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Introduction

Social enterprises in recent times have become an important feature of modern economies because of their attempt to combine economic activities and social values. Unlike other economic institutions, where the only aim is to maximize profit, social enterprises are usually set up for specific reasons, such as tackling social, environmental, and/or community issues through sustainable economic activities (Martin & Osberg, 2007). 

Social enterprises are therefore unique in that they operate in the interface of the private, public, and voluntary sectors and attempt to reconcile economic and social values. The emergence of social enterprises has been driven by the growing awareness of issues such as inequality, exclusion, and environmental concerns, as well as the failure of governments and markets to deliver socially.

However, it should also be mentioned here that aside from these innovative and mission-based solutions that are being offered by social enterprises, there are certain practical and strategic difficulties in their way as well. 

These difficulties are related to the hybrid nature of these social enterprises that are making it more challenging to attain sustainable growth in comparison to other business structures (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2013; Bogdanova, 2020). On the other hand, there are certain opportunities too that can be attained by these social enterprises in terms of innovative consumer values, partnerships, and interest in socially responsible business models (Booth, Shin & Gomezelj Omerzel, 2019). 

This essay aims to examine the opportunities and difficulties that are being encountered by social enterprises through a SWOT analysis. It aims to begin with the strengths and weaknesses of social enterprises as internal factors.


Strengths of Social Enterprises

One of the most important strengths of social enterprises is that they have a robust social mission and vision. Unlike other profit-oriented enterprises, social enterprises have a mission to solve social, environmental, and community issues. This is one of the most important strengths of social enterprises. As Martin and Osberg (2007) have argued, social entrepreneurs have a significant role to play in identifying social value creation opportunities and developing innovative solutions to solve social issues. Social enterprises have a focus on social value creation, and this is one of the most important strengths of social enterprises.

Another significant strength of social enterprises is their innovative nature. Social entrepreneurs usually operate in areas where other organizations have failed to come up with effective solutions to the problems at hand. In most cases, areas of operation include poverty alleviation, healthcare, and community development. Neubaum et al. (2009) argue that social entrepreneurs are guided by ethical values and a passion for solving societal problems. This gives them the impetus to think outside the box and come up with innovative solutions to the problems at hand.

In addition, social enterprises benefit from high levels of engagement and trust within communities. This is since, for social enterprises, there is a close link to communities and society. This means that they can easily build trust with various people, including customers and volunteers. This is likely to boost their image and encourage people within communities to support them. This is because people tend to support entities that focus on social issues and not just financial issues.

Moreover, there are numerous social enterprises that focus on incorporating sustainability into their businesses. According to Booth, Shin, & Gomezelj Omerzel (2019), social entrepreneurship can focus on promoting sustainable development by incorporating economic activities with environmental and social sustainability. In essence, by addressing social issues in a financially sustainable manner, social enterprises can play a critical role in promoting sustainable development. These strengths explain the importance of social enterprises in addressing social issues in modern society.

Weaknesses of Social Enterprises

Even though social enterprises have been instrumental in making a significant impact in society, they have several weaknesses that might affect their success in a negative way. One of the weaknesses of social enterprises is that they find it difficult to strike a balance between social objectives and financial sustainability. This is because, unlike traditional businesses that focus solely on making a profit, social enterprises must ensure that they achieve both social impact and financial sustainability at the same time. 
This might affect decision-making in a way that it conflicts with the social mission of the business. According to Bogdanova (2020), social enterprises often find it difficult to ensure that they have a stable financial position while still focusing on their social mission.


Another key weakness of organisations is associated with resource dependency. Resource Dependency Theory posits that organisations are not entirely autonomous, and, in most cases, they require external stakeholders such as governments, donors, customers, and investors for financial support and legitimacy. About social enterprises, this dependency can expose an organisation to operational vulnerability in cases where the sources of finance change or become scarce. Social enterprises, in most cases, operate on a mix of donations and trading income, and this makes their financial position uncertain and unstable (Bogdanova, 2020). Although this can be mitigated by diversification of income sources, it can also make an organisation more complex and administratively burdensome.


Social enterprises may face challenges due to their dual nature of operation. Social enterprises often operate in the areas of private, public, and non-profit sectors. This dual nature of operation can bring challenges in terms of governance and strategic directions. According to the Institutional Theory, organisations are expected to function within the framework of the environment in which they are set up. Sometimes, such factors can be restrictive in terms of institutional pressures (Agrawal and Hockerts, 2013). 

Social enterprises often try to bridge the gap between social and commercial goals. This can bring dual pressures from different stakeholders. In such cases, it becomes challenging for social enterprises to establish their identity in terms of performance.

Moreover, there may be management skills and capacity issues in social enterprises. Social entrepreneurs are often highly motivated by their ethics and the need to bring about social change; however, they may not possess the skills required to grow their businesses. This can prove to be a problem in areas such as financial management, marketing, and operational management. Therefore, there are issues that even socially driven enterprises face in terms of growth and competition with other businesses.

