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Framework of Factors that Influence the International 

Trading and Organisational Sustainability of Social 

Enterprise. 

 

Motives and Drivers of Internationalisation of Social Enterprise 
Analysis of the interview data identified thirteen themes that as motives and drivers 
for internationalisation. 

Theme  Comment 

Linguistic similarities and cross 
border communities 

This theme was clearly evident between the 
Baltic States and Russia and between Ireland 
and the United Kingdom. 

Digital era The digital era had opened up a host of 
opportunities to social enterprises wanting to 
trade internationally or expand their 
international trade. 

Enterprise 
 

Being an ‘enterprising’ social enterprise was 
hugely influential in deciding to trade 
internationally. Within this section a number of 
sub-themes were identified:- 

• Changes to existing markets 

• Demand 

• Gap in the market 

• Market expansion 

• Natural progression 

• Need 

• Opportunities 
 

Providing quality/unique products 
and services 

Participants evaluated that the quality and the 
uniqueness of their products and services had 
allowed their enterprise to compete in 
international markets. 

Feedback  Positive feedback relating to their products 
and services, inspired some social enterprises 
to develop their products and services 
internationally. 

The Leader The influence of the leader; their aspirations, 
influences, entrepreneurial drive and personal 
connections, played a significant role in 
motivating the internationalisation of many of 
the social enterprises that were involved in this 
project. 

Location The location of the social enterprise had also 
influenced their decision to trade 
internationally: Particularly for those involved 
in the tourist industry, the natural beauty of 



their location, meant that tourists would want 
to visit. 

Networks For the majority of social enterprises, having a 
network of contacts, developed through 
conferences, trade shows, organisational 
membership, etc, gave them the drive to start 
trading their goods and services internationally 

Previous experience Previous work or volunteering experience can 
act as a motivator for internationalisation. 

Skills The skills of team members, such as language 
and business skills can also be an influential in 
the decision to trade internationally. 

Social Issues The drive to trade and operate internationally 
for social enterprises, is of course significantly 
influenced by need to tackle social issues, 
both in their country location and in many 
cases the countries in which they are 
operating internationally. 

Target communities living abroad Many social entrepreneurs view expat 
communities living abroad as an obvious 
market segment and for some the majority of 
their international operation was based upon 
targeting this market. 

Transfer of knowledge and best 
practice 

This was particularly important in the sector of 
education and training. 

 

Choice of Country/Countries in which to Internationalise 
Many of the social enterprises that took part in this project many were exporting 
and trading their goods and services around the world. Their main reasons for their 
selection of countries to export to are outlined below:- 

Reasons for Choice  Comment 

Opportunities/demands/markets Generally, other European countries were the 
obvious choice for trading their goods and 
services internationally. 

Existing contacts and networks However, building on the comment above, 
social enterprises were using their networks 
and contacts, sometimes established by taking 
part in projects, to grow their international 
presence and trading opportunities across the 
globe. 

Neighbouring countries Some organisations had focussed on cross 
border countries as their choice for 
international trading operations. 

Cultural connections Expat communities living abroad had 
influenced the trading locations of some social 
enterprises; this was particularly prevalent 
amongst Lithuanian social enterprises. There 
was also a link between Italy and Argentina. 



Language Language skills and language similarities had 
also influenced trading choices 

Targeted aid/need For social enterprises working in the overseas 
aid sector, their choice of operational location 
was driven by social need; working in 
countries such as Syria. 

Social awareness/fit with social 
mission 

Awareness of the types of social enterprises 
and their fit with organisational social mission 
can also have an impact on the choice of 
trading locations. 

Previous volunteering experience Past volunteering experience, particularly of 
the founder, can influence the choice of which 
country/countries to operate in. 

Choice of Countries Not to Trade With 
Although organisations had found some enterprises, some countries and 
continents more difficult to trade in than others, the organisations that took part in 
this project had not positively avoided trading in any countries.  

