
Towards a Grounded Theory of Social Enterprise Places: 

Building Legitimacy and Markets for Social Enterprise

Dr Anthony Samuel (Cardiff University Business School)



Social Enterprises are Businesses That:

•Have a clear social and/or environmental mission set out in their governing documents

•Generate the majority of their income through trade

•Reinvest the majority of their profits

•Are autonomous of the state

•Are majority controlled in the interests of the social mission

•Are accountable and transparent

https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/What-is-it-all-about



Introducing the Hybrid Social Enterprise and the Challenges  

Public Sector Private Sector 

Third Sector 

Dougherty et al (2014).



In 2014 Social Enterprise UK rolled out Social Enterprise Places (SEP).

This is in essence a geographical areas where social enterprise activity and investment is thriving:



SEUK’s Five Goals to be awarding the SEP label (Social Enterprise Places UK, 2017)

1. Significant social enterprise activity occurring in the area 

2. An established SEP stakeholder group must be active 

3. Commitment to support and grow social enterprises in the area 

4. The measurement of social enterprise activity in the area 

5. Opportunities to share knowledge and best practice with other SEPs.  



Social Enterprises have obvious 

connections with macromarketing, for 

example, both seek to contribute to issues 

pertaining to quality of life, social justice, 

access to markets and economic 

regeneration. 

Very little attempt has been made by the 

discipline to understand their unique 

characteristics and challenges faced. 

This paper responds to Peterson’s (2016) 

call to address the shortfall of research 

dedicated to meso level marketing 

dynamics (the spaces and places of SEPs) 

and different industries (SEs). 

Social Enterprises Time to Think Macro! Peterson’s (2016) 



Given the ‘newness’ of SEPs and the lack of 

academic work dedicated to them they were 

deemed suitable to explored through a pragmatic 

application of Grounded Theory (GT). 

Social Enterprise Places was inspired by 

Fairtrade Towns.

It appeared suitable for data collection and 

analysis to follow the same macromarketing 

research procedures that Samuel and Peattie’s 

(2016) used to develop grounded theories from 

their research into Fairtrade Towns.

A desire to consider the phenomena without 

theoretical bias.

Why Grounded Theory: The need for Inductive Research  



Semi-structured interviews with key representatives / leaders of six SEPs covering the full 

spectrum of different types of SE Places. 

• Plymouth Social Enterprise City

• Digbeth (Birmingham) Social Enterprise Zone

• Wrexham Social Enterprise Town

• Oxfordshire Social Enterprise Region

• Alston Moor Social Enterprise Village and the World’s first Social Enterprise Place

Also: Emerging ethnographical participation (helping Cardiff become a SEP) 

Data Collection 



Line by line Coding  (all 6 interview transcripts)  

Focus Coding  (Built from line by line codes)

Thematic coding (Built from focus codes) 

Four initial core categories emerge 

Coding for Grounded Theory 



The data collected and the four core categories that emerged following this study 

are yet to establish a valid and theoretically saturated GT, IE one that describes 

the relationships between all core categories (Gibson and Hartman, 2014).

Core Category 1: SEPs use place attachment and place branding

Core Category 2: SEPs lead new actors to the sector

Core Category 3: SEPs develop Inter-trade and collaboration

Core Category 4: SEPs are a natural extension of communities of practice



Some Future Options: The Obvious 

20 More places 20 More Interviews



SEUK Publications / News / web based discussion etc. 

Existing SEUK Interviews 
(6 places) 

Publications / News 
/ web based 

discussions etc 
from 6 places  

Some Future Options: More Data 



Some Future Options: Give up on Grounded Theory  

New potential theoretical lenses emerging from the study :  

• Novel empirical insights into Boundary Objects (can place be one)

• Novel application / Conceptualization of Container Places

• Novel forms of Place Branding 



Core Category 1: SEPs use place attachment and place branding 

Core Category 2: SEPs lead new actors to the sector 

Core Category 3: SEPs develop Inter-trade and collaboration 

Core Category 4: SEPs are a natural extension of communities of practice 

My Future Option: Boundary Objects and More Data



Boundary Objects: Thinking Meso to Think Macro!

Boundary Objects are tangible or intangible artefacts that span

sociological groups which, although they may be practised

differently by those groups, afford some common frame of

reference for them both (Star and Griesemer, 1989).

“they are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the

constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough

to maintain a common identity across sites”. Star and Greisemer (1989, 393)



Social Enterprise Places : Acting Meso to Think Macro.

Thank you for your time: Do you have any questions or advise?


