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2. Context

This report hopes to increase awareness and 
knowledge of the availability, benefits and 
potential pitfalls of social investment reported 
by the Black, Asian & Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
social enterprise sector in the South West.

Social enterprise provides an alternative to 
the failures of the market-centred model 
of development. It differs from other areas 
of the public sector in its attempts to focus 
on areas not supplied or under-supplied by 
the government. They have a dual social 
and economic purpose and are focused 
around satisfying the social needs of local 
communities rather than maximising profit. 
While there is a risk of gentrification in more 
diverse areas, reduced financial resources 
mean we need to reshape our approach 
to collaborative working and recognise the 
interaction and interdependence of the 
public, private and VCSE sectors as each 
play a part in reducing inequality, recognising 
cultural diversity, and promoting sustainability. 

Why this study and why now?

Bristol has a strong social economy 
supported by infrastructure organisations 
such as Social Enterprise Works and Avon 
CDA. With the help of Triodos Bank, the Bristol 
Pound, the Bristol Bond “Backing our Bristol”, 
Bristol & Bath Regional Capital (BBRC) and 
others, Bristol has the largest social finance 
sector outside of London. A mapping of the 
sector by Social Enterprise UK in 2012, found 
600 enterprises with a turnover of £378 
million and 11,000 employees. Moreover, 
while Bristol is the fastest growing economy 
outside of London, this growth has not been 
inclusive. Research by the West of England 
LEP and RSA Inclusive Growth Commission, 
for example, identified that persistent 
cultural and socio-economic barriers still 
exist which make the financial sector seem 
inaccessible to BAME-led organisations. This 
report, therefore, presents the findings of 
the research aiming to explore engagement 
with BAME social enterprises in the South 
West. Recognising that there is currently 

very little coordinated support for the BAME 
social enterprise sector in both supporting 
access to investment, brokering those 
investment opportunities, and supporting 
the development of BAME social enterprises 
to a point where they are investment ready; 
this research seeks to explore the role social 
investment could play as an alternative 
source of funds in an ever-decreasing public 
sector investment environment. 

The depletion of the BAME voluntary sector 
over the last ten years as a result of policies 
of austerity means that there is a dearth of 
organisations who are social investment 
ready, and who are often lacking capacity for 
business model design and development 
to undertake the pre-bid application 
process, organisation management skills 
and tools, and an understanding of social 
investment options. A recent State of the 
Sector report (published in October 2018), 
in which 64% of organisations self-identified 
as Social Enterprises, reported that 80% of 
organisations had no directors from ethnic 
minorities in the South West. While nationally, 
76% have leaders which identified as white; 
this figure was 90% in the South West. 
Underscoring this is a lack of diversity within 
the social investment community and social 
enterprise support sector, which has given 
rise to a mono-cultured perspective on social 
enterprises. Moreover, the impact of austerity 
and funding cuts on the provision of services 
to the most disadvantaged communities 
means that the need for social enterprises 
to provide solutions for unmet social needs 
is great, and a market response is required 
to ensure that these social issues are not 
exacerbated. While the above provides a 
limited understanding of the problems facing 
BAME social enterprises, it is the hope that 
this research will ensure a more holistic 
approach to the understanding of the barriers 
to information and support for BAME social 
enterprises and investors. 

The report draws conclusions from both 
qualitative and quantitative data gathered 
via an online survey distributed amongst key 
actors involved in the BAME sector in the 
South West, followed by focus groups with 
community organisations and social investors. 



Engaging the BAME Social Enterprise Sector in Social Investment 5

The purpose of which is to discuss barriers 
to funding for BAME-led social enterprises, 
barriers for investment into BAME sector 
by investors, and to initiate a conversation 
around existing investment diagnostic 
tools. Interviews with social investors and 
social entrepreneurs at various stages of 
their journey adds depth to the research 
and allows for a more comprehensive 
understanding of the data.

Research project goals and main questions

The aims of the research are three-fold. 
Firstly, to undertake a research programme 
to map the existing BAME social enterprise 
sector across the South West providing 
data on the numerical size, the financial 
size (turnover and staff), the sectoral 
specialisms, the geographic locations of the 
BAME social enterprise sector in the South 
West, and identify barriers in accessing 
social investment. Secondly, to develop an 
appropriate diagnostic tool for use with BAME 
social enterprises to determine their specific 
needs in order to become investment ready. 
Thirdly, to produce a guidance document 
with key recommendations for social investors 
on how to improve their engagement with the 
BAME social enterprises in the South West. 
Ways in which this research may support 
access to investment and the development of 
BAME social enterprises include:

 • ●Increased awareness and knowledge 
of the availability, benefits and potential 
pitfalls of social investment reported by 
the BAME social enterprise sector in the 
South West;

 • Increased number of BAME social 
enterprises securing capacity building 
funding and social investment;

 • ●Improved understanding and knowledge 
of the barriers and challenges faced 
by BAME social enterprise sector in 
accessing social investment;

 • ●Improved/increased engagement of 
BAME social enterprises;

 • ●Improved infrastructure support to enable 
BAME social enterprise sector to access 
social investment;

 • ●Increase in BAME social enterprises that 
are investment ready;

 • ●An expansion of the BAME social 
enterprise sector across the South West;

 • ●This learning will give us 
recommendations that will help us to: 
be more inclusive in the design of our 
capacity building support; work better 
through others; and advocate in a more 
informed way.

