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Executive Summary
The Big Issue creates income, financial security and social support for people who are homeless. The analysis draws on literature related to social enterprise models and ethics, sustainability, stakeholder theory, Theory of Change and Impact Measurement to analyse The Big Issue’s mission, operational model, stakeholder engagement, value creation and long-lasting impact. The analysis demonstrates that The Big Issue creates transformational outcomes through providing a path to income, creating social connections and empowering individuals. The Big Issue’s Hybridity model demonstrates that utilising a market-based approach can be an effective way to provide support to a marginalised population while also enhancing the community’s awareness of homelessness.











Mission, Strategic Approach and Organisational Logic
The Big Issue was created to address homelessness by allowing homeless individuals to earn income by selling magazines. The organisation’s purpose exemplifies a hybrid social enterprise model, where commercial activity can bolster a social purpose (Nyssens, 2021). The Big Issue’s core principle of “a hand up, not a handout” infuses dignity and decision-making into its approach.
The Big Issue maintains a well-defined theory of change linking magazine sales to vendor income to vendor support services to long term individual development. Literature on the Theory of Change underscores the importance of linking activities to long-term outcomes when developing accountability and learning (Dart & Gates, 2024; Raimi et al., 2022). The Big Issue intentionally structured vendor support to be based on access to stable employment and housing. 
The complexities of ethics define much of The Big Issue’s work. Some of the biggest barriers to supporting people who are homeless are their mental health, addictions and social exclusion issues. As such, the research shows that when an organisation works with vulnerable populations using a social enterprise model, choosing between financial sustainability and serving the social mission creates ethical tensions (Bhatt, 2022).
One of the methods that can mediate the ethical gap between these two competing functions is the ability to create a balance of providing humanistic support and maintaining a rigorous level of commercial discipline through established vendor systems and outreach efforts.


The Business Model and Operational Strategy
The Big Issue operates with a hybrid business model. They commercially produce and distribute magazines to vendors at a lower cost, wherein they sell to the public at a profit. Business model research identifies hybrid organisations as being able to combine the two concepts of creating economic growth while creating social impact (Grassl, 2012). The vendor buys at a discounted price, sells at a profit, and generates immediate income.
Another characteristic of the Big Issue business model is its configuration to the Social Enterprise Business Model Canvas, which is an adaptation of the commercial business model elements for the purpose of fulfilling a social mission (Qastharin, 2016). The value proposition for the Big Issue is to create both value for the vendor, in terms of an income, and value for the readers who are helping support a meaningful cause. Some of the key partners in this model include local authorities, charitable organisations, housing services and corporate sponsors.
In addition to determining what the organisation does as a business through financial performance, the ethical values of the social enterprise will govern operational decisions. Research suggests that the values of fairness, inclusivity and transparency should be incorporated into the day-to-day operations of a social enterprise (Bull & Ridley-Duff, 2019). For example, The Big Issue is committed to providing dignity and respect in all vendor support programs and publicly reports on the success of its vendor support programs, thereby holding itself accountable for the work being done.
As the operational arm of The Big Issue continues to grow, so do its opportunities for the use of digital platforms, the creation of investment funds and the creation of employment schemes. Recent research on how social enterprises can grow indicates that social enterprises can improve their impact by diversifying into new markets and reaching different beneficiaries. The Big Issue recently made changes to its operating model by becoming a company that offers both digital subscriptions and social investment (Jha et al. 2021).
Stakeholders, Participation, and Resource Allocation
Stakeholders for The Big Issue include Vendors, Staff, Customers, Donors, Policy Makers, Support Agencies, and the general public. Stakeholder Theory states that social enterprises must generate value for a variety of stakeholder groups if they want to maximise their sustained impact.
The Big Issue regularly engages the Vendors by soliciting feedback from them and providing them with tailored support services based on their individual needs.
