and even “the wider culture” (Cornforth, 2014, p.4). The friction in many cases, though, 

is the source of the funding. There are diverse sources of funding for all firms, including social 

enterprises. For many, the first port of call is equity investment and commercial debt.  

Commercial investors make their investment decisions and allocations with the clear expectations that 

an investment in a social enterprise will generate a return on that investment. This can lead to pressures 

on the social enterprises in the form of ROIs and liquidity (to deliver within a timeframe that clashes 

with the mission of the social enterprise) and lead to them being unable to pursue their social mission 

with as much rigour as they could. If they are unable to reach an understanding with the investors on the 

pace of delivery, it could lead to problems in the form of: a) abandoning/delaying the social mission 

achievement and toeing the investor line; or b) forgoing the support provided by these stakeholders. 

Choosing the first path would be inviting mission drift whereas the second option may very well lead to 

bankruptcy or liquidation. (Billis, 2010) 

As explained in preceding sections, economic value generation is an important goal of social enterprises. 

Depending on the sectors and the nature of the organization (e.g. providing clean water in an isolated 

village vs services for the urban poor), social enterprises might be able to satisfy the private sector 

income/returns requirements and thus secure funding (Bugg-Levine et al., 2012). But there are also areas 

where commercial activity by itself may not be viable without subsidies, meaning they would have to 

forgo these commercial sources and seek alternative funding. If private funds are unavailable, there are 

two other main sources to which a social enterprise can turn: “philanthropy and government”. (Young, 

2012, p.24) 

A second source of funding is the government or the public sector. Governments are sometimes aware 

of their own shortcomings in providing public goods and thus resort to funding others who may deliver 

on their goals in a more efficient manner. This leads governments to lend support to organisations out 

to plug the gaps in the market in a socially oriented manner. This support, though, is not unconditional 

and they make demands (such as interference in price-setting mechanisms) which the social enterprise 

may or may not be able to satisfy. And in addition to these conditions, government support is subject to 

the political environment and is neither very reliable not guaranteed. 

Philanthropy, in the form of donations from foundations, corporations, and similar, is a third source of 

funding for social enterprises. Corporations do it from a social responsibility perspective and thus expect 

that social enterprises would deliver results immediately and publically, to be used then by the 

corporation. Jones (2007) argues that foundations will have their own agendas that they will be seeking 

to promote and they will have their own expectations regarding the enterprise. They could be 

foundations seeking funding themselves and would therefore like quick or cosmetic solutions, without 

the patience to wait out foundation-laying work for benefits to be reaped in the longer term. (Young, 

2012) 

Each source expects compliance with its own criteria before it will fund an enterprise and in fact social 

enterprises can be “tempted by financial pressures to shift their activities toward goals favoured by 

various sources of income” (Young, 2012, p.33). Young (2012), nonetheless, concludes that while 

funding is a cause of mission drift, it is not the “sole determinant” of whether mission drift occurs in a 

social enterprise (p.30). Social enterprises may wish to keep themselves independent of the influence of 

these different stakeholders. This, they may achieve, by focusing more on the economic value generation 

aspect of the enterprise. This too is another cause of mission drift in this type of organisations. (Young, 

2012) 

Furthermore, investors of all stripes may demand influence in the governance of the organisation via 

seats in the board or in a similar fashion (Billis, 2010). It may be argued that there is much to be gained 

from a holistic approach to management by including different individuals with different competencies. 

It may however lead to unnecessary influence which may distract from the goal. The board members 

may direct the social enterprise in a way which prioritises their core interests proving detrimental to the 

social mission. Young (2012) believes that due to the complexity of running a social enterprise as it is, 

the presence of these stakeholders would “challenge the effectiveness” of its governance structures 

(p.27). 
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2.7.1 Consequences of mission drift 

There are tangible benefits associated with having a social mission, whether it is a social mission or 

even the exercise of a socially responsible business. With the spread of activism, consumers are 

becoming more concerned with securing goods and services perceived as being socially just. Therefore, 

should one be certified as having a social mission, such as a certificate from B-Corp or wide-spread 

knowledge of the said mission, one is likely to find recurring customers among these more socially-

oriented consumers. “Consumers will act more and more responsibly” (Engelke et al., 2016, p.72) 

meaning that they would be more inclined to part with more money in exchange for the upholding of 

their values. This is an inherent advantage in social enterprises but an easy one to lose if the organisation 

is perceived as failure to live up to its mission and deliver the desired social results. (Engelke et al., 

2016) 

Another inherent competitive advantage in social enterprises, which depends on the organisation not 

succumbing to mission drift is the human resources available to the company. Social enterprises are 

viewed as offering “a ray of hope” (Smith et al., 2013, p.407) and so they manage to attract a motivated 

workforce “who prefer working for companies perceived to be good corporate citizens” (Santos et al., 

2015, p.36). This workforce is willing to forego some benefits to help the organisation attain its goals 

such as taking a lower salary and working longer hours without compensation. If the central goal is not 

the social mission, they may ask what they are offering sacrifices for. (Smith et al., 2013; Santos, et al., 

2015) 

Provided the tangible benefits associated with having a social mission, ready for the taking, mission drift 

can lead to undesirable consequences, which could become crippling and ultimately lead to the failure 

of the social enterprise. Mission drift can lead to the organisation acquiring a bad reputation in the eyes 

of the public, beneficiaries, clients, and other stakeholders; organisational culture may change due to the 

application of market oriented strategies, leading to internal frictions; new reality may lead to a complete 

abandonment of original goals or mission. In essence, a social enterprise can even lose the competitive 

advantage that was conferred by the status as a social enterprise. It is thus paramount that social 

enterprises avoid mission drift as best as they can. 

It can be concluded from the literature that mission drift is a clash between social value generation and 

economic value generation because leaning further toward either one brings with it distinct and tangible 

benefits in one aspect, and detrimental losses in the other aspect. It is organisations with a social mission, 

which try to achieve it with market tactics, which are afflicted with this problem. The mission, in regular 

commercial ventures, is exclusively about turning a profit and consideration is paid to this target 

exclusively. For-profit businesses are free to pursue profit as they please and are restrained only by legal 

means whereas social enterprises’ pursuit of similar returns is restrained additionally by the commitment 

to deliver the social goals as called for by their mission. (Santos et al., 2015) 

Mission drift is a problem arising from self-imposed restrictions, specific to the nature of these 

enterprises. The need to fulfil a social mission demands by nature that one takes other factors into 

account and to ensure that in the course of achieving this mission one does not give cause to any new 

problems. So given these conflicting logics which are simultaneously integral parts of social enterprises, 

how can social enterprises survive, fulfil their social mission, and turn a financial profit i.e. how do 

social enterprises avoid mission drift?   

2.8 Working Definitions 

As is explained previously, each of the three existing business/enterprise sectors consist of distinct 

principles which led to their groupings in the first place. Since social enterprises have “principles” or 

values which clearly clash with (some of) the fundamental values of all three sectors, it would be a 

mistake to force a classification of SEs into one of the existing sectors. The definition of a social 

enterprise is quite vague, and necessarily so, according to Jones (2007) but that one must necessarily 

subscribe to some definition. The results of this thesis may not be as reliable if these conflicting logics 

and factors inherent in social enterprises are not taken into consideration. By clearly articulating the 
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definitions that will be used as the basis for the empirical data collection, it can be easy to track which 

assumptions were made about the organizations being studied, allowing the reader to determine how 

useful this thesis is for their purpose. 

This paper uses the hybrid spectrum to class social enterprises. The hybridity spectrum presented above 

(figure 1) addresses each of the social enterprises specifically based on their particular characteristics, 

which is explained by the four bands. Each of these bands leans closer to one of the other sector but also 

maintains its unique characteristics. This definition is sufficiently unique and broad to allow the 

incorporation of organizations constituted in different ways. Henceforth, a social enterprise is one which 

corresponds to the second band of the hybridity spectrum, or one which is at the peak of the 

commercial/non-profit valley model presented by Young (2012) (Figure 2.2 above). The precise 

definition to be used is:  

A social enterprise is an organisation which has resolved to solve (a) social problem(s) or 

promote a social cause in the market place, thus generating both social value and economic value 

simultaneously. The organisation must have clearly articulated or expressed this desire to have a social 

impact through its enterprising activities. 

A social mission is any goal that aims to generate social value. Social value is benefit for society 

at large either on an individual or collective level.  

Mission drift is the inability of a social enterprise to achieve its social mission through the use 

of independent activity and needing to resort to other sources for support. It is the prioritisation of 

economic value generation over social value generation (achieving the social impact that it set out to 

accomplish). 

Summary of theoretical framework 

Social enterprises are business hybrid organisation arising from the field of social entrepreneurship. 

Social enterprises are unique in that they are combining the third sector social missions with the 

commercial sector business models to achieve their stated goals. 

Mission drift is a problem occurring in social enterprises when it becomes too difficult to achieve the 

mission with the chosen business model. From the discussions in this chapter, it can be determined that 

the main causes of mission drift are inherent in the structure of the social enterprise, manifesting 

themselves in the core elements of an organisation which determine the sectoral principles it should 

follow.  

This clash is caused by the nature of the social enterprise which is on a spectrum bound by private sector 

and third sector organisations on either side. Since each sector has its own principles which allow it to 

operate distinctly, when a social enterprise attempts to combine aspects of two or more, it leads to 

tensions which can place it in severe distress and even cause it to fail.  

The literature review shows there is a direct relation between the structural elements and mission drift. 

In fact, mission drift occurs because of the competing and conflicting sectoral principles manifested in 

these elements. For this reason, the analysis of the collected data will also be conducted along these 

elements, in order to present how these conflicting principles are and can be mitigated. I am going to 

use Billis’ (2010) five dimensional organisation model to discuss mission drift, both in the presentation 

of the results and in the analytical discussion which follows the results: 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology: Systematic Review 

 3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is going to explain in detail the research process of this paper. It will start by explaining 

what a systematic literature review is, why a systematic literature review is the best course of action for 

this paper, how this systematic review is conducted i.e. the research design, and limitations and biases 

inherent in this style and how they are addressed in this thesis.  

3.2 What is a systematic literature review? 

A systematic review is “a scholarly paper that in its entirety summarizes and synthesizes knowledge 

from a prior body of research” (Okoli, 2015, p.879). Systematic reviews are considered important as a 

research methodology because they synthesize the findings of several, comparable studies. Some 

scholars are of the opinion that single studies, i.e. traditional studies, are “generally given much greater 

credence than they merit” (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006, p.2). Systematic reviews help in identifying the 

“key scientific contributions” of a study “to a field or question” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.209). In fact, 

prominent voices such as Tranfield et al. (2003), claim that systematic reviews are placed in the highest 

class in the “hierarchy of evidence” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.209). The most prominent benefit of this 

form is that it would also for a replication of the study if done by other scholars, significantly boosting 

the quality of the resulting review (Okoli, 2015). 

3.3 Research Design 

3.3.1 Carrying out a systematic review 

While there are clearly established protocols for how to conduct a systematic literature review in the 

medical field, there is no clear consensus on how a literature review should be conducted in the 

management sciences, or the precise stages it should include (although the Cochrane collaboration has 

made efforts to expand their model to the social sciences). Tranfield et al. (2003) as well as Okoli (2015) 

have both attempted to create a guide on how to structure a systematic literature review in the social 

sciences. Okoli (2015) wrote his guide for Information Systems studies but wrote it with all the social 

sciences in mind and stresses that they are perfectly applicable in management studies as well. Tranfield 

et al. (2003) wrote their paper specifically for management. The two, however, are quite similar and 

contain in essence the same steps. Their recommendations are put together here into one single form, 

incorporating both of them and presenting them as I plan on using them in this thesis including a short 

description of each stage.  

Every systematic review in the management sciences should include the following stages (from 

Tranfield et al. (2003) and Okoli (2015)): 

a. purpose identification  

b. search strategy 

c. practical screening  

d. qualitative screening  

e. data extraction  

f. data analysis  

g. writing the review  



 
 

20 
 

3.3.2 Data Source 

The studies considered for this review are searched for on, and found through, the EBSCO database. 

This is a database containing a vast array of studies in different forms, which allows for screening based 

on the criteria developed and presented below for inclusion. EBSCO is one of the most prominent 

databases and contains academic material (both white and grey literature) from a very broad array of 

sources, including the most prominent academic publishers in the world. Additionally, Google Scholar 

is also consulted to ensure that the maximum number of relevant results were found. However, Google 

Scholar only provides links to the papers and does not provide any access to these documents. That is 

why the main sources is EBSCO and all articles are accessed through this database. 

One of the main advantages of using the ESBCO database is its responsiveness and adaptability. It offers 

the option of including or excluding any number of filtering criteria thus ensuring only literature relevant 

to this thesis are considered. Okoli (2015) also recommends EBSCO as one of the better databases for 

finding academic literature. Although the results from the search contained articles from a very large 

number of academic journals, articles published in 48 different academic journals were reviewed for 

this study. These journals include some of the most established and prestigious one in this subject. Table 

3.1 presents the 48 journals which were consulted in the course of this systematic review.  

 Academic Journals consulted during the review process 

1 Academy of Management Annals 25 Journal of Entrepreneurship & Innovation in 

Emerging Economies 

2 Academy of Management Journal 26 Journal of Small Business & Entrepreneurship 

3 Administração De Empresas Em Revista 27 Journal of Social Entrepreneurship 

4 Administration & Society 28 Journal of Social Marketing 

5 Administrative Sciences  29 Journal of Supply Chain Management 

6 Administrative Theory & Praxis  30 Local Economy 

7 Annals of Public & Cooperative Economics 31 M@n@gement  

8 Anvesha 32 Management Decision 

9 Applied Economics 33 Organisational Dynamics 

10 Business & Society Review  34 Political Studies Review 

11 Business Ethics Quarterly 35 Prajnan 

12 California Management Review 36 Procedia Economics and Finance 

13 China Economic Review 37 Procedia Engineering 

14 Development in Practice 38 Public Management Review 

15 Enterprise Development & Microfinance 39 Research in Higher Education 

16 Entrepreneurship Research Journal 40 Research in Organisational Behaviour 

17 Entrepreneurship: Theory & Practice 41 Social Alternatives 

18 International Business Review 42 Social Enterprise Journal 

19 International Journal of Environment Technology 

and Management 
43 Third Sector Review 

20 International Journal of Management Reviews 44 University of St.Gallen, Business Dissertations 

21 International Journal of Public Sector Management 45 Venture Capital 

22 Journal of Business Ethics 46 Voluntary Sector Quarterly 

23 Journal of Business Venturing 47 Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary & 

Nonprofit Organizations 

24 Journal of Economic Issues 48 World Journal of Entrepreneurship, Management & 

Sustainable Development 

Table 3.1: List of academic journals consulted in the course of this review. 
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Below follows a detailed explanation of what is happening at each stage of this review, the relevant 

inclusion criteria and the qualitative filtering criteria. The technical inclusion and exclusion criteria are 

presented under practical screening, and the qualitative filtering criteria are presented under the 

qualitative screening heading. The entire search strategy is shown in figure 3.2 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Review search strategy 

 

3.3.3. Practical screening  

Search term 

In the search database, these exact terms used were: social enterprise OR hybrid organisation,  

mission drift, social value and economic value. The term hybrid organisation is included in the review 

search because many scholars researching on social enterprises use these terms interchangeably. It is 

therefore prudent to search for studies using this term as well. The conjunction “or” is used so that the 

database can return all results which contain either of the two terms, ensuring that a single search is 

conducted for both terms. The conjunction “and” signifies that both the terms must be returned. 