The following questions guided this research:

 • ●What is the size and scope of the BAME-
led social enterprise sector in the South 
West?

 • ●What are the main support needs within 
the BAME social enterprise community 
that need to be addressed?

 • ●How accessible are social investment 
products to the BAME community?

 • ●What changes are needed to enable 
a better access of BAME social 
entrepreneurs to social investment?

 • ●How could BSWN support and develop 
the ecosystem for BAME-led social 
enterprises in the South West?

Definition of Social Enterprise

While ‘social enterprise’ is a highly contested 
term, indeed many of the study’s participants 
discussed the need to form a consensus 
around the definition, but there are agreed 
characteristics such as the need give primacy 
to social impact over profit maximisation. 
The report therefore uses the definition as 
identified by Social Enterprise UK who define 
social enterprise as:

Social enterprises are businesses with 
primarily social objectives whose surpluses 
are principally reinvested for that purpose in 
the business or in the community, rather than 
being driven by the need to maximise profit 
for shareholders and owners. 
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3. Methods

Very little research has been carried out 
regarding the barriers to social investment for 
the BAME community. Making sense of these 
barriers in the context of the South West 
(SW), requires an understanding a range of 
perspectives. This study therefore maintains 
that to understand the appropriateness of 
current interventions requires an awareness of 
interested parties’ perceptions. We therefore 
employed a qualitative-heavy mixed-method 
research design consisting of a survey, two 
focus groups and seven interviews. 

While the sample may be small, we aimed 
to capture the diversity of experience 
as opposed to a quantitative summary 
of findings. Because the focus of the 
research is on BAME-led organisations and 
entrepreneurs, participants were purposely 
sampled to represent the diversity of 
organisations such as the wide range of 
focus in education health or advocacy, and 
in age and turnover for example. Thus, every 
effort was made to ensure that the sample’s 
demographic characteristics represented 
those of the BAME-led social enterprise 
population. Purposive sampling is intended 
to be informationally representative versus 
statistically. Qualitative research makes no 
claim to generalisability but the fact that 
there was repetition among responses in 
the survey, focus groups and interviews 
perhaps illustrates the validity and thus 
representativeness of the findings. This 
saturation (where the addition of more 
participants does not yield any additional 
information) shows that while the study 
may have benefitted from a larger sample, 
this may not have resulted in any additional 
information. To what extent the findings relate 
to female-led enterprises is less clear but as 
is was not the focus of the study this as not 
perceived to be a problem and is perhaps an 
area for further research. 

The key findings obtained from the survey, 
interviews and focus groups are discussed 
in relation to the study’s central aims. The 
results therefore present the findings of the 

sector mapping, before moving on to discuss 
the barriers as identified by participants in 
the survey, interviews and focus groups. 
The transcripts served as primary sources 
of data which were thematically analysed. 
This led to a number of themes becoming 
apparent namely: resources, information, 
capacity, access and networks. In examining 
this further, three global themes emerged: 
accessibility, internal organisational capacity 
and culture. All participants were informed of 
the aims of the research, sent an information 
sheet, and completed consent prior to the 
participation. 

3.1 The Survey

The survey was designed with four key areas 
in mind, namely: 

 • To identify the features of the 
organisations and therefore of the sector;

 • To identify the perceived barriers and 
challenges for BAME social enterprises in 
accessing social investment;

 • To identify those social enterprises 
seeking expansion via social investment 
funding;

 • To identify issues of accessibility which 
would therefore inform the development 
of an ‘investment readiness diagnostic 
tool

Before being questioned on their perceived 
barriers to social investment, entrepreneurs 
were asked ten questions regarding the 
characteristics of their organisations including, 
the legal constitution of the organisation; its 
age; the social and/or environmental needs 
addressed; their target age group; area 
served (geographic); turnover; asset-base; 
profile of the founder; and financial support 
options accessed. 

3.2 The Focus Groups

The first focus group aimed to initiate a 
conversation around existing investment 
diagnostic tools, provide an opportunity to 
discuss barriers to funding for organisations, 
and the barriers for investment into BAME 
sector by investors. The three main themes 
for the discussion included: potential for 
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social investment and accessibility and 
the challenges around accessing social 
investment for BAME organisations. The 
second focussed on culture within the 
sector and its influence on social investment 
whether through language, investment 
options, or social impact. The third theme 
of the discussion looked at investment 
readiness and the role of social investors in 
delivering infrastructure support. Contributors 
included representatives from:

Hosted by Rob Mitchell – Creative Media 
Producer, Firstborn Studios CIC, the second 
focus group was targeted at community 
organisations in West of England (Bristol, 
Bath, and South Gloucestershire) with the aim 
of identifying barriers to social investment by 
BAME social enterprises. Contributors to this 
focus group included representatives from:

