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Social Enterprise in Greater Manchester - Strategy for 2018-2021 

 

Summary 

 
We want a thriving, inclusive economy in all parts of Greater Manchester. This means an 
economy that creates greater equality in economic outcomes between both places and 
populations. It also means a society in which it is possible for everyone to lead a meaningful 
and fulfilling life. 
 
Greater Manchester is the historical home of social enterprise. Social enterprise now has an 
important role in achieving the vision for the future of Greater Manchester. 
 
A social enterprise is a business that trades for the common good (a social and/or 
environmental purpose). It addresses social needs, strengthens communities, improves 
people’s life chances, enhances culture and/or protects the environment. 
 
Social enterprises include co-operatives, mutuals and community businesses. 
 
Our vision for social enterprise is being at the forefront of a new wave of ethical and socially 
responsible business in Greater Manchester. Social enterprise will become central to a new 
‘Greater Manchester approach’ to doing business that creates a more diverse and vibrant 
economy. 
 
This vision for social enterprise in Greater Manchester will be achieved by working through 
social enterprise networks, and co-operatively with the public, private and voluntary sectors, to: 

 build a social enterprise movement that is more confident, more coherent, and more wide-
reaching 

 build the capability of social enterprise through a combination of investment, business 
support and leadership development 

 build dynamic markets that are open to social enterprises and in which they can thrive 

 build on potential by making the most of assets available to social enterprise – human, 
physical and virtual 

 
As a result, we will see in Greater Manchester in five to ten years’ time: 

 social enterprise recognised as a driving force, with a growing proportion of total business 
and the social economy expanding 

 a capable, investment-ready and well-led social enterprise sector 

 strengthened activity and growing income of social enterprise 

 assets coherently mobilised to support new social entrepreneurs and develop social 
enterprises 
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Social Enterprise in Greater Manchester - Strategy for 2018-2021 

 

1. Vision for Greater Manchester1 

 

 “Our vision is to make Greater Manchester one of the best places in the world to grow up, 
get on and grow old. 

 A place where all children are given the best start in life and young people grow up inspired 
to exceed expectations. 

 A place where people are proud to live, with a decent home, a fulfilling job, and stress-free 
journeys the norm. But if you need a helping hand you’ll get it. 

 A place of ideas and invention, with a modern and productive economy that draws in 
investment, visitors and talent. 

 A place where people live healthy lives and older people are valued. 

 A place where all voices are heard and where, working together, we can shape our future.” 
 

2. Vision for the Greater Manchester economy 

 
We want a thriving, inclusive economy in all parts of Greater Manchester. This means greater 
equality in economic outcomes between both places and populations across Greater 
Manchester. 
 
We believe that change is possible to build a more democratic and sustainable economy. This 
means an economy that works in the interests of society and gives equal weight to the needs 
of everyone. It also means a society in which it is possible for everyone to lead a meaningful 
and fulfilling life. 
 

3. Vision for social enterprise 

 
Our People, Our Place. The Greater Manchester Strategy specifies the need for a Greater 
Manchester Social Enterprise Strategy as part of the work towards a thriving and productive 
economy in all parts of Greater Manchester. The Greater Manchester Social Enterprise 
Network2 has led the work to develop this strategy, in consultation with partners in the public, 
private and voluntary sectors. 
 
Greater Manchester is the historical home of social enterprise. The first Co-operative 
Congress was held in Manchester in 1827 and the Rochdale Pioneers established a consumer 
co-operative in 1844 on Toad Lane in Rochdale. Although other co-operatives preceded it, this 
became the prototype for societies in Great Britain and went on to become today’s Co-
operative Group, which is still based in Greater Manchester. 

                                            
1 Greater Manchester Combined Authority (2017), Our People; Our Place: the Greater Manchester 

Strategy. 
2 See Appendix 3 and https://gmsen.net/ 

https://gmsen.net/
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Social enterprise3 has an important role in achieving the overall vision for the future of Greater 
Manchester4, including both an inclusive economy and public service reform. 
 
This strategy aims to deliver a new kind of economic activity in Greater Manchester that: 

 socially – invests in the strengths of everyone to create a fairer, more equal society 

 economically – creates opportunity for all parts of the population, with the benefits of 
prosperity distributed fairly 

 environmentally – protects and improves the environment and ensures prudent use of 
natural resources 

 
This is important because Greater Manchester needs to: 

 create a fairer, more inclusive place to live for all 

 realise the potential within all its communities 

 rebalance its economy for everyone to benefit fairly 

 enable the sustainable delivery of public services 
  
Social enterprise will help to achieve these outcomes by being at the forefront of a new wave 
of ethical and socially responsible business in Greater Manchester. Social enterprise will 
become central to a new ‘Greater Manchester approach’ to doing business that creates a more 
diverse and vibrant economy. 
 