Title and abstract review 

Excluded (n=1,648) 

 

Pass practical screening 

(n=70) 

 Full article review 

Excluded (n=57) 

(a) Non-generalizable findings (n=10) 

(b) Incompatible definitions (n=14) 

(c) Does not address mission drift (n=17) 

(d) Unusable material (n=13) 

(e) Full text unavailable (n=3) 

 

Database search results  

(n=1, 718) 

 

Included in review  

(n=13) 
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Inclusion criteria 

In addition to the search terms, a number of limiters, the inclusion criteria, were applied. These are: 

a. Language: only studies published in English are considered. 

b. Publication: given the time constraints, only peer-reviewed articles are considered. Also, no grey 

material, that is to say non-scientific material was included in the study. This means only peer-reviewed 

articles in the academic journals were included. These are not limited to any particular journals but rather 

all that are available in the EBSCO database. The academic journals where each included article is 

published is included in the list attached as appendix 1.  

c. Date of publication: considering that this is a nascent field and that there are constant developments 

in the field, only studies published in the 2013 – 2016 period are included in this review. From the 

conceptual discussion presented in chapter 2, it is gleaned that most of the articles on social enterprises, 

or hybrid organisations, published in the earlier years are focused on defining the nature of these 

organisations. It is only during later years that the discussion moved beyond an abstract discussion 

focused on definitions, to a genuine effort to understand the management issues of these organisations 

and actively addressing them. It is therefore expected that these later articles contain the information 

sought for this review and it is for this reason that the search is limited to this period. 

d. Availability: finally, only articles available in the university’s collection are included in the study so 

that only articles that I have full access to are a part of the study. 

Expanders 

Additionally, expanders are used in order to ensure that the maximum number of results which met the 

inclusion criteria are returned. Expanders help find articles which have a somewhat similar content but 

are missing the exact search terms. The following expanders are used in order to return the maximum 

results which fit in with the search terms being utilised: 

a. Related words – these are determined by the database employed in the search for the articles. Once 

the results are returned by the database, I determine whether they are related to the terms sought. This 

is done to ensure that no articles are eliminated arbitrarily (that is to say for not mentioning the exact 

search terms). As discussed in the conceptual chapter, there is a lot of fluidity in this field and it is best 

to err on the side of caution. Further, a second qualitative screening is also applied, allowing me the 

liberty of considering a wider body for the initial practical screening.  

c. Full text-body search - finally, the search was not only limited to the title or the abstract but rather 

the entire content of the articles. The filtering, once the results were returned, was indeed based on the 

title and abstract of each article, as recommended by the literature on systematic reviews (Tranfield et 

al., 2003; Okoli, 2015). This to ensure that those articles which utilised a different terminology but 

nonetheless considered the same subject and therefore mentioned these terms within the body of the 

article were also part of this study. 

Results of practical screening 

After the above limiters and expanders were applied – a total of 1,718 articles were identified. Of these 

1,718 articles, only 70 qualified to be included in the qualitative screening stage (next stage). This is 

because the excluded articles made mention of the key terms but did not in fact pertain to the question 

at hand but rather used these terms in other contexts. As is explained in chapter 2, there are varying 

descriptions and definitions in the literature. Therefore, in order to avoid an excessively narrow search, 

articles which contained terms such as ‘non-profit’, ‘third sector’ and the like in reference to social 

enterprises, and which appeared to provide solutions to the question at hand (avoiding mission drift) 

were allowed to proceed past the practical screening. They were fully scrutinised at the second stage by 
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reading the entire text and then reaching a decision as to whether they were to be included in the study 

and whether data was to be extracted for the final analysis. 

3.3.4 Qualitative Screening 

The next stage of a systematic review is about inclusion, or exclusion, based on the quality of the article. 

Whereas a study could be excluded based entirely on the language of publication in the practical 

screening stage, the filtering at this stage pertains to how the paper is written, the purpose it had, and the 

rigour of the process. The assessment here is concerned with the study itself, whether its internal 

methods are valid, whether efforts have been made (explicitly) to reduce errors and biases, and just how 

relevant its research questions are for the review at hand. In other words, here one has to read the paper 

to determine if it is of appropriate quality, whereas in the first filtration, it depended only on formal 

criteria that could be assessed immediately without thorough study. (Okoli, 2015; Tranfield et al., 2003) 

In my review, the quality assessment is based on these factors: 

 Do they use the same definition of a social enterprise and all the other key terms as given in the 

conceptual framework? Or acceptable variations thereof? 

 Are the social enterprises included in the study in the same band on the hybridity spectrum, i.e. 

as the definition of social enterprise in this article? 

 Does the article recommend ways to avoid mission drift? 

 Do the studies include cause-and-effect and then recommend solutions (i.e. an explanation of 

what mission drift is, what causes it, and then recommend ways to avoid/combat that)? 

 Are the findings of the article/study generalizable or is the study highly context specific? 

 Is there a clear “process by which they move from data to interpretation?” (Tranfield et al., 

2003) 

 Do the authors address the limitations of their study satisfactorily? 

Of the 70 studies which were analysed for this stage of the review, 13 are included in the final review. 

57 articles were discarded for a number of reasons including:  

a) highly contextual articles whose results could not be generalised (10); b) the definition of social 

enterprise and other key phrases were conflicting with the definition formulated for this review (14); c) 

the article did not address mission drift explicitly (17); d) the study itself was a review of literature or 

the material was deemed unusable (11); e) because the full text of the study was unavailable to me for a 

review (3); and lastly, (f) one general commentary paper (not reviewed but published in a peer-reviewed 

journal). A list containing these excluded 57 articles is presented in appendix 2. The explanations for 

why, specifically, each of the 70 articles was excluded are provided in appendix 3. 

3.3.5 Extract data from the studies 

Once studies pass the second screening and are selected for inclusion in the review, the relevant 

information must be extracted. A recommendation from several authors on systematic reviews 

(Tranfield et al., 2003; Okoli, 2015) is to prepare a sort of data extraction form in order to ensure a 

uniform process in extraction. The use of a standardised data extraction form helps “to reduce human 

error and bias”. (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.216) 

Tranfield et al. (2003), citing the Cochrane Collaboration (a collective of academics established to aid 

in systematic review of studies in the medical field), state that data extraction forms serve three important 

purposes, the most important of them being that “the data-extraction form is the data-repository from 

which the analysis will emerge” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.217). It should also act as a “historical record” 

and show how the study fulfils the criteria for inclusion including in terms of quality (Tranfield et al., 
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2003, p.217). The forms should also include “links to other concepts, identification of emergent themes, 

and key results and additional notes” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.217). 

The relevant data extracted from the 13 studies was recorded into standardised forms. These forms 

contain the only information in the studies which will be used for the analysis or synthesis. The 

information presented in the data extraction forms are direct quotes/passages from the studies without 

any editing. The data extraction forms also include basic technical (identifying) information about the 

study: title; author; date of publication; keywords (only where provided by the publisher); definition of 

social enterprise; study population and context of study; and methodology. Table 4.1 presents the articles 

included in the final review. A sample data extraction form is attached as appendix 4. 

3.3.6 Data synthesis or analysis  

A method called meta-synthesis has been proposed as a way to conduct a systematic literature review 

in management (Tranfield et al., 2003). This analysis method is “interpretive and inductive” which is 

likely “to provide a means of drawing insight from studies and for addressing issues pertinent to 

management research” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.217). This is an inductive and “interpretive approach to 

research synthesis” which in turn will allows the reviewer to consider “all important similarities and 

differences in language, concepts, images, and other ideas” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.217). This form of 

analysis is particularly useful in addressing management research as it aids the analysis of qualitative 

research and is an improvement upon the traditional reviews of literature found in most academic papers 

(Tranfield et al., 2003; Okoli, 2015). Qualitative synthesis links themes found in the different studies 

and thus leads to the attainment of “a level of conceptual or theoretical development beyond that 

achieved in any individual empirical study” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.218). The data collected during the 

review (collected in the data extraction forms) is processed and analysed using meta-synthesis method. 

It is expected that the results in each study will have been organised thematically within the study. 

However, it is unlikely that they would all be organised in a similar fashion and so the author’s job is to 

arrange these findings so that a thematic discussion can flow in light of the questions that are to be 

answered (Cooper & Schindler, 2014). The data extracted from the included studies will be analysed 

within the framework of Billis’ (2010) five element organisational model as presented in chapter 2 of 

this thesis (i.e. the themes for the analysis process). Coding or thematic discussion is an appropriate 

method for data analysis because it helps us transition from an author centric focus - results of particular 

studies in the data extraction phase - to a concept centric focus - which means we can analyse the 

common concepts and themes across the different studies which are being reviewed. (Okoli, 2015) 

3.4 Why is this thesis a systematic literature review? 

There are four types of applied social science according to Tranfield et al. (2003): popular science (focus 

on relevance); pedantic science (focus on rigour); puerile science (“neither rigorous nor relevant”); and 

pragmatic science (relevant and rigorous). Management is not a theoretical science but rather a practical 

one. The purpose is to propose best practice principles for this field. Pragmatic science is the one that 

balances the stakeholders. In fact, one can say that a “systematic review can be argued to be at the heart 

of a 'pragmatic' management research, which aims to serve both academic and practitioner 

communities.” It must further be stressed that “the applied nature of management research” is what 

makes this area of study stand out, and which is why this must always be considered in designing studies 

for management. (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.211) 

The research design of a study is guided by the purpose of that research. In this paper, I want to conduct 

an analysis on the existent literature/studies on avoidance of mission drift in social enterprises. The 

mission drift is not a quantitative measure nor can it be expressed numerically as it is subjective and its 

existence is determined by the stance of the person or entity questioned. Essentially, it is “the subjective 
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experience of both the researcher and the researched” and “there is no possibility of testing statistically 

the significance of the results” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.216). Therefore, a meta-analytical quantitative 

approach is not applicable and meta-synthesis is utilised instead. 

Systematic reviews are known for “provid[ing] the most efficient and high quality method for 

identifying and evaluating extensive literatures” (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.215). A systematic review is 

the method that is devoted exclusively to synthesising existing literature; applying it to different contexts 

and drawing general conclusion from a number of papers. This systematic review aims to provide 

comprehensive and “collective insight” through rigorous processes that address the given research 

question while simultaneously utilising meticulous record-keeping (Tranfield et al., 2003, p.220). There 

are quite a few studies about social enterprises but they are “riddled with theoretical inconsistencies and 

definitional controversies” (Satar and John, 2016, p.113). In such a circumstance, I can contribute more 

to the study of social enterprises by synthesising the current research and presenting it systematically 

rather than dabbling with these “theoretical inconsistencies” (Satar and John, 2016, p.113).   

Of these studies on social enterprises and mission drift, many approach the topic from a particular 

perspective and often address a certain structural element, its conflicting principles across the sectors, 

and how that causes mission drift in social enterprises. Equally important is the fact that studies are 

conducted in different contexts; economic, political, and legal, which can all have an impact on the 

usefulness of their results. Since the purpose of this thesis is to holistically address the problems of 

mission drift in social enterprises and to present the solutions to these problems, by carrying out a 

systematic review, I can collate the qualitative data on mission drift presented in various studies and 

present coherent solutions to the problems of mission drift. This is more valuable to the practitioners in 

this field, both those who are involved in the management of social enterprises and those considering 

starting up social enterprises. This systematic review also aids in mapping the current state of research 

so that researchers can correctly pursue new avenues of study, or improve the reliability of existing 

research. 

Additionally, a systematic review ensures that the study is reliable and rigorous, and effectively removes 

biases by presenting rational motivation for all the choices being made throughout the study, which this 

chapter has done. Some inherent biases do remain nonetheless, such as those of the reviewed studies’ 

authors, and the selection of the inclusion and exclusion criteria themselves, but the reader can decide 

on their own how relevant these are for their purposes. If needed, the reader can replicate the entire study 

to improve the accuracy even more, which this review makes provisions for as well.  

3.5 Limitations and Biases 

Since this is a review of published studies – the literature – there are two potential sources of problems: 

in the studies being reviewed and in the review itself. One is the problems which are inherent in the 

studies being included. I am not in any position to influence how the original study is conducted and 

simply inherit any flaws to be found therein. Authors on systematic reviews such as Tranfield et al. 

(2003) and Okoli (2015) also maintain that this is problematic because published studies seldom contain 

raw data and that anyone reviewing the literature must take extra steps in ensuring that clear links are 

made between the data, theories, and interpretation.   

In order to minimise these inherent limitations, a qualitative inclusion criterion is that the study being 

reviewed includes provisions addressing any limitations and biases of the respective study. Another one 

is that logical processes are followed by the authors of the studies included in order to guarantee that 

their findings can be useful to other researchers. Those which did not fulfil this requirement were 

excluded in the qualitative screening stage. 
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As for flaws in the style, by developing clear criteria and a meticulous recording process, limitations 

will become apparent and the reader of the review can make their own decisions about the extent to 

which this paper is biased and/or limited in usability.  

Time restriction is another inherent flaw. Since this is a student paper with stringent time requirements, 

the study cannot be as thorough if a large number of studies are included which need to be analysed 

individually and collectively. The purpose of a student thesis is for the student to demonstrate their 

ability to conduct quality academic research in different areas. It is therefore more important here to 

complete a sound research rather than be thorough to the highest degree. It is for this reason that a total 

of only 13 studies are selected for data extraction and analysis. The studies chosen are more reflective 

of my subjective inclinations (as explained in preceding sections) rather than the availability of suitable 

material.  

For the same reason, several restrictions have been made in the scope of the review, such as only 

considering white literature and limiting the publication period to three years only. Although this does 

not directly affect the efforts made in achieving the review’s goals, which is to collate and synthesis the 

academic literature available on solutions to mission drift, it does mean that potentially useful (grey) 

literature has been omitted, whose authors did not publish them for whatever reason.  

Finally, in systematic reviews, all data, including raw data, is used and this is made available as part of 

the article presenting the study being included in the review. In the management sciences, however, the 

raw data is usually not available but rather only sufficient data for the understanding is included 

(sufficiency is determined by the journal editors according to Tranfield et al. 2003). “Therefore, the 

decisions regarding the selection of studies actually become decisions about the selection of 'articles' 

based on the more subjective findings and conclusions of the author rather than on the 'raw' data” 

(Tranfield et al., 2003, p.216). This has been considered and I have concluded that the quality of the 

studies is reliable, especially as only peer-reviewed articles published in journals have been included in 

this review. The reliability of the review process of these journals is not examined in detail and may 

nevertheless have impacted this study. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter is going to present the data extracted from the selected literature, conduct an analysis of 

the data, carry out a discussion around the data including placement of the findings in accordance with 

the prevalent literature and finally answer the research question, which is how do social enterprises avoid 

mission drift? 

13 studies have been analysed in this review. These studies all offered solutions to the problems raised 

by the conflicting logics inherent in social enterprises through the core structural elements, and will be 

presented using Billis’ (2010) five element organisational model. The 13 included studies are given in 

the table 4.1 below. Since not all the studies addressed all five of these organisational elements, the 

findings from these articles are summarised in table 4.2 at the end of this chapter, which shows the 

proposed solutions in terms of each of these five elements, using the Billis model. 

 



 
 

Authors Title Date Social Enterprise Definition Type of study (method) 

Battilana & Lee   Advancing Research on Hybrid 

Organizing – Insights from the Study of 

Social Enterprises 

2014 “Social enterprises [are organisations] that combine the organizational 

forms of both business and charity at their cores.” 

Review of literature. Content analysis. 

Cornforth  Understanding and combating mission 

drift in social enterprises 

2014 “Social enterprises are hybrid organisations that aim to achieve social 

(and/or environmental) purposes through some form of business or 

trading activity.” 

