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SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN THE CONTEXT 
OF PUBLIC MANAGEMENT

PRZEDSIĘBIORSTWA SPOŁECZNE W KONTEKŚCIE 
ZARZĄDZANIA PUBLICZNEGO

Abstract: The aim of this paper comes down to presentation of theoretical aspects of social 
enterprises and their role in the context of public sector management. First of all attempt 
was made in presentation of public management evolution. In this aspect successive stages 
of its evolution have given, and essential significant has been placed on public governance 
issue, and following on from this co-participation of diverse groups of entities in the pro-
cess of public goods and services providing. On the basis of this social enterprise term has 
been indicated and further considerations have been given to this. In this aspect it has been 
referred to social economy sector as an area of social enterprises functioning. In conclusion 
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essence of social enterprises has been highlighted as an organizations which are especially 
important in the context of essential needs meeting of local community. 

Keywords: public management, social economy, social enterprise

Streszczenie: Cel niniejszego artykułu sprowadza się do przedstawienia teoretycznych 
aspektów przedsiębiorstw społecznych oraz ich roli w kontekście zarządzania sektorem pu-
blicznym. W pierwszej części rozważań podjęto próbę przedstawienia procesu ewolucji za-
rządzania publicznego. W tym aspekcie przybliżono kolejne stadia jego rozwoju, przy czym 
szczególny nacisk położono na kwestię współzarządzania publicznego i w związku z  tym 
współuczestniczenia różnych grup podmiotów w  procesie dostarczania dóbr i  usług pu-
blicznych. Na tej podstawie wyodrębniono pojęcie przedsiębiorstwa społecznego, któremu 
poświęcono dalsze rozważania. W tym aspekcie odniesiono się również do sektora ekono-
mii społecznej jako obszaru funkcjonowania przedsiębiorstw społecznych. W podsumowa-
niu zaakcentowano istotę przedsiębiorstw społecznych jako organizacji szczególnie ważnych 
z punktu widzenia zaspokajania kluczowych potrzeb społeczności lokalnych. 

Słowa kluczowe: zarządzanie publiczne, ekonomia społeczna, przedsiębiorstwo społeczne. 

Introduction

Evolution of public management idea, which has occurred over the course of 
last decades comprised response of public sector organizations regarding increasing 
needs and expectations of public services consumers. It was aimed at individual re-
quirements facing of public sector units in the context of improving of management 
process performed by them.

It should be noted that changes, which were successively introduced in the area 
of public sector functioning affected different spheres of their activity. Starting with 
bureaucracy process improvement, through promulgating of management meth-
ods which are popular in private sector, or stakeholders engaging into management 
processes of public sector unit. Finally, escalation of broadly defined demands has 
caused that public management has been considered in the category of cooperation, 
where at the moment key role is attributed to citizen.

In practice the most involvement of citizens in decision-making process takes 
place in local self-government units, which act for local community. Due to that 
there is realized considerable number of public practices, so on the local degree the 
most acts oriented at promulgating and development of citizens’ participation have 
started. In this case essential role plays also creation of local partnership, engag-
ing of citizens into decision processes or promulgating of local entrepreneurship. 
It turns out that partner in these kind of initiatives are often non-governmental 
organizations from local market. Although territorial range of specific local gov-
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ernments can determine area of their effect, totality of these acts form the basis to 
building co-called social economy sector1.

1. The role of social enterprises in management of public sector

Appearance of three basic ideas of public management, i.e. traditional public ad-
ministration, New Public Management and Public Governance was aimed at improve-
ment of quality of provided public services. For example: implementation of New Public 
Management rules was oriented at privatization of mentioned services and was a reac-
tion to administration processes widespread in the area of traditional public administra-
tion. Increase of competitiveness between services providers (as one of the assumptions 
of New Public management) has led to growth of efficiency of provided public services 
but simultaneously has caused numerous limitations in the context of matching and ac-
cess to citizens. As a consequence process of public services providing has been based 
on idea of Public Governance, where citizens has ceased to be only customer but he has 
begun active participation in co-creation of these services2.

Change of approach to public sector management, and finally emergence of 
Public Governance was conditioned by creation of interaction between these units 
which wanted to participate in public services providing. Generally it is considered 
that mentioned relationships, which consequently turned into partnership, were 
formed through trust, relational capital and commonly performed decision-making 
processes. We should indicate that in decision-making processes on the level of lo-
cal public management, the citizens role is strengthened what favors development of 
non-governmental organizations and intensifying role of social entrepreneurship3.