 • Bristol & Bath 
Regional Capital

 • Power to Change
 • Resonance

 • Big Society 
Capital

 • Big Lottery Fund

 • Phoenix Social 
Enterprise

 • Ujima
 • Campaigner 

for survivors 
of trauma and 
injustice

 • Street to 
Boardroom

 • Cognitive Paths

 • Don’t Touch My 
Hair

 • A starting 
enterprise helping 
young people 
with creative 
expression

 • Bristol Black 
Carers
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3.3 The Interviews

In order to strengthen our analyses, we 
also conducted semi-structured interviews. 
This allows for triangulation of the research 
findings from the interviews, focus groups 
and survey thereby adding depth to the data 
and verifying the inferences made. In order to 
anonymise those who participated please see 
the table below which lists the coding used:

Characterisation of the Social Enterprises 
of our interview sample:

We interviewed seven social entrepreneurs, 
five led by male social entrepreneurs and 
two by female social entrepreneurs. Despite 
our efforts and attempts for a better gender 
and location balance in our sample – towards 
including more female social entrepreneurs 
and social enterprises outside of Bristol – 
we didn’t manage to go beyond one case 
in each group. The group that our sample 
was selected from was informed by BSWN 
network. Below are some details of the 
characteristics of our sample:

C1 to C5

P1 to P8

S1 to S7

SI

AD

BO

Refers to contributors in the 1st 
Focus Group

Refers to participants in the 2nd 
Focus Group

Refer to the seven social 
entrepreneurs interviewed

The social investor who was 
interviewed

The interviewee from 
the advisory business 
(multinational ethical bank)

The interviewee from 
the regional brokerage/
intermediary organisation
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Table 1: Characteristics of the interview sample

Social 
Enterprise

Legal 
Form

Location Age 
(years)

Assets Area of 
Work

Leader’s 
Gender

Leader’s 
Ethnicity

Applied for 
Investment?

Phoenix

Cognitive 
Paths

Babbasa

91 Ways

Ashley 
Community 
Housing

Integr8UK

Ujima

Charity & Ltd 
by guarantee

Ltd by 
guarantee

CIC

Charity & Ltd

Ltd by 
guarantee

CIC

CIC

Easton, 
Bristol

St Pauls, 
Bristol

St Pauls, 
Bristol

Bristol

Easton, 
Bristol

Devon

Bristol

Yes

No

No

No

Yes

No

No

Education, 
training, 
business 
development

Education 
and Business 
Development

Youth 
empowerment 
(employability 
opportunities)

Uniting people 
through food

Refugee 
resettlement 
and 
employment 

Uprooted 
individuals to 
create positive 
change

Media 
company

Female

Male

Male

Female

Male

Male

Male

Black

Black

Black

Asian

Black

Asian

Black

No

No

No

No

Yes

Yes

Yes

21

2.5

5 (incorporated), 
8 (unincorporated)

3

10

3

10
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4. Findings from the 
Survey

As shown in Figure 1, the majority (43%) of 
the surveyed enterprises are Community 
Interest Companies, with just over 25% 
unincorporated, and the remaining 
organisations identifying as limited by 
guarantee (22%), limited by shares (5%), 
and charities (5%). More than half of the 
organisations (58%) are under 5 years old, 
indicative of the youthfulness of the sector. 
Whilst the social and environmental needs 
addressed by the sector varied greatly, the 
vast majority focused on educational needs 
as shown in Table 2.  While greater focus is 
placed on the Bristol area, most organisations 
served the greater South West region 
including: Bath, Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, 
Somerset, Dorset, Devon and Cornwall. 

The survey revealed that the majority of 
BAME social enterprises are young, do 
not own assets and are mainly reliant 
on grants, despite seeking alternative 
sources of funding. One of the aims of 
the research has been to identify the 
resources available in the sector which 
revealed that 67% of respondents do not 
own any assets. The majority therefore 
reliant upon grants, investment and/or a 
business model supplying enough income 
to sustain themselves. Half of the group are 
‘not really’ aware of social investment and 
74% never applied for it, despite the same 
percentage reportedly having undergone 
social investment training. A similar 
proportion was observed in one of the focus 
groups, with only three out of ten social 
entrepreneurs confirming that they would 
know how to access social investment. The 
survey revealed that a lack of awareness, 
knowledge and information were the 
main reasons for not applying to social 
investment, followed by lack of capacity, 
opportunity and the cost of debt. This also 
resonates with 40% of the respondents who 
considered accessing support to develop 
the BAME social enterprise sector among 
the challenges they face. This could lead 
to questions about the efficiency of such 
trainings and how adjusted their language 
and approach are for different target groups. 
Social entrepreneurs in the focus group also 
explored in more depth the issue of a lack of 
human resources arguing that many social 
enterprises usually only have “one person 
to manage everything” (P8). Moreover, 
there were key concerns regarding their 
capacity to generate income in order to 
make repayments. The vast majority of 
organisations reported a turnover of below 
£30,000 (illustrated in Figure 2), indicating 
a reliance on other forms of income to 
sustain the business. This is supported in 
Figure 3 which reveals that while 41% used 
personal funds and social investment, the 
majority of respondents accessed grants. 
Crowdfunding, sponsorship, income 
generation, and commissions were however 
also cited as financial support options 
accessed by the various social enterprises.