Conceptual paper. “draws on resource dependency theory, 

institutional theory and various extant empirical studies to 

develop an understanding of the causes of mission drift. This 

analysis is then used to examine the practical steps that social 

enterprises can take to combat mission drift." 

Ebrahim, Battilana & 

Mair 

 The governance of social enterprises: 

Mission drift and accountability 

challenges in hybrid organizations  

2014 “Hybrid organizations [which] combine aspects of both charity and 

business at their core.” 

Primary study. Information gathered from pertinent 

stakeholders. Content analysis.  

Goyal, Sergi & Jaiswal  Understanding the challenges and 

strategic actions of social entrepreneurship 

at base of the pyramid 

2016 “Social enterprise as an organizational entity that… integrates the 

social and economic value creation while being driven by the 

philosophy of “Serve and Survive”.” 

Use of qualitative multi-case based research methodology; 

three SEs in India. 

Hai & Daft   When missions collide: Lessons from 

hybrid organizations for sustaining a 

strong social mission 

2016 “Hybrid organisation [is one which is] pursuing both profit and social 

missions within a single organisation.” 

Conceptual paper proposing solutions to mission drift in 

hybrid organisations using case studies and content analysis. 

Haigh, Dowin-Kennedy 

& Walker 

Hybrid Organizations as Shape-Shifters: 

altering legal structure for strategic gain  

2015 “Enterprises that mix aspects of for-profit and non-profit realms to 

solve specific social or environmental issues while striving to remain 

economically sustainable.” 

48 case studies using global snowball sampling.  

Jenner   Social enterprise sustainability revisited: 

an international perspective 

2016 “[An organisation which prioritises] the achievement of the dual social 

and economic goals.” 

A concurrent, convergent mixed methods approach on a 

sample of 93 social enterprise leaders using surveys and face-

to-face interviews. 

Kay, Roy & Donaldson  Re-imagining social enterprise 2016 “[An organisation which has] a primary social purpose to benefit the 

community or a specific beneficiary group; [and] engage(s) in trade – 

exchanging good and services.” 

Conceptual paper to “outline the context and challenges 

currently facing social enterprise both from outside and from 

inside the social enterprise movement.” 

PACHE & SANTOS   Inside the Hybrid Organization: Selective 

Coupling as a Response to Competing 

Institutional Logics 

2013 “Hybrid organizations, which incorporate competing institutional 

logics.” 

An inductive comparative case study of four work integration 

social enterprises. 

Santos, Pache & 

Birkholz 

 Making Hybrids Work: aligning business 

models and organizational design for 

social enterprises  

2015 “Hybrid organizations pursuing a social mission while relying on a 

commercial business model.” 

Conceptual discussion. 

Satar & John  A conceptual model of critical success 

factors for Indian social enterprises 

2016 “In order to realize their social goals associated with either public or 

non-profit sectors, SEs have been identified as applying the business 

strategies from the private sector. Thus, they emerge as hybrid forms 

possessing the characteristics of the both types in a blended form.” 

The methodology involved the extensive survey of literature 

concerning the CSFs (critical success factors) of social 

businesses in India. 

Van & Vredenburg   The challenge of mission drift through 

growth in the hybrid organisation 

2015 “Hybrid organisations [which] integrate social and environmental 

goals with traditional motives of profit and shareholder value.” 

An in-depth case study of a Canadian renewable energy start-

up firm. 
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Table 4.1 Studies included in this systematic literature review. 

 

  

Young & Kim   Can social enterprises remain sustainable 

and mission-focused? Applying resiliency 

theory 

2015 “Social enterprises are market-based entities having to survive 

financially by responding to the imperatives of the economic 

circumstances in which they are embedded. On the other hand, they 

are charged to some substantial degree with accomplishing a public 

good.” 

Resilience theory application to social enterprises using three 

in-depth case studies (based in the USA). 



 
 

4.2 Ownership 

Ownership, a core structural element of all organisations, has a big role to play in the effort to avoid and 

combat mission drift in social enterprises. This review has found that whoever is legally entitled to 

decide on behalf of the social enterprise has significant discretionary power to direct the organisation as 

they see fit. Thus, the element of ownership in social enterprises is considered quite important and is 

directly addressed in many of the studies included in this review. Due to this glaring source of mission 

drift, nearly all the studies recommend paying significant attention to the legal structure of the social 

enterprise, with varying degrees of details.  

 

Battilana and Lee (2014) say that as of right now, in most jurisdictions: “corporate regulation regimes 

offer incorporation options that are aligned with the prevailing organizational forms of business and 

charity” (p.410).  

 

Firstly, in order to select the optimal option, the organisation needs to reflect on what it wants to achieve 

before incorporation. Cornforth (2010) writes that as a way to avoid mission drift “a social enterprise 

can build safeguards into its constitution to protect its social mission by setting out clear social 

objectives for the organisation” (p.9). 

Haigh et al. (2015) in their study on the legal structure and its role in mission drift also recommend that 

social enterprises begin by determining the motivations for the choice of legal structure: 

“Our results suggest that knowing whether the initial structure was chosen for personal reasons (such 

as fit with founders’ values) as opposed to strategic reasons (like the need to raise capital) can inform 

companies of the likelihood of future change in the hybrid” (p.77). 

Santos et al. (2015) concur with this recommendation and give the following advice: 

“Leaders of social business hybrids should first acquire a clear understanding of the type of hybrid 

organization they are building, given the nature of the work they do and the business model they are 

deploying, and also consider any transitions in the business model that they may be facing. In turn, this 

assessment allows them to understand the risks of mission drift and the challenge of financial 

sustainability so that they can identify management choices and practices that enable them to create a 

more resilient organization.” (p.53) 

Their finding is also supported by a study conducted by Jenner (2014) which found that social enterprises 

are arbitrarily choosing the ownership structure: 

“the results also showed that although those structured as for-profit social ventures were more likely to 

declare a profit orientation (79 per cent) significantly, a clear majority (67 per cent) of the ventures 

reporting a not-for-profit structure also held the same profitability intent. These results are therefore 

strongly suggestive of a profit orientation across the spectrum of contemporary social enterprises 

supporting prior findings that view profitability to be both acceptable and necessary for social ventures 

to be sustainable.” (p.51) 

 

However, once the purpose has been clearly determined, there are options available to social enterprises 

on incorporation forms which can help them avoid mission drift.  

Cornforth (2014) suggests that: 

“If an organisation has social objectives that qualify as charitable, it can register as a charity, which 

places certain legal obligations on the organisation, including ensuring that the organisation assets are 

only used to meet its charitable mission, which are overseen by the charity regulator” (p.10).  
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Hai and Daft (2016) also back up this first suggestion and find in their study that: “Legal incorporation 

as a benefit corporation is probably a stronger and more permanent way to support a social mission” 

(p.7) and so avoid drifting from the mission.   

The democratic nature of benefit/charity organisations though risks there being conflicts in defining the 

mission and setting the targets to achieve that missions. Van and Vredenburg (2015) in their study, 

determine instead that it would be better to be a private entity in order to not suffer from mission drift. 

About ownership, Van & Vredenburg (2015) say that: “as a private entity, the firm retains control in 

maintaining and executing on the mission” (p.326) and does not have to simultaneously satisfy multiple 

actors, which can distract from the prioritised goals and thus give cause for mission drift. 

For example, Haigh et al. (2015) with their 48 SE sample found other reasons for private ownership 

structure.  

“A number of social entrepreneurs founded for-profit hybrids because they wanted to move quickly 

toward their goals and avoid the red tape they perceived was associated with non-profit models. These 

founders portrayed non-profit models as bureaucratic and administratively cumbersome, so avoided 

them if they thought there was a chance of earning their own revenue.” (p.69) 

 

Even with their recommended solution, Van and Vredenburg (2015) caution that challenges will 

remain and founders must always be alert to the problems that private incorporation may lead to. If they 

choose private incorporation, then they  

“…continue to manage the shareholder base. Failure to do so, may expose the company and its mission 

to… risk. In this case study, we recommend also control and monitoring… the shareholder base, as the 

firm’s social and/or environmental mission increases in depth and breadth of impact.” (p.326) 

However, other studies have also determined that while it is important to know which purpose is the 

driver (profit versus mission) already at the incorporation stage, social enterprises must take care to not 

box themselves within either of the competing sectoral logics.  

Regardless of whether there are shareholders or members, Hai and Daft (2016) find that it is important 

for social enterprises to  

“keep the vision alive in the minds of key stakeholders. With a clear vision that incorporates the dual 

logics of the organization, each constituency group can feel that their needs are being met and that the 

organization makes managing dual missions a priority.” (p.5) 

Haigh et al. (2015)’s study has found that social enterprises have already themselves found potential 

solution to this problem. 

“Previous studies have focused on the challenges of managing humanitarian and market objectives and 

have found that hybrids demonstrate dual identities to manage tensions between the two. We found a 

noteworthy absence of such tensions in the 48 hybrids we studied. This leads us to conclude that while 

scholars focus on such tensions, social entrepreneurs focus on solutions to them, and changes to legal 

structure may be one manifestation of such solutions.” (p.78) 

 

This point is considered important by many of the other authors as well. While these previous black and 

white solutions (second or third sector incorporation) are useful, a search is on to find yet more 

innovative solutions to mission drift. And this search for a legal structure designed to suit the purpose 

of social enterprises is bearing fruit. Haigh et al (2015) discover that “the hybrid organization landscape 

is quickly evolving as options in legal structure grow, and social entrepreneurs are choosing and 

changing legal structures to give their enterprise more flexibility in how they deliver on their mission 

and remain financially viable” (p.75). 
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This requirement of flexibility in structure for social enterprises has started research into finding legal 

forms suited to them. Many authors have found that social enterprises should consider incorporating in 

a number of new forms where many of the problems in the structural forms have already been remedied 

to a greater extent. 

Cornforth (2010) presents these alternative incorporation forms created to help social enterprises avoid 

mission drift:  

“a number of jurisdictions have developed new legal forms that are better suited to the needs of social 

enterprises. In the USA, these include the Low-profit Limited Liability Company [L3C], the Benefit 

Corporation and the Flexible Purpose Corporation. In the UK, the Community Interest Company (CIC) 

has been developed, which was designed to enable people to establish a business for the benefit of the 

community and not purely for private gain, and is overseen by the Regulator of Community Interest 

Companies.” (p.10) 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) in their study expand on the particulars of these alternative forms available and 

clarify that these new forms often come with significant power to decide over the activities: 

In theory, private foundations are ideally suited to comprising the equity tranche of investors in an L3C. 

They have the greatest incentives to monitor an L3C for adherence to its social mission due to the legal 

constraints built into program related investments, which can only be made for advancing social 

purposes [although limited profit may be reaped]. Under a tranched membership structure, private 

foundations may be allocated greater decision rights on the L3C’s governing board than mezzanine 

investors who receive dividends at below-market rates, or other senior investors who receive market-

rate returns in exchange for little or no decision rights” (p.92).  

Ebrahim et al. (2014) explain the Community Interest Company (CIC): 

“The CIC is stricter in terms of regulatory requirements intended to preserve the social purpose of the 

organization but, as a result, it also offers less flexibility with respect to assets and earnings 

distribution… Unlike private companies that may consider non-financial interests, the primary 

responsibility of a CIC’s directors is to the stated social purpose of the company. And unlike an L3C, a 

CIC is subject to an ‘‘asset lock’’ requirement that prohibits it from transferring its assets into private 

hands. Instead, it can transfer its assets only to another organization with a social purpose, such as 

another CIC or a non-profit charity. In addition, while CICs can pay dividends to members, these are 

capped at approximately thirty-five percent of distributable profits” (p.86). 

Even with these new forms, social enterprises must exercise caution. The solutions Cornforth (2014), 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) and others present in their studies are not simple to implement and in these cases 

too they would be facing the potential of mission drift. Cornforth (2014) says that here too: “a key 

concern in developing these new legal forms has been how to balance protecting the organisation’s 

social mission while allowing better access to external finance” (p.10). 

Young and Kim (2015) find that even the 

“newer forms of social enterprise are subject to the same…  issues. The charter objectives of L3Cs or 

the external validation scheme of B corporations (businesses evaluated by the non-profit B Lab), for 

example, may not hold up to the long-run market pressures of stockholders neither bound nor 

necessarily motivated to pursue other than profit-making strategies. On the other hand, the stronger 

socially focused character of the governance structure of Community Interest Companies in the UK may 

provide greater assurance of these entities as maintaining long-term stability as socially focused 

entities.” (p.254) 
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Young and Kim’s (2015) study further notes that: “Incentives implicit in legal form, and sources of 

income, influence range of action. Legal form and external opportunities affect incentives to pursue or 

de-emphasize market or social goals. Strong external incentives or tenuous financial conditions can 

incite change in balance of financial and social goals. Shifting economic conditions may encourage 

change in balance of financial and social goals.” (p.255) This is also in line with Haigh et al.’s (2015) 

finding that social enterprises must retain the option to change their structure in accordance with the 

prevalent conditions in the environment in which it operates. 

Jenner (2014) also finds that particular attention should be paid to the ownership structure as that would 

have implications for all the other organizational elements. He advises that “the choice of organisational 

[ownership] structure is an opportunity to strategically develop legitimacy with critical stakeholders 

and gain access to important resources” (p.46). 

Whichever choice a social enterprise makes, Haigh et al. (2015) give this final advice to social 

enterprises if they want to avoid the mission drift inherent in their legal structures: “Social entrepreneurs 

and their partners should carefully consider the need for and implications of structural flexibility” 

(p.75). 

 

4.3 Governance 

The governance mechanisms of social enterprises are considered by the literature to be quite important 

as well and emphasise that much attention must be paid to them if mission drift is to be avoided. It is 

after all the governors who will take the decisions about how the social enterprise will function 

practically. It is the inclinations of these people which will determine which of the competing principles 

they will adhere by, if any. 

In terms of mission drift arising from the governance mechanisms and the ways to avoid and tackle 

these, the literature provided two ways of using governance techniques. These are: board of directors; 

and accountability practices; Below follow the results in both categories. 

Board of directors 

The governance mechanisms of social enterprises are considered by the literature to be quite important 

as well and emphasise that much attention must be paid to them if mission drift is to be avoided. The 

problems of conflicting logics cannot be resolved without appropriate utilizing governance tools.  

Ebrahim et al. (2014) find that social enterprises “are unlikely to resolve them without supportive 

mechanisms of organizational governance, as social enterprises will continue to face internal tensions 

between the social and commercial aspects of their activities no matter what legal status they adopt” 

(p.85). 

Cornforth (2014) provides another solution to avoiding mission drift using governance structures: 

“Resource dependency theory suggests that one way of managing external dependencies [which are 

causes of mission drift] is to co-opt people who control important resources onto the board. As a result, 

organisations may include on their boards people with different interests and competences, so that there 

are people with commercial skills and people with expertise relevant to the organisation’s social 

mission. Some organisations may go further and include “representatives” of other stakeholder groups, 

for example, staff, funders and beneficiaries or users.” (p.11) 

The composition of the board of directors, the governance mechanism, is important if a social enterprise 

wants to avoid mission drift arising from individuals influencing it against the interest of the social 

enterprise.  
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Young and Kim (2015) find that:  

“Board composition, rules and legal mandates constrain discretion on mission and goals. Board 

composition may foster or resist change in goal balance. Change in mix of involved stakeholders with 

different interests can tip balance in goals. Shifts in economy or social climate may influence board 

composition and decision-making.” (p.255) 

However, Cornforth (2014) further warns against using this method too enthusiastically. He suggests 

avoiding  

“what one interviewee called “delegate syndrome”, where board members act as if they are delegates 

for the particular stakeholder group they come from rather than act as a team in the best interests of the 

organisation as a whole” (p.11). 