Due to that in local government is observed high level of civil engagement4, 
it is often treated as local base for social enterprises. It turns out that in spite of 
autonomous character of their functioning, essential is also creation of sustainable 
relations between them and local governments, which on account of occupied posi-

1  M. Guć, Ekonomia społeczna – szanse i zagrożenia rozwoju z perspektywy samorządu, „Ekonomia 
Społeczna. Teksty” 2006 2006, No. 24, p. 4.
2  J. Hausner, Ekonomia społeczna i rozwój, „Ekonomia Społeczna. Teksty” 2008, No. 12, p. 7. See more: 
I. Otola, Instruments for Stimulation of Local Development, [in:] P. Pachura, R. Lescroart (ed.), Partner-
ships, Clusters and Networks in Knowledge Based Economy, La Haute Ecole, Arlon 2008.
3  R. Śliwa, R. Żaba-Nieroda, Konstruktywizm a ograniczoność w polityce rozwoju lokalnego. Perspek-
tywy dla rozwoju ekonomii społecznej, „Annales Universitatis Paedagogicae Cracoviensis”, Studia Poli-
tologica XVII, 2016, p. 49. See more: J. Łukomska-Szarek, Local Government Budgeting in the Light of 
Public Management Concept, “Izdatel’stvo Nauka i Obrazovanie” 2018.
4  Promulgating of community engagement into proces of realizing of local governmental policy is 
often considered with governance network idea or public value creation. It is assumed that participa-
tion of socjety into decision-making proces contributes to solving of social and economic problems 
between citizens and increase their efficiency. C. Hastings, J. Weate, Local Governments and Social 
Enterprise: Meeting Community Challenges Toogether?, [in:] E. Ni She, L.J. Burton, P.A. Danaher (ed.), 
Social Capital & Enterprise in the Modern State, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 2018, p. 127.
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tion as a result take an active role in enterprises development, therein i.a. through 
financial assistance5 or enabling of access to opportunities6. 

There is no doubt that local governments have essential impact on development 
process of social enterprises. On the one hand can lead to services maximization 
provided by them, while on the other hand they can offer this level of service, which 
enables mentioned maximization. It should also be noted that local governments 
nowadays face a  challenge of promoting of sustainable development rules, what 
causes that they have to provide these conditions also to social enterprises7.

Despite of social enterprises development shouldn’t interpret as result of public 
organizations authorities activity, their role has essential significance in this case. They 
contribute to building of macro-social conditions, which enable creation of relation-
ships between units on the local level. In this context establishment of different forms 
of partnership is characterized by special dimension. In this area social enterprises 
take an active role in providing of basic, public goods and services. The way of pub-
lic policy pursuing should assume innovation and institutional solutions. Moreover 
crucial is dialogue between units and public sector authorities what we should under-
stand as common involvement in process of public policy creation. In practice it can 
be realized according to idea of public governance, in the case of which functioning 
on the basis of partnership rules enables adapting to changing environmental condi-
tions8.

M. Łojko pays special attention to issue of local partnership. According to author 
it comprises integral element of local enterprises activity and it should be consid-
ered as naturally occurring need of expectations meeting of local community. Part-
nership take place at the time when realizing of public tasks is based on cooperation 
between participants and it isn’t intermittent, but it is long-standing and cyclic9.

Institutionalization of social enterprises is often associated with public policy 
evolution. Process of social enterprises establishing has contributed to creation new 
schemes of proceedings and legal framework, which are crucial for social innova-
tions development. As a consequence in the area of pursued public policy new have 
been used new regulations and some action standards which are adequate with pre-

5  See more: I. Otola, Zdolność inwestycyjna gmin w aspekcie absorpcji funduszy unijnych, „Zeszyty 
Naukowe Ekonomiczne. Problemy Usług” 2009, Vol. II, No. 530.
6  M. Duniam, R. Eversole, Social Enterprises in rural community governance: evidence from Tasmania, 
[in:] J. Edelenbos, I. van Meerkerk (ed.), Critical Reflections on Interactive Governance. Self-organiza-
tion and Participation in Public Governance, Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham 2016, p. 311-312. 
7  Cabinet Office, HM Treasury, The future role of the third sector in social and economic regeneration: 
final report, The Stationery Office, Great Britain 2007, p. 76.
8  J. Hausner, Ekonomia społeczna a państwo, [in:] M. Frączek, J. Hausner, S. Mazur (ed.), Wokół eko-
nomii społecznej, Małopolska Szkoła Administracji Publicznej, Uniwersytet Ekonomiczny w Krako-
wie, Kraków 2012, p. 112-113.
9  M. Łojko, Partnerstwo lokalne w ekonomii społecznej jako nowy paradygmat budowania spójności 
społecznej, „Kwartalnik Kolegium Ekonomiczno-Społecznego Studia i Prace” 2018, No. 2, p. 39.
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sent requirements of social enterprises, and following on from that they contribute 
to their integration10.

