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9

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
1.0

INTRODUCTION

During the period February to June 2019 the Birmingham Social Enterprise City steering group
carried out a baseline survey of social enterprise activity in the city as part of building a more
robust evidence-base for our Social Enterprise City plans and activities. The aim was to help
illuminate the economic and social contribution of social enterprises and especially the ways in
which they are able to unlock additional social value.
Using existing contact and caseload lists from iSE and Birmingham & Solihull Social Economy
Consortium (BSSEC), internet searches and publicly accessible sources including the register of
Community Interest Companies and Companies House, a master-list of 564 social enterprises
was identified. An online survey link was heavily promoted to the social enterprises on this
master-list. In the final stages of the survey telephone chasing was also utilised to increase takeup.
Special thanks for their efforts with this survey are also due to Rebecca Giannelli at iSE, Louise
Cannon at UnLtd and Alun Severn at BSSEC. We also gratefully acknowledge The Barrow
Cadbury Trust, whose financial support made the survey possible.
1.1

Completion Levels & Sample Size

After responding to the filter questions, the base sample eligible (and able) to complete the
questionnaire was 77 (41.9% of those beginning the survey).
This base sample of 77 social enterprises completing the survey equates to 13.65% of the
identified Birmingham social enterprise population (564). Where appropriate, numerical totals
(e.g. for volunteer-hours or jobs created) are multiplied by a factor of 7.32 to arrive at a figure
applicable to the whole of the identified social enterprise population.
2.0

KEY FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY

2.1

Trading

1)

75% of social enterprises engage in trading activities and 25% say they do not. This
illustrates to those who are still sceptical that the vast majority of social enterprises are
‘real businesses’ that regard themselves as trading enterprises.

2)

The concept of ‘trading’ remains problematical, however. Significant numbers of social
enterprises are not clear whether what they are doing constitutes ‘trading’. The
confusion arises particularly amongst those social enterprises that are winning contracts
that enable them to deliver services in the marketplace. Some social enterprise staff do
not consider this to be trading. While it is true that they are probably not ‘selling’ their
services to their end-users they are nonetheless competing in the open market to secure
the resources that will enable these services to be delivered and this should therefore be
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regarded as trading. We need to work on this in the context of SE City.
2.2

Levels of income earned from trading

3)

74% of social enterprises earn at least 25% of their income from trading; 26% do not. In
Birmingham, this is in keeping with there being a high proportion of newer, younger
social enterprises that have been operating for less than three years (see 2.3 below).

2.3

Age of social enterprises in Birmingham

4)

The social enterprise sector in Birmingham is characterised by a high proportion of
newer, younger social enterprises.

5)

Almost 41% of social enterprises in Birmingham have been formed in the past three
years. This is a substantial increase in this age-band and is higher than both the national
comparator figure of 21% (The Future of Business: State of Sector survey 2017, SEUK),
and the figure from the Digbeth Social Enterprise Quarter survey (2014) of 21%. This has
implications for the continuing support and development of the sector in Birmingham,
for social investment providers, and for policy-makers. Looked at positively, it is evident
that many have found Birmingham to be a good place to start a new social enterprise:
the data suggests that we have a young and new-start social enterprise level that is
almost double the national figure (Birmingham: 41%; national SEUK figure: 21%). This
increase in the youngest age-band may be attributable to the fact that over the past two
years or so iSE has accessed increased resources for new-start support programmes.
New-start support is also available through the School for Social Entrepreneurs Midlands
and UnLtd.

6)

The 4-10 years age-band (34%) is comparable with the national profile (36%). But the
over-10 years age-band in Birmingham (25%) appears substantially lower than the last
available national figure (40%).

2.4

Turnover levels

7)

The high proportion of social enterprises that have been operating for 3 years or less is
reflected in the turnover profile of the sector. 38% of social enterprises have turnover in
the £0-£24k a year range, indicating that they are still in the early stages of trading and
income-generation.

8)

Other turnover-levels from £25k to £400k are fairly evenly distributed, ranging from 12%
to around 6% as one approaches £400k. There is a significant thinning out from £401k to
£1m, with very few social enterprises represented in these turnover bands.

9)

The only available national comparator figures (from SEUK’s 2017 survey) suggest that
the sector in Birmingham may be lagging behind in terms of growth. For example, SEUK’s
survey found 19% of social enterprises falling into the £100,001 to £250,000 band; and
21% into the £250,001 to £1m band.

10)

In the Birmingham sector there is also a substantial grouping – almost 10% – of wellPage 4 of 33

established social enterprises with turnovers of over £1m.
11)

Enabling a greater proportion of social enterprises to scale-up and enter the turnover
bands £500k-£1m should be a priority as the Birmingham-wide sector is thinly
represented here.

2.5

Trade sectors

12)

The five most populous trade sectors for social enterprise in Birmingham are:
Education & training
Health, social care & welfare
Community development & regeneration
Advice, counselling & guidance
Creative, digital & media

52%
41%
26%
18%
18%

13)

Retail in the Birmingham-wide sector is of increasing significance at almost 10%, but
smaller than the national comparator figure of 16% (SEUK survey, 2017).