4. Location 

 
The whole of Greater Manchester – Bolton, Bury, Manchester, Oldham, Rochdale, Salford, 
Stockport, Tameside, Trafford and Wigan. 
 
Support for social enterprise should be driven by requirements of social enterprises. It should 
therefore occur at the most local level possible, closest to where it will have its effect, 
especially in locations and communities where social enterprise can make the greatest 
difference. 
 

Case study 
 
To be inserted 
 

 

5. Aims and outcomes 

 
Aim: Build a social enterprise movement that is more confident, more coherent, and 
more wide-reaching. 
 
Principle: Stimulate inclusive collaboration between social enterprises. 
 

                                            
3 Our definition of social enterprise is given in appendix 1. 
4 Data on markets and trends are provided in appendix 2. 
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Outcome: Social enterprise recognised as a driving force in Greater Manchester, with a 
growing proportion of total business and the social economy expanding. 
 
Social enterprise should grow as a broad, confident and successful movement: one able to 
make its case, exert influence and find strength from within. To realise the full potential of 
social enterprise, we must: 

 foster consensus and co-operation that ensures a strong and unified community; 

 ensure appropriate forms of representation that enable social enterprises to gain influence 
in decision-making processes; 

 build evidence and awareness that convinces others about the benefits of social enterprise 
and informs its development 

 

Case study 
 
To be inserted 
 

 
Aim: Build the capability of social enterprise through a combination of investment, 
business support and leadership development. 
 
Principle: Support continuous communication and interaction. 
 
Outcome: A capable, investment-ready and well-led social enterprise sector in Greater 
Manchester. 
 
There should be a growing and successful movement of social enterprises (small, medium and 
large) that put people and the environment before profit, but which can still achieve 
commercial success. This is a delicate balance that requires the right blend of finance and 
external support. To realise the full potential of social enterprise, we must: 

 develop a local social finance market that provides the level and type of capital necessary to 
grow the sector, and that prioritises positive social and environmental outcomes; 

 provide tailored specialist and generic business support that work in tandem to encourage 
and support growth; 

 foster stronger leadership in organisations, developing governance, capability and practice 
 

Case study 
 
To be inserted 
 

 
Aim: Build dynamic markets that are open to social enterprises and in which they can 
thrive. 
 
Principle: Encourage intra-trading (social enterprises trading with each other) and trading with 
other sectors. 
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Outcome: Strengthened activity and growing income of social enterprise in Greater 
Manchester (increase in number of social enterprises, sustained and/or growing activity, and 
increased market opportunities). 
 
If the social enterprise community is to move from the margins to the mainstream, it must 
strengthen its presence in diverse markets. It must capitalise on the appetite of consumers, 
public authorities and businesses to buy ethically and sustainably. To realise the full potential 
of social enterprise, we must: 

 develop a systematic approach to understanding the economy and anchor institutions and 
to identifying opportunities; 

 initiate a revolution in consumer markets, establishing a brand that is known and trusted by 
the general public; 

 make more significant in-roads into public service markets, working as a trusted partner with 
public authorities; 

 play an active role in business markets, and in doing so seek to transform corporate 
relationships and behaviours 

 

Case study 
 
To be inserted 
 

 
Aim: Build on potential by making the most of assets available to social enterprise – 
human, physical and virtual. 
 
Principle: Nurture a culture of learning through social enterprise that maximises the potential of 
all. 
  
Outcome: Assets coherently mobilised to support new social entrepreneurs and develop social 
enterprises in Greater Manchester. 
 
If social enterprise is to flourish over the long term, it will need to make the most of the 
collective talents, creativity and assets available. To realise the full potential of social 
enterprise, we must: 

 work with and through the education system and other institutions to inspire a new 
generation of young people and young adults committed to social enterprise; 

 stimulate, incentivise and support entrepreneurship that is for the wider good of society; 

 nurture employability through, and for the benefit of, the social enterprise movement; 

 acquire and develop physical assets that can strengthen communities and support the 
development of social enterprises 

 

Case study 
 
To be inserted 
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6. Implementation Plan 

 

Actions5 Lead 
Key 

partner(s) 

1. Build a social enterprise movement that is more confident, more coherent, 
and more wide-reaching. 

1.1. identify businesses that are social enterprises but 
may not describe themselves as such 

  

1.2. connect and network social enterprises*   

1.3. nurture a strong collective voice for social 
enterprise 

  

1.4. develop an evidence-based business case for 
social enterprise 

  

1.5. promote and market (to other sectors and to the 
public) social enterprise as a different approach 
to business and as a means to address social, 
economic and environmental issues* 

  

1.6. lobby and advocate for social enterprise with key 
agencies* 

  

2. Build the capability of social enterprise through a combination of 
investment, business support and leadership development. 