Figure 1: Legal constitution of the organisations

Table 2: Needs addressed by the organisation

Energy

Food

Homelessness

Housing

Refugees

Rehabilitation

Welfare Advice

Financial Inclusion

Art & Design

Advocacy & Campaigning

Mental Health

Other

Health & Wellbeing

Education

5.26

5.26

5.26

5.26

5.26

5.26

10.56

15.79

26.32

26.32

42.11

47.37

52.63

68.42

Area of Work Responses (%)

Charity CIC Ltd by Shares UnincorportaedLtd by Guarantee
0%

5%

10%

15%
20%

25%
30%

35%

40%

45%
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When asked to rank support types required 
in order to apply for social investment, 
learning about social investment was given 
top priority. Pre-bid support and writing a 
proposal for an investor was ranked slightly 
below this, while organisation management 
skills and tools support was given less 
acknowledgement. The prioritisation of 
pre-bid support and proposal writing clearly 
illustrates a lack of capacity with regards to 
the application process and is supported by 
Figure 3 where the majority of respondents 
cited a lack of internal organisational 
capacity, a lack of intermediaries between 
communities and social investors, as well 
as a lack of awareness in social investment 
options as their greatest challenges. While 

a lack of diversity in the social investment 
sector was given less priority, and difficulties 
in accessing support to develop the BAME 
social enterprise sector was selected by over 
40% of respondents. Given equal weight was 
the absence of a hub for the BAME social 
enterprise community. Respondents were 
then asked to select the three main areas 
in which they required support and place 
these in order of priority (Figure 4). While 58% 
of respondents marked leadership skills as 
their lowest priority; organisational capacity, 
social investment and partnerships were 
prioritised as one, two and three respectively 
– Illustrating a desire for networking, skills 
matching and funding support.

Figure 2: Turnover of organisation

Figure 3: Challenges faced as a BAME-led social enterprise or social entrepreneur

Figure 3: Financial support options already accessed

Lack of Readiness Programmes

Absence ofa  HUb for teh BAME Social Enterprises

Difficulties in Accessing Support for BAME Social Enterprises

Lack of Support to Transition from Charity to Social Enterprise
Lack of Intermediaries betweeen Communities & Investors
Lack of Inclusivity in Social Investment Products

Diffucultites in Complying with Criteria for Social Investment

Difficulties in Accessing Social Investors

Lack of Awarness in Social Investment Options

Lack of Diversity in the Social Investment Sector

Lack of Internal Organisational Capacity

GrantsUnder 
£5,000

Under 
£10,000

Under 
£30,000

Under 
£45,000

Under 
£60,000

Under 
£100,000

Loans Other Personal 
Funds

Social 
Investment

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

0%0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%
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5. Key Challenges 
Identified in Interviews 
& Focus Groups

As shown in Figure 1, the majority (43%) of 
the surveyed enterprises are Community 
Interest Companies, with just over 25% 
unincorporated, and the remaining 
organisations identifying as limited by 
guarantee (22%), limited by shares (5%), 
and charities (5%). More than half of the 
organisations (58%) are under 5 years old, 
indicative of the youthfulness of the sector. 
Whilst the social and environmental needs 
addressed by the sector varied greatly, the 
vast majority focused on educational needs 
as shown in Table 2.  While greater focus is 
placed on the Bristol area, most organisations 
served the greater South West region 
including: Bath, Gloucestershire, Wiltshire, 
Somerset, Dorset, Devon and Cornwall. 

5.1 How Accessible is Social Investment?

We started the focus group with social 
entrepreneurs off with a question on their 
thoughts of social investment. While only 
three out of ten focus group participants 
confirmed they would know how to 
access social investment, most of the 
responses reflected a lack of understanding 
regarding the investment sector and the 
options available to them more generally, 
using words such as “confusion” (P4) and 
“compromise” (P9). Participants argued 
that many social enterprises only have, 
“one person to manage everything” (P8) 
and therefore do not have the resources to 
complete the “lengthy, complicated process” 
(P9) of applying for investment. One, for 

Figure 4: Areas requiring support (in order of priority) 

example, noted that “funding applications 
aren’t easy, they take time, they take 
resources which costs money before you 
even start” (P3). All contributors reiterated 
the need for more engagement with 
investor networks and assistance with 
the funding application process. What is 
required, therefore, is facilitation, reaching 
out, and needs assessments, as opposed 
to just investment products.

Seven out of 
ten focus  
group 
participants 
didn’t know 
how to 
access social 
investment.

Leadership 
skills

Social 
Investment

Networking Partnerships Organisational 
Capacity

0

1.6

3.05 3.05

3.58 3.68

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3
3.5

4



Engaging the BAME Social Enterprise Sector in Social Investment 13

Defining 
Characteristics

Ranked highest in terms of support required 
to apply for social investment:
Learning about available options

Ranked highest in terms of overall support 
needed:
Organisational capacity

74% 
have never 

applied for SI69% 

73% 

68% 

62%

53%

of social enterprises were under 5 years old

had a turnover under £30,000

focus on education

poor or on-existent 
relationship with 
social members

not aware of social 
investment options 
avaialable

58% 42%

Assets
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Are the diagnostic tools of social 
investors a barrier to access for BAME-led 
organisations?