Santos et al. (2015) write that the boards of integrated hybrids “need to structure their governance in 

such a way that all board members demonstrate a sound understanding of business principles combined 

with a clear focus on the social mission” (p.46). 

Sometimes though, Pache and Santos (2015) find, it is not up to the social enterprise and that in this 

case they must be flexible with their approach. They write:  

“Even if hybrids are able to avoid these internal conflicts, they nevertheless face the challenge of 

securing support and resources from external institutional referents who are championing competing 

logics. To signal their appropriateness and gain support, they need to comply, at least partially, with 

the conflicting prescriptions imposed by these institutional referents. We find that the selective coupling 

of intact elements can enable hybrids to please institutional referents and thus secure widespread 

support.” (p.995) 

The board of governance should also help social enterprises in avoiding mission drift in terms of 

beneficiaries of the organization. Santos et al. (2015) recommend that:  

“In terms of governance, the boards of {social enterprises] should focus… on monitoring the profile of 

clients served since their business model may lead them to prioritize clients with the higher ability to 

pay and neglect disadvantaged clients/beneficiaries requiring the most additional interventions. The 

board of [social enterprises] should be composed of members with a combination of business and social 

expertise, including one or more champions of the social mission.” (p.47) 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) also stress the importance of utilizing the governance mechanisms to not only 

avoid mission drift but to also achieve their goals. They write that 

“An important role of governance in integrated hybrids is thus to assess whether its activities are 

reaching the right set of beneficiaries and whether they have a meaningful exit option. We propose that 

a meaningful exit option is available to the beneficiaries of an integrated hybrid when: (a) the 

beneficiaries constitute a sufficiently important part of the organization’s market such that their exit 

would significantly impact revenues; and, (b) the social performance of the organization is explicitly 

tied to serving those beneficiaries” (p.93). 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) then expand on their claims and say that  

“Even when the first condition is met, beneficiaries may be captive to the organization in underserved 

markets due to a lack of alternatives or competitors. The second condition thus becomes necessary to 

minimize incentives for the organization to take financial advantage of its beneficiaries. This task can 

be aided by segmenting the organization’s market in order to prioritize those beneficiaries most critical 

to its social mission and, as discussed in the previous section, by monitoring for any means-ends 

decoupling of the organization’s activities from its social mission” (p.93).  
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The board has a significant responsibility in ensuring that mission drift does not occur and would need 

to be vigilant and that is why attention needs to be paid to its composition. For instance, Santos et al. 

(2015) recommend that if the organization decides to choose to differentiate their activities, then: 

“governance should, in addition, ensure the sustainable provision of the additional interventions 

required to generate impact by monitoring the segmentation of activities between clients and 

beneficiaries” (p.50). 

Santos et al. (2015) say that it should be the duty of the board to also be the party always evaluating the 

organizational structure and should propose changes as necessary: “the board has to revisit the theory 

of change on a regular basis in order to ensure sustainability of the model and the synergies between 

commercial activities and societal impact” (p.49). 

In concluding remarks, Santos et al. (2014)’s write:  

“Given the inherent risk of prioritizing clients over beneficiaries, the board plays an important role in 

monitoring the segmentation of the two groups with the goal of ensuring the balance required to achieve 

the organization’s social mission” (p.49). 

Accountability 

Given that board members are not always direct stakeholders and sometimes representatives of 

stakeholders, it is important that they are held to account for achieving the social mission of the 

organisation.  

Cornforth (2014) briefly mentions this in his study: 

“It is unlikely that [governance mechanisms and compartmentalising strategies] by themselves can 

eliminate the tensions arising from different institutional logics and the dangers of mission drift... It is 

also important to consider agency and how key actors within a social enterprise can act to manage 

tensions and reduce the chances of mission drift. Action may [thereafter] need to take place at the micro-

organizational and macro-level.” (p.12) 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) provide the most detailed account of the importance of considering accountability 

practice and its role in avoiding mission drift:  

“Agency theory specifies two primary mechanisms for overseeing agents: monitoring the behaviour of 

management and staff (how social and economic activities are carried out); and/or, monitoring 

outcomes directly (social and financial results). This distinction is often referred to as procedural versus 

substantive accountability or process versus outcome accountability. 

From an agency theory perspective, a fundamental task of governance is to determine what kind of 

control strategy – behaviour-based or outcome-based – is most appropriate and feasible for its 

organizational context. 

Behaviour-based control requires having information on what staff and management actually do, which 

can be achieved through observation and supplemented with information systems where that behaviour 

is difficult to observe directly (such as activity logs, and sales and expense reports). Behavioural 

controls rely on measures of process, such as the activities carried out by an organization and an 

assessment of effort rather than effect.  

Under the second governance mechanism, outcome-based control, agents are rewarded for the results 

of their actions rather than for the actions or tasks themselves. Such a control strategy may be desirable 

in contexts not only where behaviour is difficult or costly to observe, but also where results are more 

readily measured” (p.89). 
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The management and board have a very important role and the literature recommends that they be 

sufficiently monitored in order to ensure that the purpose of the organization is fulfilled. Ebrahim et al. 

(2014) say: “From this perspective the role of principals, and of governing boards in particular, is not 

only one of a principal overseeing agents, but also one of a strategic political actor seeking to align 

interests around a purpose, and to prioritize among stakeholders’ demands when such alignment cannot 

be achieved” (p.91) 

4.4 Operational Priorities 

Haigh et al. (2015) in their study state an appropriate introduction to the element of operational priorities: 

“the most dominant driver shaping the structure of hybrid organizations… [is] the desire to find optimal 

ways to facilitate the mission” (p.66).  

Not everybody finds the hybridity of a social enterprise to be a problem. Just as there are inherent 

challenges, there are also inherent advantages. Pache and Santos (2013) write that: 

“A strength of hybrids is that they have access to a much broader repertoire of institutionalized 

templates that they can combine in unique ways. This places them at an advantage if they are able to 

craft a configuration of elements that fits well with the demands of their environment and helps them 

leverage a wider range of support.” (p.994) 

They, along with the other researchers, place the mix-and-match strategy into three broad categories: 

mixing the social activities with the commercial activities; keeping them both separate from each other 

and using different methods for each type of activity; or mixing the two as and when appropriate. 

Ebrahim et al (2014) explain that “The activities that are primarily targeted toward serving the 

beneficiaries and thereby achieving the social mission are separate from those that are targeted toward 

serving customers and thereby generating revenue; for others they are the same. In this paper, we refer 

to the former as differentiated hybrids (DH) and to the latter as integrated hybrids (IH). Integrated 

hybrids achieve their mission by integrating beneficiaries as customers” (p.83). 

Integrated Operations 

The foremost example of organisations which are integrated hybrids are microfinance institutions.  

Battilana and Lee (2014) present the following rationalization for why social enterprises should utilize 

integrated operations in an effort to avoid mission drift:  

Research at the intersection of institutional theory and resource dependence literatures suggests that 

organizations more readily comply with the demands stemming from external constituencies on which 

they depend for key resources, while they are more likely to resist the demands from constituencies on 

which they do not depend. For social enterprises that serve distinct groups of beneficiaries and 

customers, such a tendency risks systematically favouring the interests of customers over the interests 

of beneficiaries on which the organization does not depend financially, leading to potential goal 

displacement from the organization’s mission. Thus, integrated activities may help avoid mission drift 

that otherwise might arise from conflicts between serving customers and advancing the organization’s 

social mission” (p.414).  

Santos et al. (2015) conclude in their study that an integrated social enterprise has a lower risk of mission 

drift in terms of operations and so recommend it as the way for a social enterprise to structure its 

operational priorities: “In cases of an integrated business model that serves both segments 

simultaneously, the risk of mission drift is lower” (p.49). 

There are however problems with this type of operational prioritization such as in the case of having 

different beneficiaries and customers.  
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Battilana and Lee (2014) warn however that is not easy to implement such a solution: 

 “in the context of social enterprise, activity integration is constrained by the social mission pursued by 

the social enterprise, and the resources available to its stakeholders. For instance, relatively few models 

exist that advance the interests of the world’s extremely poor while also earning revenue, as these 

beneficiaries are sometimes unable to also function as viable customers, suggesting that in general, 

material aspects of the organizational environment may constrain the extent to which activity 

integration may be achieved. Nonetheless, for beneficiaries who are even slightly wealthier, yet still at 

the “bottom of the pyramid”, some organizations have developed models that simultaneously address 

both business and social goals” (p. 414).  

Even though Battilana and Lee (2014) advocate for integrated operations, they also say that: “recent 

experience has shown that even in social enterprises with relatively high activity integration, such as 

microfinance organizations, mission drift still occurs” (p. 415). 

The other literature recognizes this problem too and proposes alternative forms to prioritize operations. 

Differentiated Operations 

Another way of organising operations is so that they are separate, with a section focused on delivering 

the social mission and the other running the commercial operations on normal market terms. Ebrahim 

et al. (2014) say that this can help in avoiding missions drift because  

“This division enables boards and managers to set distinct performance objectives for their commercial 

and social activities. This firewall between social and commercial activities enables greater clarity in 

both its commercial and social performance assessment.” (p.88) 

Despite differentiated operations being a potential solution to mission drift caused by having different 

beneficiaries and customers, they are potential pressure points for the management of a social enterprise. 

Santos et al. (2015) conclude in their study that: “Such business models are quite demanding for 

organizational leaders because they need to constantly balance the competing demands on their 

attention and resources” (p.50). 

Thus, the literature says that differentiated operations is not the best way to run a social enterprise and 

those running social enterprises are advised to consider this thoroughly, as it can actually give rise to 

mission drift, instead of mitigating it.  

Ebrahim et al. (2014) determine in their study that: “Mission drift in differentiated hybrids arises when 

these social enterprises prioritize creating value for their customers (such as corporate clients who pay 

for a service) to the detriment of their beneficiaries (such as children who receive schooling), which will 

lead them to invest more resources into their commercial activities than in their social ones… In other 

words, by separating the commercial and social activities, and by monitoring them separately, boards 

run the risk of failing to recognize contradictions or potential inconsistencies that could harm the overall 

social purpose of their organization.” (p.84) 

Santos et al. (2015) agree with this assertion and continue: 

“The risk of mission drift is high because they may be tempted to prioritize clients over beneficiaries, 

as well as discard or reduce the focus on additional interventions that consume resources and do not 

contribute to the financial sustainability of the organization… The risk of mission drift is significant due 

to the danger of prioritizing the needs of the commercial clients over beneficiaries due to resource 

dependence patterns, particularly in the cross-segment subsidy models.” (pp. 49 – 50) 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) say that for social enterprises “the challenge… is to ensure that the commercial 

transaction actually leads to social change – whether it is finding an affordable price point for its target 
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market, or producing the right set of products or services in order to achieve desired social outcomes – 

and that they remain aligned over time” (p.88). 

“Selective Coupling” 

Lastly, a couple of studies recommend using a third approach to deal with the problems arising from 

integrated and differentiated operations. Cornforth (2014)’s study: “suggest(s) that social enterprises 

not only adopt strategies of compartmentalisation or loose-coupling and compromise but also what [is 

called] “selective coupling”. This involves selectively adopting practices from different institutional 

logics. The organisations had to respond to both social-welfare logic and commercial logic.” (p.14) 

Pache and Santos (2013) also recommend this solution to social enterprises in order to avoid mission 

drift and say that: “selective coupling allows hybrids to manage the incompatibility between logics and 

thus reduce the risks and costs of alternative practice-level strategies, such as decoupling or 

compromising. Second, our findings suggest that the origins of a hybrid organization determine how it 

implements selective coupling. These findings suggest that, when lacking legitimacy in a given field, 

hybrids may manipulate the templates provided by the multiple logics in which they are embedded in an 

attempt to gain acceptance.” (p.973) 

Thus for the organisations which are unable to have either fully integrated or fully differentiated 

operations, it is advisable that they combine their activities when required and to keep them separated 

otherwise.  

Van and Vredenburg (2015) also caution against growing too fast, in terms of operational priorities. 

They say that:  

“For hybrid firms, increasing the scale of a social or environmental mission can have important 

implications for an industry and society at large. It can also lead to more hiring and less firing of 

employees in keeping with a ‘family’ culture. A deliberate decision to grow bigger and faster may also 

be driven by an entrepreneurial logic that finds excitement and meaning in growth. The caveat here is 

to strive for ‘managed’ growth that sustains not only financial but also social and environmental 

performance. Rapid growth can compromise the mission of the firm as underlying values and 

approaches are compromised by new financially driven motives.” (p.326) 

4.5 Human resources 

In this review of the literature, three solutions were found to the mission drift problems posed by the 

conflicting logics and principles within the human resource element: recruiting people with the right 

mind-set, inexperienced individuals who could adopt the organisations vision, and ensuring that 

employees were sufficiently vested in the social mission and the business model of the social enterprise.  

Cornforth (2014) in his research finds that the “two important factors in maintaining a commitment to 

the values and goals of an organisation among its members are careful selection and socialisation” 

(p.13). 

“Balanced mind-set recruitment” 

Cornforth (2014) presents the first of these solutions. When in the process of recruitment, he suggests  

“An integration strategy, where people were recruited for the skills in either finance or development 

and then underwent intensive ends/ mission-oriented training in an attempt to integrate staff and develop 

a commitment to mission of the organisation” (p.13). 

Satar and John (2016) in their study concur and write that: “While it is difficult for the SEs to retain the 

talent, the lack of profit has to be compensated by the high degrees of motivation. SE that have an 
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existing pool of human resource with unique combination of skills and experience required to operate 

in a non-profit and commercial context are likely to be successful.” (p.128) 

Hai and Daft (2016) highlight a simple problem inherent in the above solution though: “Since hybrid 

organizations are a relatively new phenomenon, the pool of employees experienced enough to help 

maintain the balance is relatively limited” (p.6). 

“Hire blank slates” 

Hai and Daft (2016) in their study emphasise the advantages to be reaped from hiring individuals without 

an entrenched mind-set in either sector’s principles and logics: 

“One strategy to deal equally with dual logics is to hire employees with less experience with either 

mission; this is effective because these individuals do not identify so fully with one mission. This type of 

employee can be trained in balancing the dual logics operating within the organization. While the 

training costs tend to be high with this strategy, it has the advantage of molding employees in the 

organization’s overall goal and vision.” (p.6) 

Cornforth (2014) seconds this recommendation and suggests that social enterprises:  

“Hir[e] recent graduates without previous work experience in either finance or development because it 

[is] felt it would be easier to socialise through intensive means-oriented training into an organisational 

identity that combined both commercial and development logics” (p.13) 

One particular example is used in two of the studies (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Hai and Daft, 2016) to 

illustrate these two solutions to mission drift in terms of human resources, that of BancoSol and Los 

Andes, two microfinance institutions in Bolivia.  

Battilana and Lee (2014) present a comprehensive account: 

“BancoSol and Los Andes adopted two different hiring and socialization approaches for their 

workforce. BancoSol hired bankers and social workers and counted on their joint commitment to the 

organization’s social mission to make them work together. In contrast, Los Andes hired university 

graduates with no prior working experience and provided extra training, while emphasizing excellence 

in the accomplishment of the tasks at hand” (p.417) 

Cornforth (2014) summarises the difference between these two strategies available to social enterprises: 

“While the integration strategy could be implemented more quickly, and was successful in developing 

commitment to the organisations mission, it failed in the longer term to prevent conflicts developing 

between staff groups with finance and development identities forged in previous work experience. In 

contrast, the apprenticeship strategy that focused on operational excellence was slower to implement, 

but it was more successful in developing an identity that combined different logics and prevented 

conflicts between the different staff groups”. (p.13) 

This is how the two strategies adopted by BancoSol and Los Andes played out. Battilana and Lee (2016) 

write: “BancoSol ended up facing a crisis because of a paralyzing conflict between bankers and social 

workers, while the Los Andes approach succeeded and was later adopted by BancoSol” (p.417). 