2.1 develop local social finance market appropriate 
for social enterprise 

  

2.2 map strengths and gaps of social enterprise, both 
geographical and thematic [census]* 

  

2.3 build accessible, high-quality and sustainable 
support infrastructure for social enterprise 

  

2.4 signpost social enterprises to mutual support, 
networks and opportunities 

  

2.5 develop appropriate incubation for new social 
enterprises, including within established social 
enterprises 

  

3. Build dynamic markets that are open to social enterprises and in which 
they can thrive. 

3.1 better understand local economies (including 
anchor institutions) in order to identify market 
opportunities* 

  

3.2 promote ethical consumerism amongst the 
general public 

  

3.3 promote social value within procurement by the 
public and voluntary sectors 

  

3.4 promote corporate social responsibility within 
procurement by the private sector 

  

3.5 encourage trading between social enterprises   

                                            
5 Key priorities are marked with a *. 



 

                              

8 
    

 
BUSINESS FOR GOOD  |  STRATEGY FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN GREATER MANCHESTER 2018 - 2021 
GMSEN  |  AUGUST 2018  

Hosted by 

Actions5 Lead 
Key 

partner(s) 

3.6 encourage collaboration between social 
enterprises to secure larger contracts 

  

3.7 improve mutual understanding and integration of 
social enterprise with the public sector 

  

3.8 improve mutual understanding and integration of 
social enterprise with the private sector 

  

3.9 improve mutual understanding and integration of 
social enterprise with the voluntary sector 

  

4. Build on potential by making the most of assets available to social 
enterprise – human, physical and virtual. 

4.1 engage with education agencies and other 
institutions on social enterprise 

  

4.2 engage with agencies supporting and developing 
new social entrepreneurs* 

  

4.3 engage with skills and work agencies on 
employability through social enterprises 

  

4.4 engage with economic development agencies on 
developing social enterprise 

  

4.5 encourage and enable asset transfers to social 
enterprises 
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Appendix 1 - Definition of social enterprise 

 
A social enterprise is a business that trades for the common good (a social and/or 
environmental purpose). It addresses social needs, strengthens communities, improves 
people’s life chances, enhances culture and/or protects the environment. 
 
Social enterprises include co-operatives, mutuals and community businesses. 
 
The key characteristics of a social enterprise are: 

 Its primary mission is to create social and/or environmental benefit, which is set out in its 
governing document. 

 It generates most or all of its income by selling goods and services, rather than through 
grants and donations. 

 It is autonomous of the state and operates outside the direct influence or control of any 
public body or authority. 

 It is majority controlled in the interests of its primary mission, and is accountable and 
transparent. 

 It has clear rules in its governing document that its profits are reinvested in its primary 
mission (visibly through the business or into the beneficiary community), rather than being 
distributed to shareholders or owners.6 

 On dissolution, all remaining assets are reinvested in another organisation with similar aims 
and objectives. 

 
New social enterprises may be at the stage of trading and profit criteria being goals rather than 
a reality. 
 

Values 

 
Social enterprises are businesses based on the core values of: Social enterprises are 
businesses based on the core values of: 
 

 self-help 

 self-responsibility 

 democracy 

 equality 

 equity 

 solidarity 
  
 
In the tradition of the movement, social enterprises should behave towards others (including 
each other) in line with the ethical values of: 
  

 honesty 

 openness 

 social responsibility 

 caring for others 

  

                                            
6 Certain types of social enterprise may be ‘honourable exceptions’ to the zero dividend norm, but 

this number is very small. 
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Appendix 2 - Social enterprise – markets and trends 

 
Data about social enterprises specific to Greater Manchester is currently very sparse. This 
analysis therefore draws on national data.7 
 
The figures for social enterprises below do not include large social enterprises with 250 or 
more employees, which are likely to be significant in terms of numbers employed and turnover. 
 

Business and markets 

 
Two-thirds of the UK small business population (or 3.65 million enterprises) are identified as 
traditional small and medium enterprises (SMEs) with predominant commercial and financial 
goals and no predominant social/environmental goals. 
 