14)

This survey confirms – as have others – that social enterprises are under-represented in
manufacturing, with 0% social enterprises falling into this category in Birmingham and
only 1% nationally.

2.6

Staffing levels

15)

In keeping with the high representation of younger and new-start social enterprises that
have been operating for 3 years or less, we see a spike – almost 39% – in the number of
social enterprises that do not yet employ staff. This has serious implications for the
support, development and capacity of social enterprises at the smaller end of the
spectrum in Birmingham. It should also be noted, however, that iSE reports an increase
in the number of individuals it is supporting for whom social enterprise is a second
business or an alternative career post-redundancy. If, as this suggests, some individuals
are essentially ‘part-time social entrepreneurs’ or are starting a new social venture
around an existing job, this too may help account for the almost 39% of respondents not
yet employing staff. Again, this marks an important emerging trend in the sector.

16)

The next most populous group is that employing 1-5 staff, at almost 32%.

17)

While just over 19% of social enterprises employ 6-12 staff, there is again a marked
thinning out in the number of social enterprises employing 13-50 staff. This can be
assumed to correlate in broad terms with the fact that medium-sized social enterprises
in Birmingham – i.e. those with turnovers between £401k and £1m – are thinly
represented.

18)

In the context of SE City we should try and identify ways of assessing whether there is
potential for growth and scaling-up in the sector that will bring more enterprises into the
‘medium bands’ of staffing (13-50 staff) and turnover (£500k-£1m), because the sector is
very thinly represented here.
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2.7

Job creation/job losses

19)

54% of the sector saw no change in their staffing levels during the preceding two years,
but:
•
•
•

20)

37% of respondents created an additional 87 FTE staff posts, and
9% of respondents made redundancies, reducing their staff levels by a total 27 FTE
posts.
The net total jobs created during the preceding two-year period by social enterprises
in our sample was therefore 60.

If these patterns were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise
population then:
•
•
•

663 FTE jobs would have been created in the previous two years.
198 FTE jobs would have been lost in the previous two years.
The net job creation would have been 465 jobs in the two years to date.

2.8

Social enterprises as living wage employers

21)

The majority of social enterprises (59%) already pay the living wage. 26% do not
currently pay the living wage but plan to, while 14% are unable to pay the living wage
and have no immediate plans to do so.

22)

Birmingham City Council has just launched a campaign which it hopes will see
Birmingham become the first English city achieving ‘real living wage city’ status, as part
of the Living Wage Foundation’s “Making Living Wage Places” scheme. We should make
efforts to incorporate this “Real Living Wage Birmingham” campaign into SE City and
build on the strong commitment to fair pay that already exists amongst social
enterprises.

2.9

Spend with other social enterprises

23)

86% of social enterprises make some spend with other social enterprises. In our sample
this totalled £2,270,185.00 a year.1

24)

If this pattern of spend were reflected across the whole of the identified social
enterprise population then the sector as a whole would be spending almost £16.62m a
year in social enterprise inter-trading.

2.10 Use of volunteers
25)

64% of social enterprises utilise support from volunteers. For social enterprises

1

The base sample of 77 social enterprises completing the survey equates to 13.65% of the identified Birmingham
social enterprise population (564). In this and following instances, numerical totals (e.g. for volunteer-hours or jobs
created) are multiplied by a factor of 7.32 to arrive at a figure applicable to the whole of the identified social
enterprise population.
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responding to the survey, 377 volunteers are donating 5,338 hours every month –
equivalent to 64,056 hours a year. If valued at only £11.95 an hour this would be worth
£765,469 a year to the social economy.
26)

If these patterns were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise
population then:
•
•

Almost 2,760 volunteers would be donating 39,074 hours a month – equivalent to
468,888 hours a year.
If valued at only £11.95 an hour this would be worth over £5,603,211 a year.

2.11 Reinvesting in the business
27)

69% of social enterprises reinvest a sum each year in the business. The total reinvested
by the sample responding to our survey is £765,200 per year.

28)

If this pattern were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise
population then this reinvestment would be worth £5,601,264 a year.

2.12 Reinvesting to achieve social mission
29)

69% of social enterprises confirmed that they do reinvest each year in achieving their
social mission. The total sum reinvested each year in achieving social mission by the
sample responding to our survey is at least £4,036,400.

30)

If this pattern were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise
population then this reinvestment would be worth £29,546,448 a year.

2.13 Identifying and reporting social impact
31)

We have long recognised that many social enterprises still struggle with the language
and concept of 'social value', despite the fact that the legislation enshrining social value
as a legitimate consideration in public procurement -- the Public Services (Social Value)
Act 2012 -- has been in force for seven years. We therefore chose to use the more
familiar language of 'social impact'. The aim was to allow respondents to describe – and
ideally quantify – the three social impact achievements they considered most important
to their enterprise and which best illustrate their work.