 

When do Social Enterprises Begin to Trade Internationally  
There appear to be a number of key dates when social enterprises begin to trade 
internationally:- 

Date Comment 

From inception Many of the participant organisations in the 
project were trading internationally from the 
outset. 

Within 2 years of trading By this point many enterprises had built up 
their networks and became aware of 
opportunities to expand their trading to other 

More than 2 years For others the process of developing the social 
enterprise to be ready to trade internationally 
took longer. 

 

Planning Prior to Trading Overseas 
Even though many of the organisations that took part in this project had operated 
internationally from the point of inception, the majority of social enterprises had 
entered international markets without an internationalisation strategy or an export 
plan. 
Only three social enterprises, which took part in this project, discussed strategic 
planning and associated governance issues, prior to internationalisation. 

Comment 

It is interesting to note that some interviewees considered that the governance 
structure, within which they operate today, would have required strategic plans to 
be completed.  

As part of this project, six social enterprises, which, at the point of interview, were 
considering expanding internationally. The data collected during those interviews 
suggests that today, many social enterprises are undertaking strategic planning 
before they internationalise. 

 



 

Mode of Entry into International Markets 
A social enterprise can choose from a variety of modes of entry into international 
markets. No one mode of entry is superior to another, however, each approach has 
advantages and disadvantages. The choice will depend on a variety of factors such 
as:- 

• Organisational mission 

• Organisational goals 

• Objectives of the internationalisation 

• Resources available 

• Opportunities 

• Motives/drivers for the internationalisation of the enterprise.  
The modes of entry utilised by the social enterprises that took part in this project 
are outlined below, however, it is worth noting that some organisations had used a 
variety of modes to expand their trading operations. 

Mode Detail 

Direct Exporting Direct Export Business to Business 

Direct Exporting via contracts 

Direct export via e-commerce 

Direct Export through a distributor/ 
Intermediary 
 

Direct Export (Niche) Tourists and Expats 

Direct Export (Niche) Cross Border 
Communities 

Cooperative Export Group Export 

Licensing As Licenser 

As Licensee 

Franchising As Franchiser 

As Franchisee 

Joint Venture 
 

Subsidiary 

Fair Trade 

Partnership/ Collaboration 

Consultancy 
 

 

Support for The Internationalisation of Social Enterprise 
The social enterprises, which took part in this project, and were already exporting 
goods and services overseas, had accessed support from a variety of sources. 
Their support needs had also varied during their existence and many had 
accessed some type of support, particularly, financial support during their initiation 
phase, whilst other had directly sought business support to enable their 
international trading activities.  



Although a variety of support is available across the EU, the majority of 
organisations that took part in this project had not accessed any support at all, 
prior to trading internationally. 

Sources of support Comment 

Financial support Financial support was available at a 
variety of levels. Some organisations 
involved in the project had accessed 
European funding through such 
programmes as Interreg and LEADER 
and International funds such as the UN 
Environment Fund. 
Many social enterprises had also 
received financial support from local 
councils and municipalities, however, 
this was generally aimed at supporting 
local activities, rather than international 
trading.  
A small number of organisations had 
received funding from private 
foundations such as the Soros 
foundation. One social enterprise has 
received financial support from a private 
donor to grow its business at both a 
community level and to promote itself 
internationally.  
Social enterprises were often combining 
funding sources, in order to grow, both 
in their home market and internationally. 
It is worth noting that some funding 
streams can be very specific and may 
not be suitable for the sector in which 
the social enterprise is operating. 

Educational and mentoring support Educational/ training support, from 
higher education institutions, social 
enterprise networks and charities, such 
as the ASHOKA foundation was 
regularly accessed by social 
enterprises. Areas for development 
included accounting skills and 
marketing skills. 
Mentoring support, to international 
social enterprises was provided by local 
or national enterprise organisations, 
such as Local Enterprise Offices in 
Ireland and organisations such as 
Social Business Wales. Private 
companies also offering mentoring to 
social enterprises. 