“Ensure employee buy-in” 

Battilana and Lee (2014) say that even employees with set mind-sets can be taught to think with the 

particular organisation’s best at heart: “In social enterprises that are not initially populated by 

individuals who espouse both the business and charity forms, they may address this, over time, through 

the deliberate socialization of organization members” (p.416). 
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In fact, regardless of which of the above approach a social enterprise uses in their human resource 

considerations, several scholars highlight that it is import for these organisations to ensure that their 

employees are fully aligned with the mission of the organisation once they join it.  

For example, Van and Vredenburg (2015) found that: 

“Individuals who work for renewable energy firms, and by extension hybrid firms in general, are 

committed to social and environmental goals. As time went on, the environmental mission at Canadian 

Hydro become entrenched in the culture of the organisation. The firm and its employees had a mind-set 

aligned to the mission.” (p.322) 

Hai and Daft (2016) concur with that suggestion and propose ways on how companies can achieve this 

alignment:  

“The organization gains buy-in to its social values by paying employees well and treating them with 

respect, as well as by engaging suppliers and customers as family. They offer employees competitive 

stock options and train them on the foundational principles of the company. Leaders are transparent to 

their employees about company finances. Employees feel very connected to [the company] and company 

turnover is low compared to the industry average.” (p.5) 

Kay et al. (2016) also agree on this point and say that managers need to “Stress the shared social values” 

as well as “build a vision around mutual help and collaboration.” (p.231) 

Battilana and Lee (2014) write:  

“managers’ influence over employees’ identification with the organization is strongest in the presence 

of certain management practices, including the development of integrative solutions, removal of explicit 

reference to ideology, and the construction and reinforcement of routines that affirm ideology without 

referring to it. These types of practices were most likely to be observed when managers were 

“pluralists” that embraced the organization’s hybrid identity. When possible, the presence of such 

hybrid individuals may also help to reduce the risk of organizational fault lines that may result from 

certain characteristics being correlated in individuals, creating conditions for factionalization and 

intra-organizational conflict” (p.416). 

Leadership 

And finally on the topic of human resources, the literature says that good leadership can help the social 

enterprise avoid mission drift.  

Hai and Daft (2016) find in their study that:  

“Organization leaders who can gain employee buy-in for balancing the two missions, who can keep the 

dual missions alive in the minds of stakeholders, who select like-minded companies with which to do 

business, and who can place a few key balanced-minded employees will find it easier to maintain equal 

emphasis on the dual missions” (p.7).  

Hai and Daft (2016) continue that “Leaders can voice the vision in various ways. One aspect of a clear 

vision is an authentic story for customers and employees” and also say that “a social service mission 

can be kept alive and robust by leaders who are committed to dual missions despite the all too often 

preference for profit missions in the business community.” (pp. 5-7) 

In terms of leadership and its importance, Young and Kim (2015) also advise that “a lesson for new 

forms of social enterprise is to value and maintain the commitment of early visionary leadership so as 

to preclude deviations from that vision by successors” (p.257). 
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They can impart the same level of commitment to those under their tutelage and should therefore use 

their leadership styles to entrench a culture of dual-thinking with the mission at the centre.  

4.6 Other resources 

Financing 

Van and Vredenburg (2015) determine in the research that it is important for social enterprises to think 

carefully about their finance. They say: 

“We find that a mission-centred organisation must also closely monitor financial performance, 

including shareholder base, to assure long-term firm solvency. Hybrid firms hoping to exist for the long 

run may need to be more vigilant in monitoring and controlling environmental, social and financial 

performance than entrepreneurial firms with a shorter term takeover exit strategy.” (p.322) 

Cornforth (2014) has advice for social enterprises on this matter. He finds that “social enterprises can 

try to proactively manage resource dependences so that any negative consequences for their mission 

and survival can be mitigated. One important strategy is diversification of funding sources to reduce 

the influence of any one funding organisation.” (p.14) 

The results of this thesis also include recommendations on which types of financing are to be accessed 

when by a social enterprise and that caution should be exercised.  

Santos et al. (2015) recommend for example: 

“the growth of [some types of hybrids] is ideally financed by re-invested surplus and, in cases like 

microfinance or renewable energies (where there is the need to allocate capital to clients or where 

larger capital investments in infrastructure or technology are needed), the financing could be done 

through fixed-return instruments (bank credit or traditional bonds)” (p.53). 

Santos et al. (2015) say that  

“[social enterprises] often combine earned income from commercial activities with grant-based income 

from engaged stakeholders. These stakeholders support the social interventions that need to be deployed 

to achieve certain societal outcomes such as inclusion, employability, well-being, or environmental 

protection.” (p.54)  

When seeking finance, Van and Vredenburg (2015) suggest that social enterprises find 

“Investors with a long-term perspective can support hybrid firms in their sustainability mission. In this 

case study, we find support for that assertion and we find the existence of patient capital in the public, 

not solely the private, market.” (p.321) 

Van and Vredenburg (2015) have the following advice for social enterprises in terms of financing:  

“Whether private or public, the lesson for entrepreneurs is to dedicate strategic thinking to financing. 

For hybrid firms moving from not-for-profit to for-profit this may require a new mind-set. Whether 

accessing public or private market funds, entrepreneurs are encouraged to identify a small number of 

large investors who are patient and share commitment to the hybrid mission.” (p.326) 

The importance of avoiding finance-induced mission drift is evident as presented above in ownership 

section of the results. Even when devising new incorporation models for social enterprise (such as L3C 

and CIC), the problems remaining to solve are in terms of the finance that will be available to the social 

enterprise.  
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But along with the new forms, new methods of availing financial resources are being devised as well. 

Santos et al. (2015) recommend for example the use of new financial instruments: 

Social impact bonds are an example of a recent financial innovation that aligns payments with outcomes 

and helps finance the scaling up of [social enterprises], allowing them to validate their solution at scale, 

build organizational capacity, and then establish long-term government or philanthropic contracts to 

financially sustain their offering” (p.54). 

Billis (2010) in his five element organisational model only mentioned finance as the “other resources” 

(p.54) at the disposal of organisations. However, the literature review has yield some other resources 

which social enterprises can utilise in their efforts to avoid mission drift.  

Legitimacy 

Haigh et al. (2015) find in their study that “It was important to the social entrepreneurs we interviewed 

that their hybrids appear legitimate in the eyes of investors, regulators, and customers. This driver was 

strategic.” (p.73) 

Battilana and Lee (2014) reason that “because they do not correspond to well-understood categories, 

social enterprises that combine charity and business at their core are likely to be discounted by external 

evaluators, who themselves are embedded in extant organizational fields and perform evaluations 

according to socially constructed categories” (p.410). 

 

While the hybridity of social enterprises offered significant advantages in terms of organisational 

priorities, it nonetheless created problems in other fields, such as in terms of the legitimacy it had in its 

eco-system.  

Pache and Santos (2013) put it thus:  

“On the one hand, by crafting various logic combinations, hybrids show their ability to work around 

institutional constraints and use them to their advantage, thus demonstrating a fair amount of agency. 

On the other hand, hybrids remain highly constrained by the need for legitimacy. This suggests that the 

institutional freedom that hybrids gain from their exposure to institutional contradictions can only be 

leveraged by those whose legitimacy is secure in the first place.” (p.995) 

Those who already had the legitimacy are advised to maintain it and those who are starting at a 

disadvantage in this aspect are advised to start gaining legitimacy. Other studies expand on that and 

propose ways in which legitimacy can be strengthened. 

Cornforth (2014) suggests a strategy which would link the social enterprise to external actors: 

“First, [social enterprises] skilfully linked their enterprise to wider macro-level political discourses 

about the “third way” and the innovative role of social enterprises in delivering public services. Second, 

they engaged in building relationships with actors perceived to have a high degree of public legitimacy, 

such as members of the Royal Family, the government and business leaders to gain endorsement and 

publicity for what they were doing.” (p.15)  

Pache and Santos (2013) discuss organisational legitimacy in detail and say: 

“BUSITECH and WORK&CO, the two organizations in our sample that were founded by prominent 

commercial actors, chose to enact a majority of practices from the social welfare logic, despite their 

initial attachment to the competing commercial logic. We explain this pattern by a need to compensate 

for their lack of legitimacy, due to their affiliation with a commercial multinational, in a field dominated 

by a social welfare mission. We named this pattern “Trojan horse” because… the strategic adoption by 
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illegitimate actors of behaviors prescribed by the dominant logic in a field may enable them to gain 

acceptance for entering the field. This strategy is both symbolic and substantive, as the enacted 

behaviors are then maintained for the long term. The Trojan horse strategy contrasts in important ways 

with the strategy devised by TEMPORG and SOCYCLE, the two organizations that were founded by 

prominent social actors. These organizations benefited from a priori legitimacy in the field of WISEs, 

since no external referents feared, ex ante, that they would depart from their work integration mission. 

Their initial legitimacy, combined with a minimal level of compliance with social welfare templates, 

was enough to please their social constituencies. As a result, they were able to gain local political 

support, mobilize public funds, secure the sourcing of social employees, and guarantee mentoring by 

partner social organizations. Their ability to display compliance with the commercial logic in addition 

allowed them to gain credibility with their commercial constituencies. They were able to interact on a 

more equal footing with industrial partners, clients, and investors, and as a result they were able to 

negotiate more favorable conditions to sustain their commercial activity. Their hybrid configuration 

allowed them to develop an organizational form combining a high level of central control and 

coordination with a high level of local engagement. This organizational form may have enabled them 

to benefit from the best of both (institutional) worlds.” (pp. 994 – 995) 

That shows there are advantages to being a social enterprise which can be leveraged to avoid mission 

drift. However, the issue of legitimacy has the potential to cause significant problems for social 

enterprises, even if they are truly loyal to their mission.  

Pache and Santos’ (2013) findings suggest that: “in a field where the social logic—by way of state 

imposition of the social goal—remained dominant, organizations with a commercial imprint suffered 

from an a priori lack of legitimacy that seriously jeopardized their very existence and, in turn, influenced 

their response strategy” (p.993). 

Goyal et al. (2016) say this about the importance of legitimacy: “Social entrepreneurial organizations 

need to design and implement last-mile channels for creating awareness, social acceptance and 

ensuring availability and accessibility to the BoP segment” (p. 428). 

Jenner (2014) also advises that social enterprises seek legitimacy because “the acquisition of legitimacy 

is recognised as delivering important benefits to a firm in terms of access to resources and increased 

chances of survival” (p.46). 

Jenner (2014) says that working on legitimacy is not only important in avoiding mission drift but rather 

comes with its own benefits: “The social legitimacy of social enterprise can deliver important 

competitive advantage in the marketplace. To capture this potential, practitioners must embrace a 

marketing orientation and develop appropriate organisational capabilities to take commercial 

advantage of this opportunity with its customers. Similarly, social enterprise legitimacy in the 

community can be more broadly garnered via networks of social entrepreneurs if strategically applied, 

providing access to funding and support.” (p.55) 

Engage with the eco-system 

Social enterprises are advised to take advantage of their environments to gain competitive advantage 

and pre-empt the mission drift issues arising from their new and hybrid nature. Satar and John (2016) 

find that:  

“Since SEs mostly operate in resource constrained environments, the networks find an immense 

importance in accessing and mobilizing the resources from different sources. Since, resources are too 

critical for SE success, developing a large network of supporters is a must in order to leverage resources 

outside of the organization: SE success is dependent upon the networking capability of the social 

entrepreneur.” (p.125) 
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Satar and John (2016) further determine that:  

“The engagement of local stakeholders and beneficiaries determines the long-term success and 

sustainability of such enterprises. The social entrepreneur can leverage the pooled energy of such 

networking associations to scale up the social impacts and also to expand the efforts toward more 

community empowerment initiatives and thus would enable the social entrepreneurs to become serial 

social entrepreneurs. [In other words] greater degrees of community engagement lead to greater 

returns of SE investment.” (p.128) 

Kay et al. (2016), also providing recommendation on using their networks, advise social enterprises to 

“establish and develop financial institutions owned mutually across the sector… support each other and 

collaborate rather than compete with each other… [and to] adopt a form of regular social accounting 

with credible reporting systems.” (p.231) 

Jenner (2014) rationalises the advice to develop strong networks thus:  

“To harness the collaborative potential of a largely fragmented and resource depleted social enterprise 

field not only requires sophisticated connectivity (generally out of the reach of most social ventures) 

that links social ventures to potential partners but also requires access to the appropriate resourcing 

and capabilities to deliver partnership requirements” (p.55). 

So it isn’t only a social enterprise’s internal workings that can cause and resolve mission drift but also 

external factors and therefore social enterprises should have active collaborations in order to collectively 

enhance their sector. 

Below is table 4.2 showing the elements to which each article proposed solutions. 

CORE 

ELEMENTS 

Public sector  

Principles 

Private sector 

principles 

Third sector 

principles 

Social Enterprise/Hybrid Organisation Principles 

     

1. Ownership   Citizens Shareholders Members Shareholders, Members, Stakeholders, 

Beneficiaries. 

2. Governance  Public elections Share ownership 

size 

Private elections Constitution determines; shareholders, 

stakeholders, beneficiaries (based on legal 

jurisdiction). 

3. Operational 

Priorities 

Public service 

and collective 

choice 

Market forces 

and individual 

choice 

Commitment 

about distinctive 

mission 

Integrated (focused on customer/market and 

beneficiary/social simultaneously), differentiated 

(separate departments for customers and 

beneficiaries), and selectively integrated (case by 

case determination on which approach to adopt). 

4. Distinctive 

human 

resources 

Paid public 

servants in 

legally backed 

Bureau 

Paid employees 

in managerially 

controlled Firm 

Members and 

volunteers in 

Association 

Fresh recruits (inexperienced) for integrated and 

selectively integrated SEs, experienced agents for 

differentiated SEs. Socialisation for both 

categories. 

5. Distinctive 

other 

resources 

 Taxes Sales, fees  Dues, donations 

and legacies 

Finance: revenues (sales/fees), donations, 

investments; legitimacy; ecosystem (working with 

similar organisations for enhancement of entire 

sector). 

Table 4.2 The solutions found in the literature to the problems of mission drift caused by the 

competing sectoral principles. Adaptation of Billis’ (2010) model. 
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Chapter 5 – Discussion 

5.1 Ownership 

The reviewed studies have shown that social enterprises are innovative organisations. The review also 

makes clear that these organisations are different from the private and third sectors, even though they 

still resemble both at times. A key difference us that respite adversity, social enterprises are driven by a 

conviction to resolve social problems and sustain themselves and even benefit from it, often financially, 

to varying extents. (It can be said that social enterprises are organisations with enlightened altruism 

operating in the marketplace) Their determination to achieve both goals simultaneously is what has 

driven their innovation. 

Apropos mission drift, social enterprises are advised to maintain this innovative environment in order 

to solve their organisational problems. This has already manifested itself in the creation of new forms 

of incorporations for social enterprises in order to mitigate the mission drift problems arising from 

ownership dynamics.  

The literature recommends that social enterprises first and foremost give careful thought to what is it 

that they want to accomplish. Only after that should they make any decisions on how to incorporate. 