32)

By and large this did not work. Relatively few respondents quantified their key social
impact achievements and it is evident that many social enterprises have made very little
progress in devising ways to articulate – let alone measure – their social impact. Many
know what their activities are intended to achieve but few can point with confidence to
the consequences of their work – what has changed, who has benefitted and how. To
see such little progress in enterprises’ abilities to articulate their social impact (or social
value) is disappointing. However, it must also be acknowledged that none of the surveys
we have been involved in have been successful in formulating workable questions in this
regard. It may simply be that surveys are just not the right medium for such questions: if
respondents don’t have the information to hand at the time the survey is received, then
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the likelihood is that they will either skip the question or answer it with a generality.
33)

In the context of SE City, therefore, we should return to basics and do some support
work that will help social enterprises:
•
•
•

Clearly explain their social purpose.
Clearly explain how their trading activities help achieve this social purpose.
Identify key social impact headlines which enable them to determine the
effectiveness of their actions, with specific emphasis on:
o The consequences of their actions;
o What changes and how;
o Who benefits.

iSE has in the past worked with individual social enterprises to help them capture and
explain key impact or social value outcomes in a simple infographic. Such an approach
has some merit because once coached in this, enterprises can subsequently replicate it
for themselves.2 Similarly, in 2016 BSSEC published a presentation entitled Are you
under-reporting your social value? How to identify social value in your contracts &
services.3 Perhaps in the context of SE City something along these lines could be devised
to offer basic guidance around social impact reporting. There is a huge range of
resources available online regarding social impact and social value, but in practice this is
part of the problem: enterprises generally lack the time to navigate these resources and
make an informed assessment about methods that might work for them.

2

This approach was tested as part of the preparation for the Birmingham Social Enterprise City on the 15th
November 2018. iSE helped social enterprises attending to produce infographic posters showcasing their impact
and social value. There is a link in this post on the BSSEC blog from which a zip file of all the infographics can be
downloaded: http://bssec.org.uk/special-feature-birmingham-social-enterprise-city-official-launch-was-a-night-toremember/.
3

Are you under-reporting your social value? How to identify social value in your contracts & services (BSSEC, 2016).
Links in this blog post: http://bssec.org.uk/a-free-presentation-to-help-you-identify-your-social-value-and-reportit/. Direct link: http://bssec.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Identifying-SV-v2.0.ppt.pdf.
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All data
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1.0

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE CITY: BASELINE SURVEY – CONTEXT

During the period February to June 2019 the Birmingham Social Enterprise City steering group
carried out a baseline survey of social enterprise activity in the city as part of building a more
robust evidence-base for our Social Enterprise City plans and activities.
Using existing contact and caseload lists from iSE and Birmingham & Solihull Social Economy
Consortium (BSSEC), internet searches and publicly accessible sources including the register of
Community Interest Companies and Companies House, a master-list of 564 social enterprises
was identified.
The online survey (prepared using Survey Monkey and kindly hosted on UnLtd’s Survey Monkey
account) was promoted as widely as possible to this master-list of contacts using bulk and
personalised emails, BSSEC blog postings and chaser calls by telephone throughout the survey
period.
The purpose of the survey was explained to recipients in the following terms:
Birmingham is now recognised by SEUK as a Social Enterprise City and as part of our
long-term plans for taking forward Birmingham’s Social Enterprise City status we are
undertaking the first ever baseline survey of social enterprise in the city. This will help
build a robust evidence base that can strengthen fundraising, investment, influence
policy and create opportunities for the sector. You can support this effort — and the
sector — by completing this questionnaire.
It is important to note that the aim of the survey was not to ‘map’ the geographical distribution
of social enterprises, nor to develop (and subsequently maintain) an exhaustive database of all
social enterprises in Birmingham or the wider city region. We knew that such aims would be
beyond both the capacity and resources available to us. Rather, the aim was to capture data
from a significant and representative sample of trading social enterprises, thus enabling a more
detailed picture to be developed of the economic and social contribution social enterprises
make to the Birmingham economy and to local communities.
Special thanks for their efforts with this survey are also due to Rebecca Giannelli at iSE, Louise
Cannon at UnLtd and Alun Severn at BSSEC. We also gratefully acknowledge The Barrow
Cadbury Trust, whose financial support made this survey possible.
1.1

Methodology

It is important to note that we developed this survey having learnt from similar exercises
conducted over recent years for the Digbeth Social Enterprise Quarter and the Greater
Birmingham & Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership (GBSLEP). We deliberately used the same
‘filtering’ questions as the national survey periodically undertaken by SEUK to enable some
comparability.
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These filter questions were as follows:
1.

Are you based in Birmingham?

2.

If no, do you trade in Birmingham?

3.

Do you engage in trading activities?

4.

Are these trading activities undertaken in order to fulfill a social purpose rather
than personal profit?

5.

Do you derive at least 25% of your income from these trading activities?