Due to the social impact focus of many 
investors, the conversation with this group 
centred around impact and an organisation’s 
ability to measure this. Intermediaries are 
required to look at organisations who are 
impact management ready and it was 
argued that many are not, which leads to, 
“intermediaries having to do a lot of work 
ensuring they are” (C4).  Equally, investors 
agreed that requiring intermediaries to get 
impact learning data from organisations is not 
always in the interests of the organisations 
and serves only to “make the funder look 
good in terms of the collection of data” (C4). 
When asked about the broader challenges 
to diagnostic tools, participants identified 
the need to “identify their unique approach 
[because] if they try to fit into a western 
narrative, they will be out marketed.” (S1). Due 
to its very nature of being a social enterprise, 
“it needs to be equitable and by trying to be 
equitable, you’re forsaking on price (you’re 
delivering products and services at a reduced 
rate)… those things draw on resources… which 
makes it a very challenging sector” (S3). Early 
investment and assistance in understanding 
how to charge for their services could 
mitigate some of these challenges.

“It needs to be equitable and 
by trying to be equitable, you’re 
forsaking on price… which makes 
it a very challenging sector”

What do the partnerships, network and 
social capital of these organisations look 
like?

When it comes to partnerships and networks 
built among BAME social entrepreneurs, most 
of our interviewees complained about their 
fragmentation. Reasons presented for that 
were:

 • A lack of capacity and skills to engage 
with opportunities;

 • Organisational sovereignty and 
competition for sources and resources; 

 • Diversity of organisations, lack of 
communication and relationship issues;

 • Demands of their social goals can drive 
organisations to work in silos.

At every stage of the business conception, 
being able to access networks, build 
partnerships and develop social capital is 
crucial. Some of them have little connection 
with local actors and operate in a more 
selective way as their goal is to expand to 
national and international markets in order 
to access other types of funding. Increasing 
visibility with local intermediaries and 
investors was seen as a common challenge 
for entrepreneurs but many lack “the time 
and capacity to follow through [on] activities” 
in order to “build relationships” (S3), a 
resource that is more available in developed 
organisations versus younger social 
enterprises. 
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What are the support needs and views on 
current support available in the ecosystem?

Here, we considered how the participants 
viewed the current support they were able 
to access in the ecosystem and how satisfied 
they were with that. Participants agreed that 
having more options in terms of support was 
necessary, particularly in terms of responding 
to its diversity. Targeting the different 
groups and support their different demands 
accordingly is important whilst keeping the 
message simple because, “people don’t even 
know about some of these possibilities, that’s 
the problem” (S5). They therefore advocated 
for a process where they could pitch their 
idea before officially starting the application 
process. Participants were however wary of 
an over-dependency on local institutions to 
access funding, support and the unhelpful 
limitations imposed by the boundaries of the 
VCSE sector arguing that they are, “always 
trying to get the money from someone 
who keeps taking it away from them” (S2). 
Participants argued that grants and funding 
are often, “awarded because the person 
knows somebody” (S3) and therefore saw a 
role for a facilitator. When considering the 
support types required in order to apply 
for social investment, learning about social 
investment was given top priority, with 
pre-bid support and writing a proposal for 
an investor ranked slightly below this. The 
issue regarding learning, therefore, seems 
to be crucial alongside the facilitation of 
bid writing, which could be addressed by a 
better engagement between social investors 
and local intermediaries, such as brokerage, 
advisory and catalyst organisations in order to 
support social enterprises building capacity 
and getting ready for social investment.

Are these challenges BAME-specific?

Among the main challenges faced by BAME 
social entrepreneurs: a lack of internal 
organisational capacity, intermediaries 
between communities and social investors, 
and awareness of social investment options 
were identified as the greatest ones. Many 
saw social investment as an option to grow a 
business as opposed to something which can 
be used in the initial stages when they most 

need it.  Whether these issues are BAME-
specific was a dividing question throughout 
the research, but overall, social entrepreneurs 
related its root causes to the systemic and 
institutional racism which continue to have 
an impact upon their successes (or lack 
thereof). The lack of information-sharing and 
consultation were seen to be BAME-specific. 
One investor pointed out that, “accessibility is 
not just programmatic or societal. Community 
business is rooted in local geographic 
communities and representation is therefore 
crucial” (C2). While issues of race and class 
are intersectional, “scrutiny is higher when it 
comes to the BAME community” (P7). One 
social investor was, however, not convinced 
that “the reason the BAME sector is not 
engaging with [the] support is any different 
to why others are not” (C4), but as another 
noted, “it’s a useful discipline to look at 
BAME inclusion as a litmus test of reach” (C5). 
What the former illustrates, however, is that 
responsibility for engagement is placed on 
the social enterprises themselves.