The resources of The Big Issue come from the revenue generated by the sales of their magazines, the donations received from philanthropy, the social investments made, the expertise of their employees, and the support of the community. There is a growing body of literature on how to measure the impact of services in relation to resource allocation (Costa & Andreaus). The Big Issue collects data on Vendor earnings, transitions into permanent housing and participation in training programs to evaluate their progress and identify any areas for improvement.
An ethical allocation of resources reflects the social contract perspective which suggests that social enterprises provide value to beneficiaries, not shareholders (Byerly). The Big Issue uses surplus funds to support outreach work, employ support workers and fund advocacy campaigns designed to address the systemic causes of homelessness.
The Big Issue has formed partnerships with a range of different organisations and stakeholders to enhance the effectiveness of its interventions. For example, Housing Associations, employers and mental health service providers have formed partnerships with The Big Issue to create a more comprehensive way for people to move out of homelessness. 
Value Creation and Social Impact Pathways
The Big Issue creates value on an individual, community and societal level. The individual benefit is immediate income for vendors enabling them to address their immediate needs such as food, shelter and necessities. Social Business Research indicates that income combined with supportive relationships enables a vendor's long-term transition (Mahfuz Ashraf et al., 2019).
Psychological wellbeing is also enhanced at the individual level, as vendors have structure, routine and social connection which promotes their psychological wellbeing. The ethical complexity literature suggests that social enterprises can promote the empowerment of vendors when they foster conditions that inspire dignity and confidence (Bhatt, 2022). By interacting with vendors, customers help to create inclusive communities and re-establish social networks for the vendors.
The community benefit is through free training programs, digital access initiatives and pathways into employment. Sustainability literature argues that the progress of society must include an integrated support system to address the structural barriers (Kamaludin et al., 2024). The holistic support provided by The Big Issue has strengthened community cohesion through assisting vendors in moving toward stable housing and employment.
At the societal level, the organised efforts of The Big Issue to change negative public perceptions of homelessness and poverty, build awareness of inequality and social exclusion through campaigns. Socially engaged enterprises also contribute to shaping societal narratives, as supported by business model research (Grassl, 2012). The Big Issue has made significant contributions toward policy discussions around the issue of homelessness and welfare reform.
Vendors Benefit from The Big Issue Systemic Influence
Vendors have financial independence, improved overall Wellbeing and increased self-confidence. Most of the vendors can move from unstable housing into stable housing and are obtaining mainstream employment or support services to gain employment. These outcomes are consistent with the literature of sustainability as economic and socially stable environments create the foundation for vendors' capacity to develop long-term (Kamaludin et al., 2024).
Vendor empowerment encourages participation in their communities. The stakeholder theory suggests that a vendor's meaningful inclusion enhances their success and strengthens accountability to the organisation (Awa et al., 2024). The Big Issue incorporates the vendor's voice in the programme development, allowing for a responsive and adaptable support structure.
The Big Issue has a systemic influence because of the synergy of combining a profit-generating business model with a social purpose, therefore challenging the stereotypical perceptions of homelessness and demonstrating a new way to address society's problems. The business model innovation literature identifies normative influence as one of the main contributions of hybrid enterprises (Tykkylainen & Ritala, 2021).
The transitions occurring for individuals who are connected to The Big Issue reduce the demand for public services. Measurements and frameworks for impact also identify systemic efficiencies resulting in a greater social benefit (Costa & Andreaus, 2021). Therefore, the Big Issue not only serves individual needs, but also helps to build long-term societal resilience.
Conclusion
The Big Issue is a great example of how hybrid models can provide real value for individuals facing homelessness through income generation, community connections and empowerment. It uses ethics, theory of change, sustainability and stakeholder theory to achieve its goals and reinvests profits back into the organisation in the form of support and advocacy services to create a long-term structural change while providing immediate pathways out of crisis. The Big Issue exemplifies how social enterprises can provide significant and sustainable change in complex environments through continuing to innovate and collaborate with stakeholders.
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