These issues prove that although there are new ways of solving social problems in society through social enterprises, there are challenges that need to be overcome in order for them to succeed.

Opportunities for Social Enterprises

Social enterprises operate in an environment that is characterised by various external factors, some of which present opportunities for their growth and development. One of the key opportunities for social enterprises is based on the growing demand for organisations that help in solving various social and environmental problems. In various countries in the world, for instance, it has been evident that traditional markets and governments have failed in their attempts to solve some of the prevalent problems in society, such as poverty, unemployment, and exclusion. Based on this, it is evident that market and state failure theory provides an argument for the development of social enterprises as a way of filling the gap that is created by the failure of markets and governments in some instances. Social enterprises, therefore, have an opportunity for development in various fields, including healthcare, education, and environmental conservation.




Other Important opportunity is the level of support from different governments and policy makers. In fact, different governments have been able to realize and see the potential of social enterprises in addressing different social issues and promoting sustainable development. It is possible for the support to be in different forms, such as funding and grants. According to the Political Expediency Theory, different governments can perceive social enterprises as an alternative in addressing different social issues without incurring any cost in their budget. In this regard, social enterprises will be of great importance in promoting social service delivery by different governments.

Another area of growth for social enterprises is in partnership opportunities. Social enterprises can partner with non-governmental organisations and businesses, and this will help them access more resources and networks. According to institutional theory, organisations change to respond to their institutional environment through partnerships and alliances that help them gain more legitimacy and access more resources (Agrawal & Hockerts, 2013). Social enterprises can therefore grow through strategic partnerships and alliances to reach more people socially.


Additionally, the growing awareness of consumers regarding ethical business practices provides further opportunities for social enterprises. Today’s consumers are more inclined to support businesses that exhibit social responsibility and have a significant impact on society. Booth, Shin, & Gomezelj Omerzel (2019) highlight that sustainability and ethical business are becoming major contributors to innovation in social entrepreneurship. This change in consumer behaviour can be beneficial to social enterprises in terms of attracting consumers who are more focused on social impact as well.

Based on these opportunities, it can be concluded that social enterprises are working in a supportive environment where they can grow further.




Threats Faced by Social Enterprises

Despite the increasing recognition of the role and value of social enterprises in helping to solve social problems, social enterprises are still faced with several external threats that can impact their sustainability and development. One of the main external threats is the increasingly competitive environment in which social enterprises operate. Even though social enterprises are guided by a social mission, they still operate in a competitive environment, and their main competitors are traditional organizations and charitable organizations. This makes it challenging for social enterprises to access the required finance to support their activities and expand their social mission. Bogdanova (2020) noted that a lack of financial stability is one of the main challenges faced by social enterprises, especially in cases where the source of finance is unstable.

Another major threat is linked to the institutional and regulatory setting. Social enterprises normally operate under a setting that is originally designed for business organisations or non-profit organisations. This could pose a challenge, as social enterprises have both business and social objectives. According to Institutional Theory, organisations have to operate within structures, and these structures could pose limitations to organisational operations and strategies (Agrawal and Hockerts, 2013). There is no recognition of hybrid organisational structures, and this could pose administrative challenges to social enterprises.

Other potential threat for social enterprises is economic instability. Economic instability might mean that, in times of economic recession, governments will be less likely to fund social programs and donors will have less money available for supporting social programs. Social enterprises, as they rely on external sources of finance and/or partnerships, might be significantly impacted by economic conditions. Moreover, economic instability might mean less demand for certain products or services provided by social enterprises, especially if they operate in competitive markets.




In addition, organisational legitimacy and stakeholder trust could pose another challenge. Social enterprises must prove their social impact and financial accountability to win support from various stakeholders. If social enterprises fail to communicate their social impact and financial accountability, they could easily lose support from various stakeholders. According to Neubaum et al. (2009), social entrepreneurs could experience ethical and managerial challenges as they seek to balance complex stakeholder demands.

The threats have shown that despite the enormous potential social enterprises have for creating social change, they must operate within a complex and uncertain environment. Social enterprises must overcome these challenges if they are to sustain their social mission and remain financially sustainable.


Conclusion
In conclusion, social enterprises are becoming a crucial factor in the achievement of sustainable development goals and the creation of a sustainable environment. As illustrated in the SWOT analysis, social enterprises have several strengths, such as their social mission, innovation, and community engagement. On the other hand, social enterprises have several weaknesses, such as their limited financial resources and the complexity of their social and economic goals.

In addition, social enterprises have a few opportunities and threats. On one hand, social responsibility is being taken seriously in the community, and the government is supporting social enterprises. There is a need for sustainable and ethical business practices. On the other hand, social enterprises are faced with several challenges, such as their financial situation and the competition from other organizations.

However, social enterprises have a great potential for creating a sustainable environment and positive social changes, given their ability to combine social impact and innovation.
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