These contrasting views are supported by 
the interview findings where entrepreneurs 
highlighted underlying structural challenges 
which are difficult to tackle. Social capital 
and networks are a crucial precondition 
for opportunities for investment but the 
areas in which BAME communities are, and 
thus where their businesses are, reflects 
the challenges they face. Equally, social 
and cultural backgrounds can impact 
on how social entrepreneurs relate to 
social investment such as certain faith 

“Scrutiny is 
higher when 
it comes to 
the BAME 
community”
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communities and interest-bearing money. 
While expectations should not be shifted for 
BAME organisations, an understanding of 
the difference in approach and the context 
in which those organisations provide their 
services should be considered. Currently, 
the standardised processes of intermediary 
organisations are not responsive to the 
size and nature of BAME social enterprises 
because consultants have historically looked 
at investment readiness, but it was asserted 
that the focus is increasingly being placed on 
health/diagnostic checks which, as well as 
providing an understanding of the financials, 
look at purpose and impact. This new focus 
would assist interested social entrepreneurs 
in realising their organisation’s potential and 
what advice and resources to seek to best 
support their organisation at its current stage.
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Accessibility

The 
problems are 
intersectional

The approach 
is different 
for BAME 

organisations

Most participants 
use the word 

compromise 
to describe social 

investment

The nature BAME 
organisations and 
their services they 

often deliver means 
they are often smaller 
and less likely to have a 

product to sell

SI should provide needs 
assessments not just 
investment products

Only 3 out 0f 10 participants knew how to 
access social investment

A strategic network is 
required to pool resources

Investment is 
required to establish 
not just expand

“Using social 
investment is suicide”

“You’re talking 
about getting to the 
moon, we’re talking 
about getting into 

management positions”

Support is required:

with applications that are 
complex

right from the beginning, 
not just once SI has been 
applied
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5.2 Culture in Social Investment

In order to strengthen our analyses, we 
also conducted semi-structured interviews. 
This allows for triangulation of the research 
findings from the interviews, focus groups 
and survey thereby adding depth to the data 
and verifying the inferences made. In order to 
anonymise those who participated please see 
the table below which lists the coding used:

Is the approach used by social investors to 
assess the BAME sector inclusive?

While one investor made reference to 
the need to recognise the structural 
conditions which need challenging; the 
conversation was dominated by answers 
at the programmatic level. Echoing points 
previously made, participants in the investors’ 
focus group remained focussed on the 
burden placed on investment teams when 
collecting data arguing that, “it is not useful 
for investment teams to collect ethnicity [and] 
places a burden on the teams” (C4). While 
some saw inviting representatives from the 
BAME community to their boards as a step 
toward further inclusivity, others were more 
passive in their approach to the ecosystem 
and did not have a specific focus on targeting 
BAME candidates, arguing that: 

“To be honest, if we had a really good 
entrepreneur from an ethnic minority 
background and all the other things were 
in place, we would see that as a brilliant 
bonus because it would be like wow, this 
is great! Someone from an ethnic minority 
background actually presenting us with a 
credible proposal that meets all our other 
criteria (AD).”

Participants conceded that while more work 
needed to be done in the sector in terms of 
increasing the amount of BAME-led social 
enterprises and BAME social investors, that 
representation was poor in consultation 
meetings regarding the BAME community.

Is there more which can be done around 
the ethnic diversity of social investors 
staff and client base?

The social investor interviewed argued 
that ethnic diversity does not seem to be a 
concern for many investors. For the social 
investor, the problem with changing the 
pattern of a majority of white men ‘in the 
room’ is that social investment reflects 
mainstream finance which, in his opinion, is 
also predominantly white. The interviewee 
from the advisory business stated that their 
business is solely formed by older, white, 
middle-class people because these are the 
people that can afford to ‘give something 
back’. These contributors argued that 
when they advertise a new position in their 
organisation, they seem to only attract white 
middle-class university educated graduates. 
The advisory business interviewee made it 
clear that when it comes to their client base, 
their focus is around “gender diversity and 
attracting younger people”, not necessarily 
ethnicity. 

While there are enterprise facilitators who 
stimulate the development of provision, 
services need to be developed from within 
the community. Participants, therefore, 
saw a critical need for more BAME people 
in infrastructure organisations and the 
investment sector more broadly.

Changing the 
pattern of a 
majority of 
white men ‘in 
the room’
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The structural conditions need challenging becouse

Culture

“many feel as though 
the conversation 
is led by the white 
middle class”

The issue is 
perhaps more 

to do with 
class than race

Representation 
is poor in 

consultation 
meetings

There are challenges in changing the 
composition of board members because 
of the institutional members and 
inherited board members

BAME-led social 
enterprises tend 
instead to respond to 
a  need and therefore 
develop without  
start-up money

Social investment 
refelcts mainstream 

finance which is 
predominantly white

Many who start a 
social enterprise are 

financially secure and 
therefore have some of 

the start-up funds.