Studies have shown that many incorporate as third sector organisations even though they are seeking 

profit, whereas others who have no intentions of seeking dividends are incorporated as private sector 

companies. (Jenner, 2014) 

If a social enterprise wants to achieve a self-sustaining entity with the sole aim of reaching the social 

mission, then it should aim for becoming a third sector organisation, according to the literature 

(Cornforth, 2014; Hai and Daft, 2016; Haigh et al., 2015; Santos et al. 2015). Restricted ownership 

structures (in the third sector) are advantageous in that they will undoubtedly convey the message that 

the organization is a social enterprise dedicated to bettering the fortunes of the unfortunate. This 

commitment will be clearly demonstrated by the choice of incorporation. There are increasing 

discussions about creating legal structures just to satisfy the unique requirements of the social enterprise.  

In addition to regular third sector forms (e.g. association), CIC and L3C are two new forms with many 

legal restrictions. As of now though, these solutions are jurisdictional; that is to say, they only operate 

in certain countries and not an option for the majority of social enterprises globally (Cornforth, 2014; 

Haigh et al., 2015; Ebrahim et al., 2014). The particular structure chosen must come after the founders 

have had time to truly reflect upon their purpose, their mission, their goals, and the options available to 

them in their particular justification. If mission drift is to be avoided further down the line, it is important 

that each social enterprise carries out an independent review and analysis of its particular eco-system 

and should not simply emulate others who may have achieved success through one or the other form 

without considering the underlying factors.  

This is especially useful for the founders of social enterprises who do not see themselves involved in the 

organisation’s affairs in the long term and so need to ensure that their ideals are carried forward, 

regardless of ownership and management.  

Since these forms are restricted, in order to maintain flexibility and still convey this message of devotion 

to the social mission, a social enterprise can incorporate as a private enterprise and then focus on creating 

a strong branding message where it presents itself as voluntarily espousing the values of a social 

enterprise and not being forced to do so by any other actor. This will of course require more effort on 

the part of the social enterprise.  

A social enterprise which chooses to incorporate as a private sector company can build safeguards into 

its constitution to protect its social mission by setting out clear social objectives for the organisation 
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(Cornforth, 2014). The usefulness of this solution is visible in other fields as well. For example, as 

presented previously, a way to avoid mission drift is through ownership of the workforce of the goals 

that the social enterprise espouses. This can be made explicit to the employees through a written 

constitution, upon which their material ownership of the company (stock options and such) can be based. 

Even though the literature does recommend specific solutions, it makes it mostly contingent on the 

founders being able to actually correctly identify their situation and circumstance in order to benefit 

from these proposed ways to avoid mission drift. This is in fact a recurring theme throughout the result 

section, stressing that alertness and responsiveness are of the utmost importance when seeking to avoid 

or resolve mission drift. 

 

5.2 Governance 

In the published literature, however, there is a lack of consensus on which ownership structure of the 

existing two options would be best, and it is also highlighted that choice of ownership structure must be 

combined with other measures to avoid mission drift occurring in other areas. One such area for 

consideration is the governance principles of the social enterprise. 

Governance mechanisms is an opportunity to bring to fruition the advantages conferred by the choice 

of organisational structure. This is an area where many researchers in social enterprises identify 

problems and propose solutions. In fact, the main source of mission drift identified by the academic 

literature is the governance of the organisation. This can come in the form of pressure from board 

members representing different interests and campaigning for their interests to take precedence over the 

others. Additionally, this may even come from the management if they are not the main stakeholders in 

this organisation, what is known as the principal-agent problem. It is paramount that social enterprises 

do not give in to such pressure and there are several methods proposed to avoid that. Governance will 

be discussed in terms of the formal (board – stakeholder representation), and the accountability 

mechanisms for the agents and workers.  

Board of directors 

The duties of the board of directors in any organisation is based on devising strategies to achieve the 

mission in that organisation and the literature has shown that social enterprises are not an exception.  

The composition and the functioning of the board can pose problems for the social enterprise if 

competing interests are allowed to clash there. This is a problem that can be solved with the help of a 

clear constitution for the organisation, which makes explicit the order of priorities for the social 

enterprise. For the situations where the constitution cannot be considered strong enough to guard values 

and the social mission (in case of private sector incorporation), the alternative legal structures have to 

be considered.  

As Battilana and Lee (2014) conclude in their study, the board of directors are instrumental in avoiding 

mission drift in a social enterprise and “recent research suggests that boards in particular are likely to 

play a key role in ensuring that social enterprises avoid… traps” (p.419). Social enterprises are 

encouraged to therefore carefully consider the composition of their board, the image it presents, the 

actual value it brings to the enterprise and finally, to use the board as an instrument and not give out 

positions wantonly or out of simple gratitude.  

Accountability 

Ebrahim et al. (2014) for example argue that legal status alone is not enough to ensure the continuity of 

a social enterprise and that there is a need for “supportive mechanisms of organizational governance” 
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(p.85), which comes in the form of accountability for all those engaged in the activities of the social 

enterprise and are in positions of responsibility. “It is also important to consider agency and how key 

actors within a social enterprise can act to manage tensions and reduce the chances of mission drift. 

Action may need to take place at the micro-organizational and macro-level” is Cornforth’s (2014, p.12) 

advice. Monitoring the behaviour of the agents of the social enterprise should therefore be a priority and 

an effective way to check mission drift. Their detailed suggestions can be utilised by social enterprises 

in avoiding mission drift.  

Ebrahim et al.’s (2014) study has presented two options on how to use accountability to avoid mission 

drift in social enterprises, depending on how the operations are carried out in the company. If the 

company has educated its people correctly, then the focus should be on effect or outcome rather than 

effort. This would mean that creativity in achieving the mission of the organisation would be rewarded 

as it is the end result of their action which would be judged, rather than how they carry it out. 

But if it is a new started company where ‘experienced’ people are being recruited (“balanced mind-set 

recruitment”), then it is better to control the behaviour of the individuals so that they are thinking ‘the 

right way’ seeing as the workforce composition is a key aspect of any effort by social enterprise 

(discussed further below).  

 

5.3 Operational priorities 

The literature review has found that just like with the ownership structure, another thing that the 

organisation should have clearly articulated when the company is being founded, preferably before 

incorporation, is whether their customers and their beneficiaries are the same people. That is to say, are 

the people who are going to be impacted by the social mission and goals of the company (the 

beneficiaries) the same as the people who will be buying the product or service that the organisation is 

offering (the customers)? The answer to this question will determine the structure that the social 

enterprise is going to have.  

The review has led to the conclusion that there are three general ways of structuring an organisation: 

integrated operations (coupled); differentiated operations(decoupled); and “selective coupling”.  

Integrated Activities 

Integration is the combination of all the activities of a social enterprise and carrying them out 

simultaneously or in tandem. This would mean serving the beneficiaries and customers (even if they are 

not the same people at the same time). Integration helps fighting mission drift by ensuring that all 

stakeholders are considered at the same time, which means there will not be any cross prioritisation. 

This way, the social enterprise can avoid “conflicts between serving customers and advancing the 

organization’s social mission” (Battilana and Lee, 2014, p.414). This is not a fool-proof plan and is 

suited to a few types of social enterprises. Given that even those who are meant to use this form of 

operations (e.g. microfinance institutions) are still experiencing mission drift shows that this decision 

requires very careful consideration from the management of the social enterprise, to assess and analyse 

the activities of the organization.  

Examples of organisations which benefit greatly from having integrated, or coupled, activities are 

microfinance institutions. These organisations have the poor people who cannot afford commercial loans 

(at least on the scale which is viable for banks) as their beneficiaries but also simultaneously as their 

customers as well as they pay for these services, just on better terms than a regular bank would offer.  

In such these scenarios, the microfinance institution would need to ensure that their commercial pricing 

policy must be made with the customers and beneficiaries in mind. They cannot charge exorbitant 
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interest rates that would drown the customer-beneficiary in debt but it cannot be a charity either as they 

must generate returns to continue financing operations. In social enterprises such as microfinance 

institutions, it is important that activities are integrated if they are to avoid mission drift. (Battilana and 

Lee, 2014; Cornforth, 2014; Ebrahim et al., 2014; Hai and Daft, 2016) 

Differentiation 

Another tool which can be used in combating mission drift is to compartmentalise commercial and social 

mission activities in the social enterprise, in the case where the beneficiaries and the customers are not 

the same people. “The activities that are primarily targeted toward serving the beneficiaries and thereby 

achieving the social mission are separate from those that are targeted toward serving customers and 

thereby generating revenue”. (Battilana and Lee, 2014, p.83) 

An example of when a social enterprise should have a decoupled, or differentiated operating structure 

is the company Mobile Schools which is operational in Belgium (Battilana and Lee, 2014; Cornforth, 

2014; Hai and Daft, 2016). Mobile Schools travel to areas where there are many street children, who do 

not attend school. Their mobile schools contain blackboards and educational games for children. Since 

these children cannot pay for their studies, they must finance the operations (bus, fuel, salaries) in some 

other way. So the organisation has a separate wing which is a consultancy. Their consultants work with 

corporations on how best to engage with the local societies and to avoid causing problems in the local 

ecosystem.  

It would be wrong of Mobile Works to attempt to integrate their work seeing as they have clearly 

different targets. One section is aimed at people who benefit from the social mission but are unable to 

contribute commercially, and the others are corporate customers who do not necessarily have to care 

about the organisation’s social mission, concerning themselves only with the service they are being 

provided.  

Once more, social enterprises are advised and expected to think this move through before deciding which 

business model to adopt. Many have the same beneficiaries and customers and compartmentalisation 

could give rise to more problems than it can help resolve. This brings us to the third potential solution 

to avoiding missing drift using the organisation design: selective coupling. 

“Selective coupling” 

The literature review has determined that social and commercial activities should always be kept close 

together. There is usually a service trade-off but it is important the organization balances this and that it 

does not attempt to take the easy way out. It is difficult being a social enterprise and so requires patience 

and persistence from the founders of such an organization. Seeing as social enterprises are hybrid 

organisations in terms of orientation and goals, it is only fitting that they are also hybrid in their structure 

and therefore adopt a selectively coupled operational prioritisation strategy.  

The literature recommends that organisation go, first and foremost, for the hybrid, or selectively coupled 

structure. This can be considered the generic version for social enterprises. However, depending on the 

particular business model and the social and commercial goals themselves, a coupled or decoupled 

design may be preferred. Social enterprises are therefore advised to conduct a thorough analysis of their 

goals before settling on one or the other and ensuring that the decision can be justified to all those 

involved in the work of a social enterprise in the different capacities.  

One more thing that social enterprises must always keep in mind is that they should not fall for the 

‘that’s how things are done in our industry’ mentality. Hybrid organisations are a new and somewhat 

ground-breaking organisations which are blurring or even wiping out the traditional sectoral boundaries. 

They have a unique style, unique ways of conducting business which means they will face unique 

problems which will require unique, tailored solutions. It is important that social enterprises do not shy 
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away from this problem and selective coupling their activities can help in actually perpetuating this 

image. 

5.4 Human resources 

“Balanced mind-set recruitment” 

Hai and Daft (2016) find/recommend that one of the ways to avoid mission drift is through the 

employment of individuals, at least in some key positions, with a “balanced mind-set” which means 

people who are capable of working with several principles in mind. They recognise that there is a limited 

“pool of employees experienced enough to help maintain the balance” (p.6) in a social enterprise 

between the social and the economic or commercial missions.  

Given that social enterprises “straddle the social and commercial sectors”, it is highly unlikely that they 

would be able to find employees who skills and mentality are already in line with exactly how the social 

enterprise is operating, i.e. “aligned with their hybrid work context”. Most potential employees have 

been trained to operate in a social or commercial context/sector. “As a result, it is rarely possible to 

populate the social enterprise with “hybrid individuals”, and instead the social enterprise must organize 

in ways that allow individuals from one sector or the other to work together effectively” (Battilana and 

Lee, 2014). Cornforth (2014) also recommends taking this step and calls it “socialisation”. 

More relevant, though, is that social enterprises shouldn’t hire people who are prone to thinking a certain 

way and incapable of changing their minds. Social enterprises shouldn’t hire people with a charity mind-

set, who think they are doing the organization and the others who are the beneficiaries of the social 

aspect a favour. Studies carried out by many authors, such as Jai et al. (2015) suggests that this is a key 

problem which leads to mission drift (especially in microfinance) and which should therefore be 

avoided. This is a problem because of the discretionary authority which they have. For example, if they 

are told that they will get to decide whether to issue a loan to a poor person, it may very well be that 

they focus on the individuals who are more grateful to these individuals rather than the people who have 

the most potential to multiply and magnify the impact of the assistance that they receive. 

Recruitment in a social enterprise must be unique and tailored. A person having been the strategic 

manager at Johnson and Johnson or another similar global organization should not necessarily be given 

additional weight in the hiring process is the conclusion drawn from this review. Similarly, having 

worked at Red Cross for a number of years will not necessarily help an organization achieve its social 

mission and can be expected to contribute even less in terms of the commercial goals.  

“Hire blank slates” 

Several authors (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Cornforth, 2014; Ebrahim et al., 2014; Hai and Daft, 2016) 

citing other examples propose instead that social enterprises start from zero and hire people who are 

professional blank-slates, foremost university graduates. They are not going to come with a ‘this is how 

we used to do this at the other organization’ and other similar excuses which could cause tensions. 

Training is a key part of any job and it is therefore a key opportunity for a social enterprise to mould 

their employees into the image of a hybrid worker/colleague. This is why leadership in a social enterprise 

is an extra important role. The organisation cannot simply rely on other people being able to “do their 

jobs” with minimal supervision based on previous experience. Rather, it is quite possible that experience 

might make things worse for the social enterprise.  

An often cited example of a social enterprise which has successfully used the recruitment of 

inexperienced people is the Los Andes bank in Bolivia, which is a microfinance institution. The 

organisation realised there were many individuals who were skewing the work of the company in one 

or the other direction (social and commercial), based on their reasons for joining the bank. The 
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management realised that the discretionary power inherent in their positions allowed these individuals 

to negatively impact the work of the bank and created a significant problem of mission drift.  

They resolved this by hiring fresh university graduates and then teaching them about the social mission 

and how to carry out their duties with that in mind. These individuals are not inclined to favour either 

of the goals of the organisation and so can be primed to treat the two competing logics equally. This 

would naturally mean higher costs in running the organisation. It is here that a strategic decision needs 

to be made by the management: is this added cost worth the preservation of the missions? Is the pre-

emption of potential mission drift, with unpredictable consequences, more important? 

It is recommended, insofar as is possible, to adopt this second strategy to avoid mission drift: hire 

inexperienced people, or people without set ways of thinking, at least. But where the conditions do not 

allow for that, then they should hire the best in their field and then start an intensive socialisation process 

where mission orientation is carried out and they are trained in the other aspect (social, if they have 

commercial experience; and commercial, if they are coming from the third sector). 

Social enterprises are in a position to break a somewhat vicious feature of the modern day, growth driven 

economy and at the same time gain a competitive advantage relative to their industry and their 

organisation form, by discarding the ‘experience required’ myth and focusing solely on what particular 

individuals can bring to the table in that particular situation. This strategy costs more at the start but 

should, according to the literature, lead to significant benefits in the future.  

 

“Ensure employee buy-in” 

Another way to use the workforce to avoid mission drift is to ensure that employees buy-in to the 

organisation’s social mission. There are both financial and non-financial ways to get the employees to 

align with the mission of the social enterprise. Financially, they can be given a stake in the success of 

the organisation by having the ability to monetarily benefit from improved performance and 

social/commercial balance. 