2. Social enterprise as a main initiator of social economy sector

First reference on the theme of social enterprises in Europe occurred at the be-
ginning of the 1990s as a quintessence of third sector11. As a stimulant of emergence 
these units was considered initiative launched in Italy, which consisted in intro-
duction by Italian parliament legal forms for social cooperation. This character of 
activities was aimed at realization of community needs, which in the area of public 
services were realized inappropriately or weren’t realized in general12.

Consideration of “social enterprise” term demands already presentation of “so-
cial economy” term, which is treated as economy sector which links activity of busi-
ness entities with social aims. It is said that social economy is “ social, democratic 
and participating entrepreneurship”, where we can observe domination of individu-
al and social needs above and beyond financial aspect13.

According to J. Hausner current direction of activities into development of social 
economy sector results from problems, which have successively increased in the area 
of public sector. Nowadays more and more often ways of citizens engagement into 
social enterprises activity shall be sought. It can be concluded that promulgating of 
stakeholders participation in process of public services providing is characterized by 
some analogy in relation to units functioning of social economy sector, where the 
priority is beneficiaries mainstreaming into process of services making for them14.

Social economy poses bridge between community needs and public and private 
resources, used to serving them. Social enterprises in turn are recognized as a key 
element of social economy, because in the face of market failure they can more often 
realize consumers’ expectations than public or private sector units. In the area of 
social economy we can distinguish three basic subsector, i.e.15:

10  J. Defourny, M. Nyssens, Social innovation, social economy and social enterprise: what can the Euro-
pean debate tell us, [in:] F. Moulaert, D. MacCallum, A. Hamdouch (ed.), International Handbook on 
Social Innovation. Social Innovation, Collective Action and Transdisciplinary Research, Edward Elgar 
Publishing, Cheltenham 2013, p. 48.
11  Third sector contains organizations which are established by citizens. They are characterized by 
voluntary activities and act in order to achieve social and community goals. O. Corry, Defining and 
Theorizing the Third Sector, [in:] R. Taylor (ed.), Third Sector Research, Springer Science+Business me-
dia, London 2010, p. 13. 
12  J. Defourny, M. Nyssens, Defining social enterprise, [in:] M. Nyssens (ed.), Social Enterprise, At the 
crossroads of market, public policies and civil society, Routledge, Abingdon 2006, p. 4.
13  M. Guć, Ekonomia społeczna – szanse i zagrożenia …, p. 5. 
14  J. Hausner, Ekonomia społeczna i rozwój…, p. 7.
15  P. O’Hara, Social enterprises and local development, [in:] C. Borzaga, J. Defourny (ed.), The Emer-
gence of Scoial Enterprise, Psychology Press, London 2004, p. 194.
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−	 community business,
−	 deficient demad social enterprises,
−	 enterprises founded on contracts in public sector.
In a broad sense social economy is aimed at social problems solving. It assumes 

achievement of social integrity, which as a consequence determines greater effective-
ness of achieved results. In the context of social economy popular is engaging of units 
from different sectors, which at a later stage operate according to participation, activa-
tion and social responsibility rules. In the literature on the subject is talk about three 
basic aspects which distinguish social economy from other sectors, mainly:

−	 business activity – is appointed by market needs, notwithstanding in this 
case social aims preponderate over financial aims. Achieved profits in this context 
attend to realization of them;

−	 social integration – is created by society stimulation to action and com-
munity building;

−	  perception of work as cultural good.
In the area of social economy we distinguish four basic units group, i.e. social 

enterprises, reintegration units, public benefit organizations and units of economic 
sphere. Social enterprises operate and their priorities pose social aims. Achieved 
profits invest in their activity, and more specifically into local community develop-
ment or development of other social economy units. Next group of mentioned units 
takes account of reintegration units, which are aimed at social and occupational 
reintegration of excluded people. Public benefit organizations conduct economic 
activity of the paid and unpaid nature. Units of economic sphere as the last group 
are created in order to realization of social aims, but they aren’t social enterprises16.

Social enterprise should be treated as “executor” od social economy, which aim 
comes down to building of social impact. In contrast to commercial companies oriented 
at profit creation, idea of social enterprises functioning assumes translating achieved 
profits into social aims. Essential in this context process of good and services providing 
for society more and more often takes innovative and dynamic form. There is postulated 
responsible engagement of employees, services recipients and stakeholders17. 

Both in practice and literature on the subject we have many interpretations of 
social enterprise term. One of the most popular is definition of EMES European 
Research Network, which considers it as organizations with clearly defined idea of 
functioning, oriented at creation of advantage for community. Essential in this con-
text is that social enterprises are formed by groups of citizens, and achievement of 
financial profits in this case is come down to minimum18.