Social investment is a 
tool for development 
rather than a means 
to an end

It’s not about creating a one-
size-fits-all solution, the BAME 
community is made up of diffrent 
cultures and cummunities
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5.3 Internal Organisational Capacity

Knowledge, systems development and 
people (availability and skills) were all 
noted as key challenges to capacity, but 
social capital was central to the discussion. 
As discussed by one entrepreneur, “mass 
change requires capital, but more specifically 
social capital. You have to be in a certain 
space to get the support you need” (P5). In 
order to achieve the collective change and 
collaboration necessary to facilitate support, 
entrepreneurs envisioned multiple genre-
specific spaces (needed to accommodate 
different organisational specialties) within 
an umbrella organisation that “can match 
[them] to the relevant places” (P2). These 
features were reproduced among the areas 
in which the survey respondents most 
required support, such as partnerships. This 
was reiterated by focus group participants 
who saw access to information and networks 
as crucial preconditions for opportunities 
for investment. Participants argued that 
capacity building and governance in social 
enterprises cannot be funded by repayable 
investments because they start ‘on the 
back foot’ by not being able to charge the 
full price for their services when compared 
to conventional businesses. It was argued 
that those who often seek to affect change 
in the social and public realms, by starting 
a social enterprise or charity, tend to be 
financially secure and are therefore able 
to devote the time (full-time hours) to the 
organisation to get it ‘up and running’. BAME-
led enterprises, however, do not have that 
start-up capital and their entrepreneurs more 
often than not have a ‘day job’. Moreover, 
recognition of the administrative costs of 
servicing an investment and of delivering 
on an investment in smaller organisations 
when their turnover may not allow for 
that is important. The challenges are very 
clearly around financial, human and data 
resourcing but most organisations “… don’t 
have the capacity and we don’t have the 
revenue to feed that initial capacity” (P7). One 
entrepreneur stated that:

‘In order to access social investment, you 
require assets or a service you are going to 
sell, which not all social enterprises have. If 

someone could sit with me and tell me how 
to market my products to generate income, 
social investment may be on my radar. (P8) 

An alternative to an asset is a business 
model which generates enough income and 
enables independence from funders, whether 
through the provision of a service which 
brings income or by providing additional 
services to sustain a non-profitable one. 
Service users’ needs are varied, and those 
needs can be capitalised by looking at the 
multiple barriers that they face and providing 
a service which helps them to overcome 
some of those challenges. The problem 
lies in balancing their social values with the 
need to sustain the business and therefore 
get a reliable revenue stream. Because they 
respond to a need, the cause comes first, 
and the business plan follows – it takes time 
to figure out how the organisation will be 
profitable. While engagement with social 
investment is improving, most organisations 
are small and rely heavily on volunteers and 
therefore do not have the capacity to engage.  
Engagement, however, is key for them to 
develop collaboration and networks in order 
to gather resources to tackle the complex 
issues in their agenda.

The perceived loss of independence 
accompanying social investment was a 
central challenge reiterated by all contributors 
who argued that, “Once social enterprises 
get the money, they can’t be themselves” 
(P9). While the social entrepreneurs cited 
recognition, sustainability and financial 
stability as important indicators for success, 
all discussed “the ability to chart one’s own 
destiny” (P8) as an important precondition; 
indicating a desired independence from 
funding. Capacity building must therefore “be 
more than just investment” (C2). It is clear that 
awareness needs to be raised regarding the 
options for social investment in the BAME 
community, and of the need for brokering 
between the system and the communities. 
Participants therefore listed the various areas 
which they believed would enable better 
access of BAME-led social enterprises to 
social investment:
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 • Better information distribution
 • Strategy support
 • Neighbourhood partnerships
 • Income generation
 • Funding & bid writing

 • Skills & service matching
 • Training 
 • Mentoring
 • Individualised  support 

Internal Organisational 
Capacity
Key Barriers:
 • Bespoke support
 • Internal goverance
 • Business development

“Capacity 
building must 
be more than 
investment”

“It’s a lack of 
time. Service 
deliverers just 
don’t have the 
time!”

There is a lack 
of BAME people 

within infrastructure 
organisations

Social entrepreneurs 
want recognition of 
the administration 

costs of delivering on 
an investment

Social investment 
was seen as a 

debt as opposed 
to an investment

Perceived loss of independence 
is a central challenge for a social 
enterprises when thinking about 
applying for social investment

While genre specific 
spaces are needed, so 
is a space to enable 
better collaboration

The terms of the application 
need to be altered - smaller 
organisations do not have 
the turnover to service large 
investments

A facilitator role is required - this could 
mitigate some of the barriers faced by 
BAME social enterprises
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6. Recommendations

One of the main suggestions was around a 
place-based approach to social investment. 
Social investors tend to be centralised 
in London and should be engaging and 
partnering more with local groups such 
as, local brokerage organisations and the 
city council for example, to reach local 
communities and ensure that the issues and 
diversity of these areas are being covered. 
While they acknowledged that approaches 
such as the One City Plan are necessary to 
prioritise long-term plans, a place-based 
approach is crucial in acknowledging the 
variations within areas. Moreover, that funding 
should target specific communities such 
as BAME social enterprises. While they 
recommended training on unconscious bias 
to tackle some of the issues discussed, they 
suggested “partnering with people such as 
BSWN, to act as their agents on the ground 
(…)” (BO). Expanding the access and reach 
of educational events such as ‘Let’s Talk 
Good Finance’, from Big Society Capital, to 
introduce people to social investment and, 
thus, better tackle its complexity was seen 
as an important solution to issues around 
access, networks and misconceptions around 
social investment. 