Only enterprises answering yes to all of these questions were able to progress to full completion
of the survey questionnaire. Thus it can be seen that the sample of social enterprises from
which this data derives fully meet our criteria: they are based in or conduct a proportion of their
trading activity in Birmingham; they are trading for social purpose rather than personal profit;
and they derive at least 25% of their income from these trading activities.
Completion Rates & Sample Size
The survey was promoted to a base of at least 564 identified social enterprises.
A total of 184 enterprises attempted to answer the questionnaire. After responding to the filter
questions, the base sample eligible (and able) to complete the questionnaire was 77 (41.9% of
those beginning the survey).
This base sample of 77 social enterprises completing the survey equates to 13.65% of the
identified Birmingham social enterprise population (564). Where appropriate, numerical totals
(e.g. for volunteer-hours or jobs created) are multiplied by a factor of 7.32 to arrive at a figure
applicable to the whole of the identified social enterprise population.
We are very satisfied with this response rate because it is substantially higher than the typical
response rates received by the vast majority of public surveys.
1.2

Survey Questions as Issued

The survey asked the following questions:
BIRMINGHAM SE CITY – BASELINE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE
Part 1: About your business
1.

Are you based in Birmingham?

2.

If no, do you trade in Birmingham?

3.

Please enter your postcode.

4.

Do you engage in trading activities?
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5.

Are these trading activities undertaken in order to fulfill a social purpose rather
than personal profit?

6.

Do you derive at least 25% of your income from these trading activities?

7.

Please enter your business name.

8.

The length of time you have been trading (0-3 years; 4-10 years; over 10 years).

9.

Please enter which turnover band your enterprise falls into (£0-£24k; £25-50K;
£51k-£100k; £101k-£200k; £201k-£300k; £301k-£400k; £401k-£500k).

10.

Please tick which trade/ sectors you operate in (categories: Advice, counselling &
guidance; Agriculture & horticulture; Arts, culture & heritage; Business services;
Commercial services; Community development & regeneration; Creative, digital
& media; Education & training; Employment; Environment; Financial services;
Health, social care & welfare; Hospitality, catering, food; Housing; Law, criminal
justice system & civil rights; Manufacturing; Retail; Social club; Sport &
Recreation; Transport; Youth services).

11.

How many Full-time equivalent (FTE) staff do you employ? (Categories: We do
not employ any staff; 1-5; 6-12; 13-20; 21-30; 31-40; 41-50; over 51 staff.)

12.

In the two years to date, have you: Increased staff (by how many FTEs);
Decreased staff (by how many FTEs); or No change in staffing.

Part B: Your social impact
13.
Are you a living wage employer?
14.

On average, how much do you spend with other social enterprises per year in £?

15.

Does your social enterprise use volunteers?

16.

If yes, how many volunteers per month are involved in total?

17.

Please estimate how many hours are donated in a typical month by all of your
volunteers in total.

18.

On average, how much per year do you reinvest in your business?

19.

On average, how much per year do you reinvest in achieving your social mission?

20.

In your own words, please describe your social purpose.

21.

In your own words please describe three headline outcomes that best illustrate
the social impact of your work in the last twelve months.

22.

In order to be entered into a prize draw and to confirm you are happy to be
contacted in the future about Birmingham’s Social Enterprise City plans and
Activities please complete your contact information: Name; Company; Email
Address; Phone Number.

23.

Are you happy for us to visualise the data you have provided to give an
illustration of the sector in Birmingham?
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2.0

SURVEY RESPONSES TO INDIVIDUAL QUESTIONS

Of the total sample (184) prior to filtering, the overwhelming majority – almost 90% – were
based in Birmingham. This suggests that our initial identification of possible social enterprises
was well targeted. It also tends to reinforce what we know from other survey exercises – that
Birmingham offers one of the largest concentrations of social enterprises outside of the capital.
Please note the progressive drop-out of survey starters between the filter questions Q1-Q6,
arriving at the base sample of 77 enterprises meeting all criteria and completing the
questionnaire.
Q6 (Do you derive at least 25% of your income from these trading activities?) is the pivotal
question. A benchmark figure of 25% of income from trading usefully establishes a clear
expectation of trading while not excluding newer and emerging social enterprises that may still
be earning substantial levels of income from other sources, such as grants or donations. 25%
traded income has been a benchmark figure used widely in other social enterprise surveys,
including for the Digbeth Social Enterprise Quarter (2014), the Greater Birmingham & Solihull
LEP and SEUK’s periodic ‘state of the sector’ surveys.
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A much smaller proportion of the sample answered this question, but of those that did (19),
68% conduct their trading activities in Birmingham.