16  M. Łojko, Ekonomia społeczna wobec wyzwań polityki społecznej – w poszukiwaniu wspólnych relacji 
i przestrzeni, „Kwartalnik Kolegium Ekonomiczno-Społecznego. Studia i Prace” 2017, No. 3, p. 38-39.
17  OECD/EU, Boosting Social Enterprise Development: Good Practice Compendium, OECD Publish-
ing, Paris 2017, p. 22.
18  J. Defourny, M. Nyssens, Defining social enterprise, [in:] M. Nyssens (ed.), Social Enterprise…, p. 5-6. 
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Table 1 presents approach to social enterprises on the basis of two crucial di-
mensions, i.e. economic and social.

Table 1. Social enterprises in economic and social dimension
Tabela 1. Przedsiębiorstwa społeczne w wymiarze gospodarczym i społecznym 

Economic and entrepreneurial dimension Social dimension

− continuation of goods and services 
providing (the aim of social enter-
prises functioning comes down to 
manufacturing activity, not to con-
centration on financial flows)

− high level of independence (social en-
terprises are formed by citizens on the 
basis of their individual ideas)

− occurrence of economic risk
− low level of salary

− creation of benefits for community (in 
short term perspective the aim of social 
enterprises is to support of community, 
while in long term perspective its aim is 
to promote civil responsibility)

− participation of citizens group in pro-
cess of initiatives making

− uczestnictwo grup obywateli w  podej-
mowaniu inicjatyw

−  participatory nature of activities
− distribution of small profits

Source: own elaboration on the basis of: J. Defourny, M. Nyssens, Defining social enterprise, 
[in:] M. Nyssens (ed.), Social Enterprise, At the crossroads of market, public policies and civil 
society, Routledge, Abingdon 2006, p. 5-6. 

Area of social enterprises functioning consists of three basic kinds of activities, 
mainly19:

−	 social and occupational reintegration of excluded people;
−	 providing of social services;
−	 local development.
R. Ridley-Duff and M. Bull distinguish four types of social enterprises, i.e.20:
−	 social enterpieses as non-profit organizations (they cooperate with public 

sector organizations – they aren’t oriented at profits);
−	 social enterprises which operate according to social responsibility rules (in 

their activity they act on environmental and social context, moreover cooperation 
on the basis of fair competition rules – in this case we can distinguish forms: for-
profit employee, public private joint venture);

−	 more than profit model (emphasis on stakeholders cooperative, in the context 
of which it is assumed that achieved profits contribute to growth of social investments);

−	 social enterprises as multi-stakeholders organizations (are treated as ideal 
solution – in this aspect we can indicate: new forms of cooperatives, charities, vol-

19  A. Pacut, Przedsiębiorczość społeczna w  Polsce – problemy i  wyzwania, „Zarządzanie Publiczne” 
2010, No. 4(14), p. 47.
20  R. Ridley-Duff, M. Bull, Understanding Social Enterprise. Theory and Practice, Sage Publications 
Ltd., London 2019, p. 75-76.
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untary organizations – according to assumptions, promulgating of direct democ-
racy rules contributes to distribution of social and economic profits. 

Despite the fact that social enterprises promote implementation of entrepre-
neurial, strategic assumptions in their activity, therein i.e. introducing of innovative 
solutions they work towards public interest. Therefore their main aim isn’t profits 
maximization, but achievement of assumed social and economic aims21. 

Conclusion

Social enterprises are considered as essential partners of local governments in 
the context of public management. Practice shows that they help them to meet their 
basic political aims, for example: unemployment reducing or community building. 
Despite the role which is assigned to them, in practice they have to face difficulties 
among of which we can distinguish: hindered access to market, absence of trust 
or funding. There is no doubt that these barriers cause many limitations for social 
enterprises, therein both in the context of social impact creation as well as using of 
their potential22.

Nowadays, social enterprises are perceived as separate model of social and eco-
nomic activity, which is appreciated as instrument of civil problems solving. Due to 
increase of social needs it is assumed further development of social entrepreneur-
ship23. 

There is no doubt that growth of demands of broad group of public services 
consumers have contributed to occurring of new possibilities of meeting of local 
community needs. In this aspect it seems that social enterprises pose the most ac-
curate solution. Due to that their priority is to realize public aims no matter profits 
which are achieved during their operation, they completely focus on community 
and functioning for them. Local governments as organizations which are supported 
by social enterprises should popularize activity of these units among people, moreo-
ver encourage them to participation in this process and following on from this they 
should create adequate conditions for their development and using their potential. 
This kind of activities in long term perspective can lead to increase of public trust, 
community cohesion and creation role of local government organizations as units 
which care about citizens satisfaction. 

21  OECD/EU, Boosting Social Enterprise Development…, p. 22.
22  Ibidem, p. 23.
23  J.A. Kerlin, Introduction, [in:] J.A. Kerlin (ed.), Social Enterprise. A Global Comparison, Tufts Uni-
versity Press, Hanover 2009, p. 5.
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