It should be noted that, although not social enterprises, 22% of the UK small business 
population (or 1.21 million enterprises) are identified as socially-oriented SMEs. That is, SMEs 
that have social and/or environmental goals, but do not use surplus or profit chiefly to further 
these goals. These socially-oriented SMEs are sometimes described as ‘mission-led 
businesses’. 
 
Nearly 9% of the UK small business population are social enterprises. There are an estimated 
471,000 social enterprises in the UK. 
 
There are 99,000 social enterprises with employees and 371,000 social enterprise with no 
employees. Social enterprises employ roughly 1.44 million people. The majority of these are 
employees; the remainder are working owners and partners.  
 
74% of social enterprises earn more than 75% of their income from trading. 
 
Compared to traditional SME employers, social enterprise employers are somewhat larger in 
terms of number of employees and are more likely to have been operating for more than ten 
years. For instance, fewer social enterprise employers are micro businesses with one to nine 
employees (69% versus 83% of traditional SME employers), and more social enterprises 
employers are small with ten to 49 employees (27% versus 15% of traditional SME 
employers).  
 
Social enterprise employers are more likely than traditional SME employers to be operating in 
human-facing social service sectors (such as health, education and arts). Social enterprise 
employers also tend to be more likely to work in food and accommodation sectors compared to 
traditional SME employers, and less likely in business services sectors.  
 

                                            
7 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, Department for Business, Energy & Industrial 

Strategy (2017) Social Enterprise: Market Trends 2017 - 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/social-enterprise-market-trends-2017 

Temple N. (2017) The Future of Business. State Of Social Enterprise Survey 2017 (London: Social 

Enterprise UK) - https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/the-future-of-business-state-of-social-

enterprise-survey-2017 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/social-enterprise-market-trends-2017
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/the-future-of-business-state-of-social-enterprise-survey-2017
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/the-future-of-business-state-of-social-enterprise-survey-2017
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In terms of customers: 

 General public / individual consumers: The most common source of income for social 
enterprises is the general public: for 27% is it the main source of income. Roughly two-
thirds of social enterprise employers had individual consumers (69%) as customers in the 
past year. 

 Private sector: Social enterprise employers are significantly less likely to have private sector 
businesses as their customers compared to traditional SME employers (63% versus 71%). 

 Public sector: 60% of social enterprise employers report that they have public sector 
customers. This is significantly more than traditional SME employers (43%). Nevertheless, 
the public sector is the main source of income for only 20% of all social enterprises, 
although it is the main source for 59% of social enterprises with a turnover above £5 million. 
o It should be noted that one in eight social enterprises with public sector income is getting 

it via European programmes. 
 
Social enterprise employers are less likely to engage in exporting (17% versus 27% of 
traditional SME employers).  
 
Compared to traditional SME employers, more social enterprise employers generated a 
surplus or profit in the past year. Indeed, nearly all social enterprise employers generated a 
surplus (93% versus 76% of traditional SME employers). More broadly, 51% of social 
enterprises made a profit in the past year, with 20% breaking even. 
 

Start-ups, innovation and growth 

 
Social enterprise continues to do business differently, and to show considerable commercial 
resilience. It continues to outperform traditional SMEs against a range of business metrics 
such as turnover growth, innovation, business optimism and start-up rates. 
 
There remains a steady wave of start-ups coming through. Almost 40% of social enterprises 
are five years old or younger. 25% of social enterprises are under three years old, three times 
the proportion of start-ups compared to traditional SMEs (8%). 
 
Recruitment has slowed, with only 12% of social enterprises increasing the size of their 
workforce in the past year: almost one-third (30%) have had to reduce their number of 
employees. Optimism among social enterprises remains high, but has dropped in almost every 
region of the country since 2015. 
 
In terms of innovation, the proportion of social enterprises introducing a new product or service 
in the past year stood at 50%, while among traditional SMEs it had fallen to 33%. Social 
enterprise employers are more likely to innovate than traditional SME employers. Two-thirds of 
social enterprise employers innovated products or services (versus 43% of traditional SME 
employers) and half innovated processes (versus 19% of traditional SME employers). 
 
47% of social enterprises grew their turnover in the past year, compared to 34% of traditional 
SMEs. Growth patterns of social enterprise employers and traditional SME employers appear 
similar for both past and expected future growth in terms of both turnover and employees. 
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Social enterprise employers are, however, more likely to report a positive longer-term outlook, 
expecting growth over the next three years. 

People and communities 

 
Social enterprises are more likely than other businesses to be located in the most deprived 
areas - 28% are based in the most deprived communities of the country. 34% operate at a 
neighbourhood or local level, with a deep reach into communities: more than half say they 
actively involve their community in decision-making. 
 