There was a very large drop-out on this question. 147 participants did not answer; 37 did.
Consequently – and as we expected might be the case – it therefore doesn’t tell us anything
very useful about geographical distribution of social enterprises in Birmingham.
If in subsequent ‘refreshes’ to this survey we want to know more about specific geographical
distribution, then this approach would need rethinking.
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Given that we made significant efforts to ensure that the survey targeted trading social
enterprises, it is significant that of the overall sample almost 25% said that they did not regard
themselves as ‘trading’.
Conversely, 75% of those answering confirmed that they do engage in trading activities and this
is a significant figure: it illustrates to those who are still sceptical that social enterprises are ‘real
businesses’ that the vast majority are – and regard themselves as – trading enterprises.
However, the concept of ‘trading’ remains problematical and we believe that significant
numbers of social enterprises are unclear about whether or not what they are doing is ‘trading’.
We tried to be clearer about this by reformulating the introductory text to the question (as can
be seen above). We specifically said that by ‘trading’ we meant “offering goods or services for
sale, whether to end-users, commissioners or under contract to third parties who pay for you to
undertake work”.
The confusion arises particularly amongst those social enterprises that are winning contracts
that enable them to deliver services in the marketplace. To judge by some of the responses to
the survey, it is evident that some social enterprise staff do not consider this to be trading.
While it is true that they are probably not ‘selling’ their services to their end-users they are
nonetheless competing in the open market to secure the resources that will enable these
services to be delivered and this should therefore be regarded as trading. If services (or other
activities) are funded by what is clearly a grant, then this rightly should not be considered as
trading.
This is more than just a semantic issue. The concept of trading is foundational as far as social
enterprises are concerned and social enterprise employees should have a better understanding
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of how the business they undertake is made possible. It would make for a more entrepreneurial
outlook or mind-set amongst staff. This is something that we need to try and do some education
and awareness-raising around as part of Social Enterprise City.

Of the overall sample, almost 95% state that their trading activities are undertaken for social
purpose rather than personal profit.
This is a significant result. While allowing for the apparent confusion regarding the question of
‘trading’ (as at Q4 above), the response to this questions tends to suggest an improved
understanding amongst social enterprise staff regarding the key issue of ‘trading for social
purpose’.
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This is a pivotal question. A benchmark figure of 25% of income from trading usefully establishes
a clear expectation of trading while not excluding newer and emerging social enterprises that
may still be earning substantial levels of income from other sources, such as grants. 25% traded
income is also the benchmark traded income figure used widely in other social enterprise
surveys, including for the Digbeth Social Enterprise Quarter (2014), the Greater Birmingham &
Solihull LEP and SEUK’s periodic ‘state of the sector’ surveys.
It is worth noting that in the only similar Birmingham-wide survey previously undertaken (2007)
it was found that only 17% of those responding were earning 50% or more of their income from
sales.4 This does at least suggest that over the past decade or so we have seen a significant
improvement in the continuing shift away from ‘grant reliance’ towards earned, trading income.
The 77 organisations confirming that at least 25% of their income derives from trading form the
base sample of the rest of this survey.

4

The social enterprise sector in Birmingham & Solihull: Key Facts & Figures, Be Birmingham/BSSEC (2007).
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While a record of the organisations that gave business names (71) has been maintained, it is
important that the data provided here is anonymous and for this reason individual respondents
are not named.

The responses to this question confirm that the most populous part of the sector continues to
be that comprising new-starts and young social enterprises.
Almost 41% of social enterprises have been formed in the past three years. This is a substantial
increase in this age-band and is higher than both the national comparator figure of 21% (The
Future of Business: State of Sector survey 2017, SEUK5), and the figure from the Digbeth Social
Enterprise Quarter survey (2014) of 21%. We knew anecdotally (from iSE and other provider
caseloads, and from SEUK national surveys) that there had been a spike in new formations, but
to find the proportion in the 0-3 years group as high as 41% certainly has implications for the
continuing support and development of the sector in Birmingham, for social investment
providers, and for policy-makers.

5

See: https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=a1051b2c-21a4-461a-896caca6701cc441.
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It is also likely that this large increase in the youngest age-band is in large part attributable to
the fact that over the past two years or so iSE has accessed increased resources for new-start
support programmes and has run three active programmes (one for women entrepreneurs, one
for health and care social enterprises, and one as part of the Use IT6 programme). Access to
new-start support is also available through the School for Social Entrepreneurs Midlands and
UnLtd.
While we have no direct comparator figures for the 4-10 and over-10 years age-bands it is worth
noting the following:
•

4-10 years age-band: Our sample is comparable with the national profile. The 2017 SEUK
survey found 36% of social enterprises in this age-band (Birmingham: almost 34%).
However, the Birmingham-wide figure appears substantially different to that which we
found in the DSEQ survey (2014) which revealed that almost 43% of social enterprises
fell into this age-band.

•

Over 10 years age-band: The Birmingham-wide figure of 25% in this age-band is
substantially lower than both the last available national figure of 40% (2017 SEUK
survey) and the local Digbeth figure of 33% (DSEQ survey 2014).

We can’t discount the possibility that the age-profile may be skewed simply as a result of the
profile of enterprises that chose to participate, but certainly on the surface it does seem to
suggest that the Birmingham-wide sector has a subtlely different age-profile, with a
preponderance of newer, younger and new-start social enterprises, a smaller proportion of
established social enterprises in the 4-10 years age-band, and a markedly smaller proportion in
the over-10 years age-band.
The key messages here, however, should be:

6

•

That the social enterprise sector in Birmingham is characterised by a significant
proportion (41%) of newer, younger social enterprises that have been operating for 3
years or less. This is the single most heavily populated age-band in the Birmingham
sector and this this has significant implications for the continuing support and
development of the sector.

•

It is evident that many have found Birmingham to be a good place to start a new social
enterprise: the data suggests that we have a young and new-start social enterprise level
that is almost double the national figure (Birmingham: 41%; national SEUK figure: 21%).