It is important that they take ownership of their work and are vested in it as much as the owners. One 

other way recommended to social enterprises is to create a collective culture which is based on the 

simple principle that hybridity is the order of the day. People are not expected to be charities but 

nonetheless must exercise social responsibility in their work, both internally and externally. The 

enterprise can accomplish this also be engaging with the professional ecosystem, that is, organisations 

which are engaged in similar hybrid work. These organisations can exchange notes and anecdotes which 

can help the employees understand how it works elsewhere, avoid the common mistakes and pitfalls, 

and have a sense of belonging and community (more on this below under legitimacy). It would be 

beneficial to the organisation in this case to craft a single narrative, preferably when being instituted and 

then using this narrative in the long run.  

 

Leadership 

Another way of keeping a social mission alive and thriving is through the activities of engaged “and 

robust… leaders who are committed to dual missions despite the all too often preference for profit 

missions in the business community” (Hai et al., 2016). Leaders who are capable of keeping the dual 

mission “alive in the minds of stakeholders” by voicing the social mission in different ways, by crafting 

a powerful and authentic narrative for both the employees and the customers, can help maintain the 

mission as a central focus of the organisation, and earn both internal and external legitimacy for their 

organisation.  
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They have the task of building up an organisation culture which will be unique to the organisation 

without loyalty to any industry standard, insofar as possible. They can accomplish this by co-opting 

powerful external actors and encouraging and contributing to the “emergence of other social enterprises” 

which serves their own image. Having a strong (and visible) internal culture centred around the social 

mission will also ensure that people will understand the social enterprise is not simply greenwashing. 

The duty to accomplish this falls upon the leadership of the social enterprise. (Battilana and Lee, 2014, 

p.421; Hai and Daft, 2016; Cornforth, 2014) 

Social enterprise leaders who have fully embraced their organisation’s hybrid identity will be better 

positioned to instil similar values in the employees by for example removing “explicit reference to 

ideology” – that is the principles of the established sectors, and instead simply construct and reinforce 

“routines that affirm ideology without referring to it”. This type of leadership would also remove internal 

conflicts (depending on whether the organisation has integrated, differentiated, or selectively coupled 

corporate design). It is thus extremely important that individuals who are leading social enterprises are 

clearly aware of the composition of their organization and the complexities of running a social 

enterprise. This is important not only for their own duties but for the rest of the work force. 

 

 

 

5.5 Other resources 

Financing 

The social enterprise’s source of funding is considered one of the most critical factors in the 

organisation. Depending on the form of incorporation, there are a few ways to source funds. In the case 

of SEs incorporated as non-profits, they have access to most philanthropic funds, government cash, and 

private donations. Such funds are not as easily available to an organisation which establishes itself as a 

private sector company.  

But a social enterprise should also take care to not incorporate in a certain form only for the sake of 

these funds. Finance is recognised as a key source of mission drift and therefore much advice is given 

in the literature on how to best manage this. So look for financing sources that are either directed to 

social enterprises or which are willing to navigate the complexities of running a social enterprise and 

will not create more problems for the organization. 

Learning to reject certain types of funding is way of avoiding the mission drift which is caused by the 

financial position of a social enterprise. The research admits that this would perhaps be one of the 

toughest decisions social enterprises can make. But there are times when one must say no to offered 

funding if it imposes risks of mission drift by attaching too many strings to the grant (Cornforth, 2014). 

SEs should not expend effort in trying to attract sources of finance which are not suited to them in their 

desperation. In the long run, they will cause problems and even try to manipulate the SE to fulfil their 

own purposes/designs.  

SEs should, however, work with financiers to develop new instruments which are suited for all social 

enterprises and not just your particular organization. This ties in with the legitimacy point as well 

(below), where a collective image has to be crafted for all social organizations, the central tenet of which 

is that you are united in your diversity, hybridity and uniqueness. As alternative forms of incorporation 

become the norm, it is expected that new ways of funding these organisations will be developed. Already 

some of these are in existence and can be availed by social enterprises, such as social impact investments.  
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Legitimacy 

The literature review has also yielded that legitimacy is common source of problem for social enterprises 

and so considerable effort must be expended in gaining, strengthening and enhancing legitimacy.  

Have a clear path and do not try to have your finger in several pies. If you are recognized as being a 

social enterprise, do not start trying to sell financial instruments. Try to adhere to industry standards in 

so far as it doesn’t hinder the work of the social enterprise and work with similar organizations 

Legitimacy also comes from the resources at an organisation’s disposal: both material and human. 

Legitimacy can also be gained by organisations working in a form that is clear and articulated, not 

arbitrary. A social enterprise must retain the flexibility to adjust itself and its model in response to its 

evolution. But it is simultaneously important that this flexibility is based on principles and not simply 

ad-hoc in response to the changing winds, as it might be (mis)construed that the SE has no loyalty to its 

social mission.  

It is imperative that social enterprises avoid unnecessary hierarchies, for internal legitimacy. The leaders 

must be constantly engaging with their subordinates – for lack of a better term – in order to have a two-

way communication flow: the employees who appraise the leaders as to what the practical work entails 

and leaders who are constantly reinforcing the organisation’s vision and mission.  

The issue of legitimacy has the potential to cause significant problems for social enterprises, even if they 

are truly loyal to their mission. Pache and Santos’ (2013) findings suggest that preconceived perceptions 

about social enterprises can prove detrimental to their efforts to achieve their social mission. So social 

enterprises are urged to work on improving their legitimacy. Externally, they can do this by engaging in 

their local eco-system and environment. 

“Engage with the eco-system” 

As has been determined by the theoretical framework in chapter two, social enterprises are a new 

phenomenon which needs to be approached in a different and new way. One of the problems they face 

is the authenticity of their values and how these are perceived by the public.  

The problem here is what is known as greenwashing. An organisation pretends to be espousing social 

values only in order to be able to tap into the competitive advantages conferred by such a status. It is 

therefore important for genuine social enterprises to clearly articulate their values, and demonstrate 

constantly that these values are in their flesh and blood, so to speak.  

“The creation of any organisations is, in part, an exercise in the ‘creation and maintenance of meaning’” 

finds Cornforth (2014). This meaning, for social enterprises, is the unifying theme that they have in 

common with all other social enterprises, even if the actual mission differs. Social enterprises 

collectively need to nurture this meaning and ensure its permeation in society.  

Social enterprises can do this by linking “their enterprise to wider macro-level political discourses about 

the ‘third way’ and the innovative role of social enterprises in delivering public services.” They can also 

do this by “building relationships with actors perceived to have a high degree of public legitimacy, such 

as… the government and business leaders to gain endorsement and publicity for what they were doing.” 

In other words, they must engage very carefully in branding exercises, and they should preferably do 

this collectively for the hybrid organisations, rather than individually. 

Lastly, associations have been formed across the globe which seek to address these problems of 

legitimacy and networking, such as the global B Labs which issues certifications for social enterprises, 

called B Corporations. Social enterprises must join these associations, or create local equivalents to 

enhance not only their own legitimacy but also that of other organisations working in a similar capacity.  
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Membership in this type of association is beneficial for the organisation to gain external legitimacy and 

also for the internal working of the organisations as “linking with wider social movements that share 

similar values may also help to sustain those values within the organization. Social movements if they 

permeate the organisation can help sustain values.” The last recommendation that this review has for 

the practitioners is that they should engage in networking activities and enhance their own and their 

peers’/industry’s legitimacy. 

 

  



 
 

54 
 

Chapter 6 – Conclusion 

The findings in this systematic review cover an array of problems, discuss their sources, and then 

propose solutions. A sometimes contradictory picture presented by the literature is actually key in 

resolving problems of mission drift in social enterprises. The literature makes it clear though that the 

suitability of each solution depends on the ability of the social enterprise to accurately identify its 

problems. The foremost recommendation for founders and managers of social enterprises, gleaned from 

the studies reviewed, is that founders must spend a significant amount of time on understanding perfectly 

what their organisation is doing or wants to do, what it is that they plan on accomplishing, and how do 

they propose achieving those goals. That is how they will be able to resolve and avoid mission drift in 

their social enterprise.  

There are multiple sources of mission drift in the structural composition of social enterprises. These 

sources have the potential to make or break an organisation. The studies reviewed thoroughly show that 

there are not any one-size-fits-all solutions to any of the mission drift problems, regardless of the sectoral 

principles which are clashing (causing mission drift). The literature does however recommend solutions 

to specific problems which the social enterprise can avail when necessary and has thus helped to answer 

the research question: how do social enterprises avoid or resolve mission drift?  

Firstly, the systematic review and analysis show that ownership is one of the prime sources of mission 

drift and social enterprises should therefore be paying due attention to this core element. What this 

means is that social enterprises should consider incorporating in forms which are better suited to their 

purposes. Already, several new forms such as Low-profit Limited Liability Company (L3C) and 

Community Interest Company (CIC) exist to alleviate some of the pressures from mission drift. Social 

enterprises should also engage with their eco-system to ensure that other, more responsive, forms are 

created as the needs of the social enterprises change and they adapt to their surroundings. It is important 

that social enterprises do not stagnate or box themselves in due to pressure from sources who pursue a 

social, alternatively commercial, mission and who are unable to visualise the dual objectives 

simultaneously.  

Secondly, the governance structure of a social enterprise has been found to also cause mission drift 

problems, through the often competing interests of the different stakeholders in a social enterprise. The 

board of directors, whose membership is reflective of the relevant stakeholders – the principles - can 

instead be turned into a useful tool and should be utilised in securing the mission of the organisation. 

They can also be used to ensure that the agency-principal problems are not encountered by being 

involved in the work of the agents. The board can hold accountable the operatives of the social enterprise 

and thus ensure that they do not drift too far from the social mission or prioritise other activities which 

are not the immediate priorities of the organisation. It follows therefore that social enterprises should 

also pay consideration to the individuals comprising the board and their ability to promote the social 

mission of the organisation. 

Additionally, this review has managed to bridge the sometimes conflicting recommendations found in 

the published literature regarding a social enterprise’s operational priorities, and the analysis determined 

that this is one of the foremost areas which causes mission drift. Due attention must be paid to how 

operations are structured so that both sets of goals, social and commercial, are served simultaneously. 

In other words, the social enterprise must always have a holistic perspective when setting operational 

priorities.  

If a social enterprise is aiming to generate its revenues from the same people that it serves with its social 

mission, then it should adopt an integrated approach and build its business models such that this is in 

fact possible. It would be prudent of a microfinance institution, for example, to think about the payment 

abilities of its clients, the poor segments of society, in addition to the potential of returns on the 

investment sought.  
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If, for example, education for homeless children is the social mission that the enterprise pursues, then it 

would be better to have a differentiated business, with separate beneficiaries and customers. Socially 

minded teachers can be recruited to satisfy the particular needs of these children while the management 

focuses on finding other avenues for revenue generation. Trying to use the beneficiaries, the children, 

to directly finance the operations would of course be unsustainable. As Mobile Schools in Belgium has 

done, the social enterprise would be better advised to engage in consulting or develop some other 

revenue stream which allows the teaching professionals to pursue the social goals while the 

consulting/other personnel attain the commercial goals which would sustain the enterprise.   

Often, though, it may not be possible to permanently adopt a differentiated or integrated strategy, and it 

should not have to be a choice between one or the other either. As and when required, a social enterprise 

is strongly urged to selectively couple or decouple its activities and thus maintain its flexibility. It should 

always be remembered that social enterprises are in the process of carving out a space for themselves in 

the commercial space and should therefore adapt their approaches with that in mind rather than the need 

to conform to industry standards.  

Furthermore, for mission drift arising from the competencies and performance of the human resource of 

the company, the literature and the accompanying analysis in chapter 5 recommend a number of 

strategies. Socialising is one strategy that can be used to prime employees to the sensitivities of the 

social mission pursued by the social enterprise. Even people who have not had experience of working 

in a social mission capacity can be taught to engage in a multi-dimensional, multiple-bottom-line 

approach. A leadership vested in the mission is one way of achieving such socialisation. For those who 

can afford to invest in the recruitment process, it is recommended to recruit fresh graduates and others 

who are not firmly entrenched in the principles of either of the sectors and can therefore easily be trained 

to adopt a social enterprise approach which is doing good and earning revenue in the process as well.  

Lastly, social enterprises should put the other resources at their disposal to use in order to prevent 

mission drift from occurring in their ventures. These resources can be leveraging financial options 

available, such as using socially sound social investments, and finding patient investor who are willing 

to wait for long term returns which does not require a compromise of the social mission of the 

organisation. In fact, social enterprises need to refuse certain types of funding for the sake of the integrity 

of their social mission. Social enterprises should also avoid mission drift by boosting the legitimacy of 

their ventures, both as an organisation and as a collective network with other social enterprises, through 

forming associations which lobby for legal support for social enterprises, and forums for dialogue on 

the problems and challenges particular to social enterprises, where solutions to structural problems are 

found.  

 

Recommendations for further research 

One of the problems identified over the course of this systematic review was the lack of studies on how 

social enterprises can measure social impact. When there are no ways of measuring social impact, social 

enterprises instead are pressured to assess performance based on the established metrics, which has a 

great potential to cause mission drift in the social enterprise, e.g. in terms of funding since whoever 

invests in a social enterprise would like to know precisely how their investment is doing. Since a social 

enterprise engages in simultaneous social value and economic value generation, it is important to know 

just how much value is being generated in each of the two areas. This is all the more important because 

there is not any consensus still on how much social value is actually being generated.  

Future research, which will seek to measure social value, must also address all the different ways in 

which public goods are created through the activity of a social enterprise rather than focusing only on 

the particular aspect that the measurer is interested in. Social enterprises do engage in measuring the 
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impact that they have but this measurement is almost always exceedingly subjective and focused on 

providing this information to the relevant stakeholders (see section 2.6 of this thesis), rather than being 

done with a mind to independently and holistically understand the impact that the organisation is having 

on its social ecosystem and its targeted beneficiaries. 

Regarding financing, there is also a need to develop further sources and methods of funding. More 

studies are needed to understand how all the pertinent stakeholders can contribute to the institution of 

financial instruments which may enable standardisation across the field. These new instruments can be 

developed with the new and emerging forms of social enterprises, such as low-profit limited liability 

company (L3C) and community interest company (CIC) so that they are compatible with the new 

sectoral principles, or rather, the modified sectoral principles, which these forms give rise to.  
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Appendix 3 – Reasons for excluding articles during 

qualitative screening 
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EXCLU

SION 

CODE 

REASON FOR EXCLUSION ARTICLES (ONLY AUTHOR) 

A A book review. Ghosh, S. (2014).  

A Experiences of one particular microfinance institution. Jia, X., Cull, R., Guo, P., & Ma, T. 

(2016).  

A Deals specifically with tensions on the website, not the management 

of the organisation itself. 

Michaud, V. (2013).  

A Conducts quantitative comparison of how literature has viewed 

success factors in MFI. 

Pinz, A., & Helmig, B. (2015).  

A Focused on policy makers providing legal structure to social 

enterprises, does not deal with management issues. 

Rawhouser, H., Cummings, M., & 

Crane, A. (2015).  

A Deals strictly with microfinance institutions, does not deal with 

inherent management problems. 

Serrano-Cinca, C., & Gutiérrez-Nieto, 

B. (2014).  

A Deals with using SE to solve social problems (rural electrification) Warnecke, T., & Houndonougbo, A. N. 

(2016).  

A  Discusses issues in the social economy as a whole, including but not 

limited to SE. 

Fecher, F., & Levesque, B. (2015).  

A/C Discusses how well microfinance institutions reach their goals (or their 

inability to do so) without regard to other social enterprises or other 

problems. Its mission accomplishment rather than drift. 

Adams, D. W., & Vogel, R. C. (2014).  

A/C Results are not generalizable; ethnographic study. Berglund & Schwartz. (2013). 

B Government owned enterprises are the focus, which make it public 

sector. 