Networking support The social enterprises that took part in 
the project also highlighted the support 



available from social enterprise 
networks, particularly at local and 
national level, rather than a European or 
international level.  

Support with Resources In one example a private company had 
given a small social enterprise 
resources free of charge, 

Holistic support Some organisations, such as the British 
Council, were able to offer a variety of 
support services to social enterprises 
which were trading internationally. 

One of the intellectual outputs for this project (Intellectual Output 2)  was a review 
of the support that is available to social enterprises, if they want to internationalise 
their operations. This report is available on the project website.  

Issues with support:- 
The biggest criticisms levelled against the support available to social enterprises, 
especially the internationalisation support was that it was limited and generic. 

Support in Scotland 
In terms of support offered for social enterprise initiation, growth and development, 
including internationalisation, it is worth highlighted the support structure available 
in Scotland. Through both the desk-based research undertaken for the report 
produced as part of Intellectual Output 2 of this project and the case study 
research undertaken within Intellectual Output 1, it became obvious that the 
support for the internationalisation of social enterprise in Scotland is more 
integrated than anywhere else in Europe. The Scottish Government have a 
specific strategy entitled “Internationalising Social Enterprise” (2016), which 
includes the policy context, the strategic priorities and an action plan for the 
internationalisation of social enterprise in Scotland. The support was also 
emphasised by the two Scottish social enterprises that took part in the project. 

 

 

Factors Affecting the Sustainability of Social Enterprises Trading 
Internationally 
Organisations recognised sustainability as an ongoing issue and analysis of the 
data identified thirteen key themes linked to sustainability of social enterprises 
trading internationally.  

Theme  Comment 

Defined mission and goals Having a clearly defined mission and 
associated goals will aid a social 
enterprise to keep its focus as it begins 
to trade internationally. 

Measuring Impact Recording and analysing feedback can 
also assist with measuring impact, 
hence influencing sustainability. It is 
also worth noting that many funders will 
require impact measurements to be 
demonstrated. 



Governance Obviously governance of the social 
enterprise affects long-term 
sustainability. Social enterprises should 
also consider the structure of 
governance as the begin to expand 
internationally. 

Local engagement Many social enterprises considered that 
it was important to support the 
communities within which they were 
working, they considered that 
community sustainability was closely 
related to organisational sustainability. 

Enterprise development During the start-up phase, the message 
from the social enterprises, that took 
part in the project, was to make the 
most of the resources that you have, 
such as time and money, at the start of 
the enterprise. 

Commercial awareness In order to be sustainable social 
enterprises acknowledged that they 
needed to be commercially aware; 
knowing their market and their place in 
that market. They also emphasised the 
need to take note of customer feedback. 
Organisations sometimes needed to 
make tough business decisions when 
products/services were not as 
successful as anticipated. 

Innovation Being a social innovator was considered 
to aid sustainability. 

Products and services Having robust, unique and quality 
products and services was considered 
paramount to sustainability.  

Professional support Social enterprises that were already 
trading internationally felt that there 
were stages during growth and 
internationalisation that it was 
necessary to access professional 
services as such an input, even when it 
incurred a cost, was required for long-
term sustainability. 

Relationships • Building relationships was 
thought to be a key component is 
the sustainability of international 
social enterprise. Participants 
highlighted a number of areas 
where key relationships existed; 
Networks 

• Partners 

• Role models 



The Leader The vision and drive of the leader is 
essential in driving the sustainability 
agenda. 

Self Expanding a social enterprise 
internationally can take its toll on the 
person the leading that process . Such 
a person, usually a Leader of Director is 
usually holds an essential role and 
plays a key part in the sustainability of 
the internationalisation. 

The Team Unsurprisingly the final key component 
of international sustainability is having 
the right team and having succession 
planning processes in place. 

 