•

And that the availability of support for pre-trading and new-start social enterprises does
indeed have a significant impact and increases formation rates.

See https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/uia-cities/birmingham.
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In keeping with the findings from Q8 – that the most populous age-band in the sector is that of
social enterprises that have been operating for 3 years or less – it is perhaps no surprise to see
this reflected in the turnover profile. As we have a large proportion of young and new-start
social enterprises, we also have a large proportion that are still in the early stages of trading and
income-generation: the most populous turnover-band is £0-£24k p.a. with 38% of social
enterprises falling into this category.
Other turnover-levels from £25k to £400k are fairly evenly distributed, ranging from 12% to
around 6% as one approaches £400k. But then there is a significant thinning out from £401k to
£1m, with very few social enterprises represented in these turnover bands. The only available
national comparator figures (from SEUK’s 2017 survey)7 suggest that the sector may be lagging
behind in terms of growth. For example, SEUK’s survey found 19% of social enterprises falling
into the £100,001 to £250,000 band; and 21% into the £250,001 to £1m band.
In the Birmingham sector the next substantial grouping – almost 10% – is that of wellestablished social enterprises with turnovers of over £1m.
The key messages here should be that:

7

•

The turnover profile of the sector very much reflects the preponderance of younger and
new-start social enterprises that have been operating for 3 years or less: the most
populous turnover band being 38% of social enterprises with annual turnovers of £25k
or less. The continuing support, development, survival and sustainability of this
substantial cohort of younger, low-turnover has major implications for SE City and for
the continuing health of the sector.

•

Enabling a greater proportion of social enterprises to scale-up and enter the turnover
bands £500k-£1m should be a priority as the Birmingham-wide sector is thinly
represented here.

The Future of Business: State of Sector survey 2017, SEUK, p.16, ibid.
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It can be seen that the five most populous trade sectors for social enterprise in Birmingham are:
•

Education & training

52.05%

(38)

•

Health, social care & welfare

41.10%

(30)

•

Community development & regeneration

26.03%

(19)

•

Advice, counselling & guidance

17.81%

(13)

•

Creative, digital & media

17.81%

(13)

All trade sector categories ranked by size are in the following order (largest first):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Education & training 52.05% (38)
Health, social care & welfare 41.10% (30)
Community development & regeneration 26.03% (19)
Advice, counselling & guidance 17.81% (13)
Creative, digital & media 17.81% (13)
Hospitality, catering, food 16.44% (12)
Other 15.06% (11):
o Coaching and Training
o Animal interaction
o Community centre – space for hire
o Helping the Physical & Mental Wellbeing of others
o Consultancy
o Entertainment & Team Building
o Markets
o PR & Marketing
o Cleaning, gardening and maintenance
o Conferencing, Childcare
o Supporting the strategic development of the social enterprise sector
Arts, culture & heritage 13.70% (10)
Business services 13.70% (10)
Employment 10.96% (8)
Sport & Recreation 10.96% (8)
Youth services 10.96% (8)
Retail 9.59% (7)
Environment 9.59% (7)
Agriculture & horticulture 6.85% (5)
Housing 6.84% (5)
Commercial services 4.11% (3)
Social club 2.74% (2)
Financial services 1.37% (1)
Transport 1.37% (1)
Law, criminal justice system & civil rights 1.37% (1)
Manufacturing 0.00% (0)
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This suggests a slightly different profile to that which other surveys have indicated. For example:
•

Taken on a Birmingham-wide basis, the single most populous trade sector is Education &
Training at 52%. This very closely reflects the DSEQ survey (2014) which found 58% of
social enterprises in Digbeth fell into this category. The SEUK survey (2017), however,
found only around 11% of social enterprises active in this sector.

•

Health & Social Care is the next largest at 41%. This is substantially larger than the Health
& Social Care sector represented in Digbeth (21%), and larger still than the Health &
Social Care sector as revealed in the SEUK survey (2017), which was only 16%.

•

Retail in the Birmingham-wide sector is of increasing significance at almost 10%, but
smaller than the national comparator figure of 16% (SEUK survey, 2017).

•

This survey confirms – as have others – that social enterprises are under-represented in
manufacturing, with 0% social enterprises falling into this category in Birmingham and
only 1% nationally (SEUK survey, 2017).
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In keeping with the high representation of younger and new-start social enterprises that have
been operating for 3 years or less, we see a spike – almost 39% – in the number of social
enterprises that do not yet employ any staff. Again, this has serious implications for the support,
development and capacity of social enterprises at the smaller end of the spectrum in
Birmingham.
The next most populous group is that employing 1-5 staff, at almost 32%.
While just over 19% of social enterprises employ 6-12 staff, there is again a marked thinning out
in the number of social enterprises employing 13-50 staff. This can be assumed to correlate in
broad terms with the fact that medium-sized social enterprises in Birmingham – i.e. those with
turnovers between £401k and £1m (see Q9) – are thinly represented.
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The key messages here should be:
•

In keeping with a predominantly young sector, Birmingham has large numbers of social
enterprises earning less than £25k a year and not yet employing staff. In terms of
development, survival, capacity for growth and sustainability, this has serious
implications for SE City. It is also worth noting that iSE reports an increase in the number
of individuals it is supporting for whom social enterprise is a second business or an
alternative career post-redundancy. If, as this suggests, some social entrepreneurs are
essentially ‘part-time social entrepreneurs’ or are starting a new enterprise around an
existing job, this too may help account for the almost 39% of respondents not yet
employing staff. Again, this marks an important emerging trend in the sector.