Identifying and promoting role models within 
the BAME community to “raise their profile 
and gain prominence” was also seen as an 
important step in promoting diversity within 
the sector. Equally, assisting the BAME 
community in building their own networks 
and “plugging them into the system” may be 
a more proactive way to “close the deficits 
in the current social investment system” (SI). 
One participant for example argued that, “the 
system has been created in certain ways by 
certain individuals following certain patterns 
of behaviours so there are groups that 
probably won’t conform to those systems. 
Others argued against a dogmatic approach 
to social investment in terms of assessing 
good governance or good responsibility 
and changing that from, “a majority of 
White privileged defined one to the more 
representative of the multi-complexity of 

the different cultures that we have” (SI). 
Others recommended a streamlined, less 
complicated approach to social investment 
more broadly arguing that,

‘For someone who wants to set up a business 
it’s hard enough anyway […] I just want to set 
up a business that is going to do good, can 
you just let me do that? So, I think yes, I am 
a believer in social enterprise of course, but I 
think it needs to be put into context (BO).’

Participants, in all areas of the research, 
reiterated the importance of partnerships. 
While a lack of coordination, participation 
and resources hinders sustainability, social 
capital – by sharing resources, co-developing 
capacity, engaging stakeholders and 
reaching consensus – can ensure these 
obstacles are overcome. The research has 
however found a fragmented network in 
which most BAME social enterprises work 
in silos and have very few partners. While 
not all BAME organisations are going to be 
able to collaboration, due to having different 
outlooks or ways of operating, there is 
call for a social enterprise network. There 
are of course challenges to this, such as 
organisational sovereignty and competition 
for the same resources, which leads to 
difficulties in providing a network between 
social enterprises. Participants therefore 
expressed the desire for a greater role for 
intermediaries who could provide needs 
assessments, platforms for collaboration and 
alternative forms of funding. Equal weight was 
given to the importance of an infrastructure 
organisation whose responsibility would 
be to foster and sustain collaboration. In 
terms of the BAME Hub, as pointed out 
by an influential intermediary in Bristol, it 
should serve primarily the BAME community, 
but also mix the networks and promote 
connections across the “power, monetary 
and intellectual” groups in order to bring 
change. This suggestion was echoed by 
some social investors who recognised not 
only the importance of network building 
within the BAME community but also the 
need to “plug them into the system”. Finally, it 
is essential that the BAME Hub and network 
are connected to key local institutions such 
as the city council and universities in order to 
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influence policy making and access resources 
around research, skills development and 
capacity building. To summarise:

 • Business development and strategy 
support

 • Targeted capacity building support 
(income generation, funding and bid 
writing support)

 • Targeted fund for BAME social 
entrepreneurs – a mix of grants and 
repayable loans

 • Interest-free or low-interest financial 
products

 • Better representation and inclusion within 
social investment sector including in 
decision making processes

 • Training on unconscious bias to funders
 • Access to role models and mentoring 

opportunities
 • Better networking opportunities for BAME 

social entrepreneurs
 • Awareness raising and better information 

distribution
 • Strategic network to understand needs 

of individual organisations, resources 
available and coordination of support

 • Place-based approach to social 
investment
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Recommendations for BSWN and 
phase 2 of the project:
All participants agreed that BSWN needed to be empowered to drive 
change, take the recommendations forward, and connect with other 
organisations in the UK. For the entrepreneurs, a key point when 
thinking about enterprise and investment was around social networks 
as reiterated throughout this report. However, in order to succeed, it was 
suggested that a network needs to be clear about its focus, direction 
and action plan or it will fail as previous social enterprise networks in the 
region have. 

Participants hope to see a deliverable initiative with a budget, 
timeframe, and physical space in order to capitalise on the current 
window of opportunity. Thereby, ensuring the issue does not remain 
exclusively within policy and research.
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Expectations of the BAME Hub
Reactions were overwhelmingly positive regarding the need 
for a physical hub as part of BSWN strategy for the BAME 
sector. Some argued that, “there are parts of the city that BAME 
people don’t even connect with and don’t go to” and, thus, 
to site a hub in a “local environment where you know people 
feel comfortable” is not a bad thing. Participants discussed not 
only the need for the hub, but the importance of that space 
becoming a “vessel to access”. In other words, how it can provide 
access to finance, social capital, and data. For that to work, they 
agreed that the leadership of the space should be networked 
into the spaces of power and opportunity. In this sense, while 
access to space, networking, equipment and other resources 
provided by the hub are important, the leadership of the space 
was considered central, and attention should be drawn to the 
BAME community for this. Concerns were raised over a BAME 
hub acting as a catalyst for further separation along racial lines 
in the sector, but others argued that there are hubs which are 
exclusively for certain sectors (such as IT) of which this would 
be no different. Another stated that while the location should be 
to serve primarily the BAME community, it should also ensure 
that connections are made between all people on the basis of 
“power, monetary and intellectual” resources in order to avoid 
what might otherwise be a “dangerous road” (BO).