Alexius, S., & Cisneros Örnberg, J. 

(2015).  

B Focus on green start-ups which aren't always social enterprises Bergset, L. (2015).  

B Deals with funding and sustainability of all civil society organisations. Hailey, J., & Salway, M. (2016).  

B Strictly focused on non-profit organisations. Helmig, B., Ingerfurth, S., & Pinz, A. 

(2014).  

B Discusses use of corporate tactics in civil society organisations, and 

not corporate organisations with a social mission.  

Hvenmark, J. (2013).  

B Discusses strategic mission and diversion from that, not in an SE 

context. 

Jaquette, O. (2013).  

B The "hybrid" in this case is composed of public sector and traditional 

private sector organisation partnership. Results are not generalizable 

as they pertain to public sector organisation administration.  

Jay, J. (2013).  

B Discusses measurement of impact of SE and third sector organisations, 

not mission drift. 

Maier, F., Schober, C., Simsa, R., & 

Millner, R. (2015).  

B Strictly focused on market opportunities for microfinance 

organisations. 

Mersland, R. (2013).  

B Deals with sustainability for all organisations, not SE sustainability Montabon, F., Pagell, M., & Zhaohui, 

W. U. (2016).  

B Discusses SEs as a form but not mission drift (only greenwashing). Stecker, M. J. (2016). 

B Focused only on third sector organisations. Stecker, M. J. (2014).  

B Deals with mission drift in the third sector. Thompson, P., & Williams, R. (2014).  

B Specific to non-profits Valeau, P. (2015).  

C Discusses how external financiers of social enterprises can assess the 

performance of a social enterprise (which ironically is one of the 

largest problems faced by SE. Not helpful). 

Achleitner, A., Lutz, E., Mayer, J., & 

Spiess-Knafl, W. (2013).  

C Another theoretical explanation for what social enterprises are- Agafonow, A. (2015).  

C Discusses value creation and capture. No mission drift or mission. Agafonow, A. (2014).  

C Presents a research agenda, does not discuss the issues of this thesis. Barki, E., Comini, G., Cunliffe, A., Hart, 

S., & Rai, S. (2015).  

C Discusses impact investment, not aimed at social enterprises in 

particular, and does not address the issues of mission drift. 

Brandstetter, L., & Lehner, O. M. 

(2015).  

C Discusses university support for research into SE as they themselves 

are an SE. 

Brown, M. D. (2015).  

C No discussion of mission drift whatsoever, only logistical problems 

faced by social enterprises. 

Devarapalli, N., & Figueira, S. (2015).  

C Discusses capture of value generated, not mission drift Dohrmann, S., Raith, M., & Siebold, N. 

(2015).  

C Discusses value creation and capture. No mission drift or mission. Garcia-Rada, X., Jäger, U. P., Young, D. 

R., & Schroeder, K. (2015).  

C Assessment of impact measurement models, not in direct relation to 

mission drift 

Grieco, C., Michelini, L., & Iasevoli, G. 

(2015).  



 
 

65 
 

 

C Discusses the success of social enterprises (WISE) and not mission 

drift in particular. 

Hazenberg, R., Seddon, F., & Denny, S. 

(2014).  

C Discusses financing from a financier’s perspective. Ingstad, E. L., Knockaert, M., & Fassin, 

Y. (2014).  

C Suggests ways to measure impact, not combatting mission drift. Manetti, G. (2014).  

C/D Only talks about definitions, does not recommend/propose solutions. Jäger, U., & Schröer, A. (2014).  

C/D Focuses only on marketing issues and not mission drift. Mitchell, A., Madill, J., & Chreim, S. 

(2016).  

C/D Focuses on causes of mission drift. Saab, G. (2015).  

C/D Analyses one financial instrument available to social enterprises, and 

not in the context of mission drift. 

Serrano-Cinca, C., & Gutiérrez-Nieto, 

B. (2013). 

D A conceptual discussion of mission drift, without recommendations 

for mission drift avoidance/resolution. 

Doherty, B., Haugh, H., & Lyon, F. 

(2014).  

D Discusses the problem (financial but proposes no solutions) Hudon, M., & Sandberg, J. (2013).  

D Examines only whether finance can lead to mission drift. Kar, A. K. (2013).  

D Discusses problems but does not offer solutions. Smith, W. K., Gonin, M., & Besharov, 

M. L. (2013).  

D Discusses the conceptual nature of social enterprises. Stevens, R., Moray, N., & Bruneel, J. 

(2015).  

D Incompatible definitions AL-Tabbaa, O., Leach, D., & March, J. 

(2014).  

D Non-generalizable Casselman, R. M., & Sama, L. M. 

(2013).  

D Theoretical discussion. Chambers, L. (2014).  

D Non-generalizable Crane, A., Palazzo, G., Spence, L. J., & 

Matten, D. (2014).  

D Incompatible definitions Gras, D., & Mendoza-Abarca, K. 

(2014).  

D Incompatible definitions Jenner, P. & Oprescu, F. (2016).  

E Full text unavailable to author. Considine, M., O'Sullivan, S., & 

Nguyen, P. (2014).  

E Full text unavailable to author. Gakhar, K., & Meetu. (2016).  

E Full text unavailable to author. Roy, P., & Pati, A. P. (2015).  

X Included Kay, A., Roy, M. J., & Donaldson, C. 

(2016).  

X Included Battilana, J., & Lee, M. (2014).  

X Included Cornforth, C. (2014).  

X Included Ebrahim, A., Battilana, J., & Mair, J. 

(2014).  

X Included Goyal, S., Sergi, B. S., & Jaiswal, M. P. 

(2016).  

X Included Hai, S., & Daft, R. L. (2016).  

X Included Haigh, Dowin-Kennedy, & Walker 

(2015) 

X Included Haigh, N., Walker, J., Bacq, S., & 

Kickul, J. (2015).  

X Included Jenner, P. (2016).  

X Included Pache, A., & Santos, F. (2013).  

X Included Santos, F. M., Pache, A., & Birkholz, C. 

(2015).  

X Included Satar, M. S., & John, S. (2016).  

X Included Van, D. B., & Vredenburg, H. (2015).  

X Included Young, D. R., & Kim, C. (2015).  
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Appendix 4 – Sample Data Extraction Form 

*Note that this is only one data extraction form. 12 other, similar forms are available as 

well. Please write to jamajr7@gmail.com if you would like to access all the data 

extraction forms.* 

 
DATA EXTRACTION FORM 

BASE INFORMATION  

Author Julie Battilana & Matthew Lee 

Title Advancing Research on Hybrid Organizing – Insights from the Study 
of Social Enterprises. 

Date of publication 2014 

Journal and Publisher The Academy of Management Annals. Taylor and Francis. 

Key words - 

Methodology (type of study) Review of literature. Content analysis. 

Definition of Social enterprise Social enterprises [are organisations] that combine the 
organizational forms of both business and charity at their cores. 

  

 

Cause of mission drift  

p. 409: Tensions between the business and charity forms manifest both externally, in managing relations with a 

bifurcated organizational environment, and internally, in managing organizational identity, resource allocation and 

decision-making. 

p. 412: Such drifts may enhance the future prospects of the organization through the circumvention of internal and 

external challenges associated with hybridity, but threaten to compromise its hybrid nature. 

p. 413: For many social enterprises, social and commercial activities are less integrated. 

p. 414: Indeed, WISEs also need to engage in non-commercial activities such as social counseling and training 

on issues such as knowing how to deal with health and housing issues, how to fill out administrative documents, 

and how to handle an interview. WISEs consequently face tradeoffs when it comes to deciding how to allocate 

beneficiaries’ and permanent staff’s time across commercial and social activities. 

p. 410: Thus, regulatory regimes reward organizations for their correspondence to ideal types, but not the joint 

production of financial and social value, leading to difficult trade-offs for social enterprises. 

p. 410: Because they do not correspond to well-understood categories, social enterprises that combine charity 

and business at their core are likely to be discounted by external evaluators, who themselves are embedded in 

extant organizational fields and perform evaluations according to socially constructed categories. 

How to combat mission drift  

p. 410: Corporate regulation regimes offer incorporation options that are aligned with the prevailing organizational 
forms of business and charity. Organizations with social missions that correspond to public goals are typically 
permitted to receive charitable donations, tax-free. 
 
p. 411: For instance, in addition to a lack of legitimacy, a potential profit-seeking funder might view a social 
enterprise as a risky investment because of the risk that in the future it will take actions that prioritize its social 
mission over commercial goals.  
 
p. 411: Research suggests that for these reasons, nascent social ventures that employ commercial models are 
still less successful in securing external financing than their pure charitable counterparts (Lee, in press). The 
nascent field of social impact investing is beginning to create financing structures specifically designed to 

deliver capital in ways that align with the unique incentives and constraints of social enterprises combining 
business and charity at their core (Bugg-Levine & Emerson, 2011). However, this field is still very much in its 
infancy.  
 

1. Organizational Activities 
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INTEGRATED ACTIVITIES 

p. 413: The level of integration between social and commercial activities is thus likely to affect the degree to which 

hybrid organizations experience tensions between their multiple forms, as integrated activities circumvent 

potential paradoxes in the allocation of human, financial, and attentional resources. Revenue-generating activities 

that share costs with the activities already undertaken to achieve the organization’s social mission are 

strategically beneficial, because they create new revenue without creating competing resource demands (Nielsen, 

1986). 

p. 414: However, in the context of social enterprise, activity integration is constrained by the social mission 

pursued by the social enterprise, and the resources available to its stakeholders. For instance, relatively few 

models exist that advance the interests of the world’s extremely poor while also earning revenue, as these 

beneficiaries are sometimes unable to also function as viable customers, suggesting that in general, material 

aspects of the organizational environment may constrain the extent to which activity integration may be achieved. 

Nonetheless, for beneficiaries who are even slightly wealthier, yet still at the “bottom of the pyramid”, some 

organizations have developed models that simultaneously address both business and social goals. 

p. 414: Research at the intersection of institutional theory and resource dependence literatures suggests that 

organizations more readily comply with the demands stemming from external constituencies on which they 

depend for key resources, while they are more likely to resist the demands from constituencies on which they do 

not depend. For social enterprises that serve distinct groups of beneficiaries and customers, such a tendency 

risks systematically favoring the interests of customers over the interests of beneficiaries on which the 

organization does not depend financially, leading to potential goal displacement from the organization’s mission. 

Thus, integrated activities may help avoid mission drift that otherwise might arise from conflicts between serving 

customers and advancing the organization’s social mission. 

p. 415: Yet recent experience has shown that even in social enterprises with relatively high activity integration, 

such as microfinance organizations, mission drift still occurs. 

 

2. Workforce Composition 

p. 415: Social enterprises straddle the social and commercial sectors, and therefore are unlikely to select from 

potential employees whose skills and dispositions align with their hybrid work context, as most people are still 

socialized either in the social or the commercial sector. As a result, it is rarely possible to populate the social 

enterprise with “hybrid individuals”, and instead the social enterprise must organize in ways that allow individuals 

from one sector or the other to work together effectively. 

p. 416: At the individual level, alignment between individual identity and organizational identity tends to improve 

organizational commitment, and thereby a range of valued organizational outcomes. 

p. 416: She finds that in this environment, managers’ influence over employees’ identification with the 

organization is strongest in the presence of certain management practices, including the development of 

integrative solutions, removal of explicit reference to ideology, and the construction and reinforcement of routines 

that affirm ideology without referring to it. These types of practices were most likely to be observed when 

managers were “pluralists” that embraced the organization’s hybrid identity. When possible, the presence of such 

hybrid individuals may also help to reduce the risk of organizational fault lines that may result from certain 

characteristics being correlated in individuals, creating conditions for factionalization and intra-organizational 

conflict. 

p. 416: In social enterprises that are not initially populated by individuals who espouse both the business and 

charity forms, they may address this, over time, through the deliberate socialization of organization members. 

p. 417: BancoSol and Los Andes adopted two different hiring and socialization approaches for their workforce. 

BancoSol hired bankers and social workers and counted on their joint commitment to the organization’s social 

mission to make them work together. In contrast, Los Andes hired university graduates with no prior working 

experience and provided extra training, while emphasizing excellence in the accomplishment of the tasks at hand. 

BancoSol ended up facing a crisis because of a paralyzing conflict between bankers and social workers, while the 

Los Andes approach succeeded and was later adopted by BancoSol. These results suggest that hybrid social 

enterprises face unique dilemmas in selecting their employees and that depending on their previous work 

experience, employees may need to unlearn some of their habits. The findings also show that training, incentives 

and control systems, however, provide means by which social enterprises may be able to develop homegrown 

“hybrid” professionals, trained to exercise judgment in the negotiation of the business and charity forms. 
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p. 417: Overall, social enterprises can adopt a range of hiring approaches, ranging from the search for hybrid 

employees whose skills and dispositions encompass both the social and commercial dimensions, to separately 

hiring candidates who are socialized differently, but who collectively represent the necessary business and social 

backgrounds. 

 

3. Organizational design 

p. 417: A basic dimension of structure in social enterprises is the extent to which business and charitable activities 

are addressed by the same organization members, or compartmentalized into different sub-units. 

p. 418: Recent research suggests that in social enterprises, coordination across commercial and social sub-units 

may be ensured through the creation and maintenance of spaces of negotiation, which are areas of interaction 

that allow staff members in charge of social and commercial activities throughout the organizational ladder—and 

not only top management—to discuss and come to an agreement as to how to handle the tradeoffs they face. 

p. 418: This research suggests that processes of negotiation, while consuming organizational resources, may be 

a necessary condition for enterprises that combine charity and business at their core to maintain their hybridity 

and achieve high levels of social and commercial performance. 

p. 418: The enactment of multiple forms may be achieved not only through formal features of organization 

structure and processes, but through decoupling in the enactment of multiple forms over time. 

p. 419: Social enterprises might encourage behaviors that advance multiple types of performance by linking 

incentives to a weighting between business performance and social performance, or through other, more complex 

incentive systems that reflect the organization’s joint objectives. 

p. 419: Governance plays a central function in ensuring that social enterprises maintain this joint accountability, 

thereby resisting pressures to “drift” toward either social or economic objectives at the expense of the other. 

Recent research suggests that boards in particular are likely to play a key role in ensuring that social enterprises 

avoid such traps. 

 

4. Inter-organizational relations 

p. 420: Because they combine the business and charity forms at their core, social enterprises may appeal to 

funding sources in both the business and charity sectors, yet they also face potential disadvantages in appealing 

to each of these audiences. 

p. 420: Hybrid financing structures, such as venture investments that function as grants unless the entrepreneur 

sells shares, in which case they are converted to equity, provide one means by which hybrids can avoid the 

ambiguities and risks that may impede financing and growth. (SOURCE OF FINANCING) 

p. 420: Close relationships with organizations embedded in more established sectors will likely influence social 

enterprises’ ability to achieve their social mission, but the consequences of these relationships for social 

enterprises are not well understood. 

p. 421: Leaders may attempt to explain the social enterprise in terms of well-accepted discourses, or co-opt 

powerful actors, and thus enable the emergence of other social enterprises. (That is to say, create a powerful 

narrative for social enterprises so that all organizations who work in a similar manner are credited collectively. 

Also ensure that people understand you’re not greenwashing. Tie in with the first point which is legitimacy for the 

SEs.) 

5. Culture 

p. 421: We argue that organizational culture shapes how organizational members make sense of themselves and 

their organization, and is thus a dimension of hybrid organizing. 

p. 422: In social enterprises, this perspective would suggest that awareness of the distinctions between the 

business and charity forms, acquired through work experience or other means, would enable a better 

understanding of when such separations are necessary. 

 

 