•

We should try and identify ways of assessing whether there is potential for growth and
scaling-up in the sector that will bring more enterprises into the ‘medium bands’ of
staffing (13-50 staff) and turnover (£500k-£1m), because the sector is very thinly
represented here.

•

This confirms –as previously identified – that the key development issues for the sector
in Birmingham are:
o Growth, capacity, survival and sustainability of the youngest and smallest social
enterprises.
o Growth, scaling-up and expansion that will bring more social enterprises into the
‘medium bands’ of staffing (13-50 staff) and turnover (£500k-£1m).
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While 54% of the sector saw no change in their staffing levels during the preceding two years, it
should be regarded as encouraging that:
•
•

37% of respondents (25) created an additional 87 FTE staff posts.
9% of respondents (6) made redundancies, reducing their staff levels by a total 27 FTE
posts.

•

The net total jobs created during the preceding two-year period was therefore 60.

If these patterns were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise population
then:
•
•
•

663 FTE jobs would have been created in the previous two years.
198 FTE jobs would have been lost in the previous two years.
The net job creation would have been 465 jobs in the two years to date.8

8

The base sample of 77 social enterprises completing the survey equates to 16.4% of the estimated Birmingham
social enterprise population (471). Where appropriate, numerical totals (e.g. for volunteer-hours or jobs created)
are multiplied by a factor of 6.1 to arrive at a figure for the whole of the identified social enterprise population
(471).
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The majority of respondents (59%) already pay the living wage.9 When one considers that only
102 SMEs in the whole WMCA area are accredited ‘living wage’ employers and that 25% of all
workers in the Birmingham city region do not receive the living wage, it is encouraging that over
half of all social enterprises are already committed to being living wage employers.
26% of respondents do not currently pay the living wage but plan to, while 14% are unable to
pay the living wage and have no immediate plans to do so.
It is worth noting that Birmingham City Council has just launched a campaign which it hopes will
see Birmingham become the first English city achieving ‘real living wage city’ status, as part of
the Living Wage Foundation’s “Making Living Wage Places” scheme.10
It ought to be possible incorporate this “Real Living Wage Birmingham” campaign into Social
Enterprise City and build on the strong commitment to fair pay that already exists amongst
social enterprises.

86% of social enterprises confirmed that they make some spend with other social enterprises.
This is extremely encouraging, especially as, less than a decade ago, the amounts that social
enterprises were spending with each other in inter-trading appeared negligible.
It is even more encouraging, therefore, to see from this survey that those responding are
spending at least £2,270,185.00 a year with other social enterprises.
If this pattern of spend were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise
population then the sector as a whole would be spending almost £16.62m a year in social
enterprise inter-trading.
This represents a real success for the efforts made during recent years to raise awareness of the
importance of inter-trading in the sector as a route to increased turnover, new customers and
markets and supporting the social economy. It is helpful, for instance, to see that one of the key
messages of City Drive – buy from social enterprises – has clearly had some resonance in the
sector.

9

Although it should be noted that during the period when this survey was being conducted the ‘real living wage’, as
advocated by the Living Wage Foundation, rose to £9.00 (outside London).
10

For more on this see coverage on the BSSEC blog of Birmingham City Council’s recent living wage city event
(03/06/19) http://bssec.org.uk/birmingham-a-real-living-wage-city/ and the Living Wage Foundation’s ‘Making
Living Wage Places’ scheme https://www.livingwage.org.uk/news/making-living-wage-places-dundee-becomesfirst-uk-city-be-recognised-living-wage-ambition.
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Please note: this section combines answers to Q15, Q16 and Q17.
The previous surveys undertaken for the GBSLEP and then later for the Digbeth Social Enterprise
Quarter revealed volunteer involvement in the social enterprise sector to be of far greater
significance than had previously been recognised.
64% of social enterprises said they utilise support from volunteers. This is somewhat lower than
the usage of volunteers revealed amongst social enterprises in Digbeth by the 2014 DSEQ
survey, where 82% said they depended to some degree on support from volunteers. This may
be explained by the very strong concentration we know exists of very small and new start
enterprises in Digbeth – perhaps they have a greater need for volunteer support.11
For social enterprises responding to the survey, 377 volunteers a month are donating 5,338
hours every month – equivalent to 64,056 hours a year.
If valued at only £11.95 an hour12 this would be worth £765,469 a year to the social economy.