Social enterprises are primarily local employers. 79% recruit over half of their staff locally; for 
58%, this is their entire workforce. 
 
Social enterprise also encourages inclusive employment. More than two-thirds (69%) of social 
enterprises are supporting individuals from disadvantaged groups, and 44% employ them. 
 
78% of social enterprises report paying the real Living Wage to their employees. The average 
salary of a social enterprise chief executive is £36,115. 
 
Social enterprises are much more likely than other businesses to have a diverse leadership. 
41% are led by women and 12% are led by Black Asian Minority Ethnic (BAME) people. 89% 
of social enterprise leadership teams have a female director, 34% have BAME representation 
and 36% have at least one disabled director. 
 

Evolution 

 
The social enterprise sector in the UK is thriving, with a huge proportion of start-ups and high 
expectations of growth. The UK’s considerable social enterprise sector is likely to swell in size, 
for three main reasons: 

 generational - related to young people’s attitudes to business and civic duty 

 economic decline - start-ups tend to increase during a recession 

 a shift in the plates of the UK economy - the blurring of traditional boundaries between 
private, public and voluntary sectors 

 

Challenges and support 

 
The top three reported obstacles for social enterprise employers are competition in the market 
(61%), regulations/‘red tape’ (58%) and taxation (49%), followed by recruitment/skills (39%), 
workplace pensions (28%) and UK exit from the European Union (28%). With a few 
exceptions, this pattern is similar for traditional SME employers.  
 
Social enterprise employers cite regulation/‘red tape’ and the national living wage more 
frequently as an obstacle to success than traditional SME employers, and late payment less 
frequently. 
 



 

                              

13 
    

 
BUSINESS FOR GOOD  |  STRATEGY FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISE IN GREATER MANCHESTER 2018 - 2021 
GMSEN  |  AUGUST 2018  

Hosted by 

Access to appropriate finance remains a major barrier to sustainability and growth for both 
start-ups and established social enterprises. Cash flow is also a significant barrier for social 
enterprises of all types. Demand for working capital remains high (42%), indicating a 
continuing pressure on margins and business models. 
 
Social enterprise employers were more likely to have sought finance in the past year than 
traditional SME employers (21% versus 14%); 34% of social enterprises sought finance in the 
past year, significantly ahead of their traditional SME equivalents. Over half (51%) of social 
enterprises are seeking finance under £100,000, and over two-thirds (68%) below £250,000. 
 
The reasons for seeking finance and the type of finance sought appeared to be similar for 
social enterprise employers and traditional SME employers. Although social enterprise 
employers were more likely to seek smaller amounts of finance than traditional SME 
employers.  
 
More social enterprise employers than traditional SME employers sought information or advice 
in the past year (53% social enterprise employers versus 31% traditional SME employers). 
 
Social enterprise employers were more likely than traditional SME employers to try and access 
information on day-to-day operations or strategic advice to help grow the business (35% social 
enterprises versus 21% traditional SME employers). 
 
Social enterprise employers tend to seek more advice than traditional SME employers from 
general business advisors/consultants, the internet, and university/education providers. In turn, 
traditional SME employers use accountants, banks and business networks as sources of 
information or advice more frequently than social enterprises. 
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Appendix 3 – Greater Manchester Social Enterprise Network 

 

Why 

Many significant decisions that affect social enterprise are being made at a Greater 
Manchester level. It is important that social enterprise can collectively engage at that level. 
 

Where 

The Network covers Greater Manchester: Bolton, Bury, Manchester, Oldham, Rochdale, 
Salford, Stockport, Tameside, Trafford and Wigan. 
 

Who 

The approach of the Network is rooted in and driven by the requirements of social enterprises. 
Support for social enterprise should therefore occur at the level closest to where it will have its 
effect. 
 
The Network must complement and encourage – and not duplicate, undermine or compete 
with – existing local or thematic networks and initiatives. It is a ‘network of networks’ – both 
geographical and thematic. 
 
Each network will govern itself. The Greater Manchester Network’s core steering group will 
seek to include a representative from all significant social enterprise networks in Greater 
Manchester. 
 
Any social enterprise in Greater Manchester may register with the Network. Every social 
enterprise will, however, primarily be encouraged to join or form its own local or thematic 
network. 
 

What 

The Network will, in partnership with others, develop a social enterprise strategy for Greater 
Manchester and work towards its implementation. 
 

How 

The Network will do only what is done best at a Greater Manchester level. It will encourage 
mutual support and collaboration at thematic and local levels. It will also connect and liaise 
with national social enterprise bodies.  
 
 
 
 