11

The 2014 DSEQ survey revealed that around 970 volunteers a month were donating the equivalent of around
84,000 hours a year to social enterprises in Digbeth.
12

This is the average hourly wage for Birmingham as calculated by Birmingham City Council in its briefing Average
Earnings 2018 (Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings 2018 All data is gross earnings (before tax and other
deductions). The figure of £11.95 is gross before deductions and is based on all workers – i.e. men, women, fulltime and part-time, all constituencies.
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If these patterns were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise population
then:
•

Almost 2,760 volunteers would be donating 39,074 hours a month – equivalent to
468,888 hours a year.

•

If valued at only £11.95 an hour this would be worth over £5,603,211 a year.13

69% of social enterprises confirmed that they do reinvest a sum each year in the business.
The total reinvested by these respondents is £765,200.00 per year.
If this pattern were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise population
then this reinvestment would be worth £5,601,264 a year.

69% of social enterprises confirmed that they do reinvest each year in achieving their social
mission.
The total sum reinvested each year in achieving social mission by social enterprises in our
sample is at least £4,036,400.00.
If this pattern were reflected across the whole of the identified social enterprise population
then this reinvestment would be worth £29,546,448 a year

13

This is the average hourly wage for Birmingham as calculated by Birmingham City Council in its briefing Average
Earnings 2018 (Source: Annual Survey of Hours & Earnings 2018 All data is gross earnings (before tax and other
deductions). The figure of £11.95 is gross before deductions and is based on all workers – i.e. men, women, fulltime and part-time, all constituencies.
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This question proved almost as problematical as the following question on social impact and
revealed that some social enterprises still have difficulties in succinctly and clearly articulating
their social mission. One-quarter (26%) of the base sample also skipped the question.
While there were responses that were admirably clear and concise, conveying a clear sense of
social purpose in a dozen or so words, a substantial proportion were long and lacked clarity. It is
clear that in the context of Social Enterprise City there is still work to be done in helping
individual social enterprise better articulate their social mission. This should serve as a timely
reminder to all of us that we should be able to articulate a clear social mission without jargon
and free of clichés. It is not as easy as it might at first appear.

A word of context is necessary. What we really wanted to examine here was social value. But we
know that for many social enterprises, the language and concepts of social value are still little
understood, despite the fact that the legislation which enshrines social value in public
procurement – the Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012 – has now been in force for seven
years.
Therefore, in devising this question we chose to use the more familiar language of social impact,
and the aim was to allow respondents to describe – and ideally to quantify – the three social
impact achievements they considered most important to their enterprise and which best
illustrate their work.
This did not work. Relatively few respondents quantified their key social impact achievements
and it is evident that many social enterprises have made very little progress in devising ways to
articulate – let alone measure – their social impact. Many know what their activities are
intended to achieve but few can point with confidence to the consequences of their work – what
has changed, who has benefitted and how.
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There has been considerable focus on social value since the passing of the Act but clearly these
efforts have not been altogether fruitful. In the context of SE City, therefore, we believe there is
a need to return to basics. It is important that social enterprises should be able to clearly
explain:
•
•
•

Their social purpose.
How their trading activities help achieve this social purpose.
The key social impact headlines which enable them to determine the effectiveness of
their actions, with specific emphasis on:
o The consequences of their actions;
o What changes and how;
o Who benefits.

It is worth noting that we do already have useful resources and approaches that can be drawn
on to support and coach individual social enterprises that may need help. For example, iSE has
in the past worked with individual social enterprises to help them capture and explain key
impact or social value outcomes in a simple infographic. Such an approach has some merit
because once coached in this, enterprises can subsequently replicate it for themselves.14
Similarly, in 2016 BSSEC published a presentation entitled Are you under-reporting your social
value? How to identify social value in your contracts & services.15 Perhaps in the context of SE
City this or something like it could be revisited to offer some basic guidance around social
impact reporting? There is, of course, a huge range of resources available on social impact (as
there are on social value) – but in practice this is part of the problem: enterprises generally lack
the time to navigate these resources and make an informed assessment about methods that
might work for them.
To see such little progress in enterprises’ abilities to articulate their social impact (or social
value) is disappointing. However, it must also be acknowledged that none of the surveys we
have been involved to date in have been successful in formulating workable questions in this
regard. It may simply be that surveys are just not the right medium for such questions: if
respondents don’t have the information to hand at the time the survey is received, then the
likelihood is that they will either skip the question or answer it with a generality.
Birmingham SE City steering group
iSE
BSSEC
V3.1 Final | 18/06/19

14

This approach was tested as part of the preparation for the Birmingham Social Enterprise City on the 15th
November 2018. iSE helped social enterprises attending to produce infographic posters showcasing their impact
and social value. There is a link in this post on the BSSEC blog from which a zip file of all the infographics can be
downloaded: http://bssec.org.uk/special-feature-birmingham-social-enterprise-city-official-launch-was-a-night-toremember/.
15

Are you under-reporting your social value? How to identify social value in your contracts & services (BSSEC,
2016). Links in this blog post: http://bssec.org.uk/a-free-presentation-to-help-you-identify-your-social-value-andreport-it/. Direct link: http://bssec.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Identifying-SV-v2.0.ppt.pdf.
Page 33 of 33

