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Abstract 
This thesis explores Voluntary Sector (VS) engagement with Social Impact Bond (SIB) policy 

agenda in the UK. SIB’s typically involve three par<es: an (social) investor, a public agency and 

voluntary sector deliverers; and o\en a fourth party specialist intermediary.  SIBs aim to 

encourage a collabora<ve approach to public service delivery with these different 

stakeholders coming together to co-design services that achieve both social change and 

cashable savings to the state. England has been a pioneer of SIBs which were introduced by 

the 2010 UK Government during a <me when VS organisa<ons faced unprecedented and 

widespread cuts to their funding. At the beginning of this study, the SIB literature was s<ll 

rela<vely limited and emerging, but has grown over recent years. Despite developments in 

the SIB academic literature, there is a clear gap around the involvement of the VS as SIB 

delivery partners - a gap which this thesis aims to address.  

 

Through the inves<ga<on of SIBs as a VS funding mechanism, this study sought to understand 

issues of iden<ty, dis<nc<veness and independence for VS organisa<ons in rela<on to the 

state and other actors. The thesis takes a novel approach to research methods, contribu<ng 

to the knowledge of methodological strategies for the study of the VS. The research was 

conducted using a mixed-method research design combining frame analysis, Q method, focus 

groups and interviews.  Through a new ins<tu<onalist approach, data were analysed at micro, 

meso and macro levels to explore the ins<tu<onal logics at play in the framing of SIBs at 

mul<ple levels so as to understand VS responses, agency and decision-making in rela<on to 

SIBs.  

 

This thesis provides empirical contribu<ons to knowledge around the VS’s rela<onship with 

the state, the evolu<on of the VS’s role in delivering state social outcomes and VS leaders’ 

aatudes to increasingly market-based state funding models. The thesis contributes to VS 

theory by finding that Salamon’s Voluntary Failure Theory (1987) is limited in its applica<on 

on 21st century VS organisa<ons which are delivering social outcomes on behalf of the state. 

It concludes that the market-based commissioning processes which give access to state 

funding in fact con<nue to embed tradi<onal inequitable power rela<ons between the state 

and VS organisa<ons.    
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Chapter 1: Introduc-on  
 
1.1 Overview 
England was a pioneer of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) when they were first implemented by the 

UK Government in 2010, a <me during which Voluntary Sector (VS) organisa<ons were facing 

unprecedented and widespread cuts to their finances (McHugh, et al. 2013). SIBs have been 

promoted by Government as a ‘defini<ve answer’ to VS funding challenges (Del Giudice and 

Migliavacca, 2019), and by think-tanks, centres for social change and research ins<tutes as a 

real opportunity for unlocking new funding (Mulgan et al. 2011). But there is lidle empirical 

evidence of the VS’s aatude to the SIB market and lidle inves<ga<on into whether VS 

organisa<ons are seeking or actually need new market-based models to fund the delivery of 

their ac<vity other than for mo<va<ons of organisa<onal survival (McGovern, 2016).  

 

The main aim of this research was to explore VS engagement within the UK SIB agenda. The 

focus was on exploring the underlying ins<tu<onal logics driving the market for SIBs and the 

ra<onali<es VS actors deploy in response. There is a growing amount of research and 

academic discussion on the challenges and role of the UK VS in the 21st Century. Many VS 

organisa<ons are having to operate under considerable pressure from Government to meet 

its policy agenda and from private sector businesses now compe<ng in the same market for 

the delivery of services (Benson, 2015). SIBs are a small part of the VS funding landscape but 

noteworthy in that the premise of SIBs involves three different sectors (private, state and 

voluntary) working together to deliver beder social outcomes while achieving value for 

money for the state. This thesis explores SIBs as a phenomenon through which to beder 

understand the VS’s opera<ng environment. In doing so, it contributes to discussions around 

the impact of and ra<onale for the VS’ ongoing rela<onship with the state. 

 

This study explores VS engagement in the UK SIB agenda through a new ins<tu<onal lens. An 

ins<tu<onal logics perspec<ve is used to inves<gate how organisa<ons and organisa<onal 

actors are affected and influenced by the ins<tu<onal orders of state, market and community 

domains (Thornton, Ocasio and Loundsbury, 2012). By exploring the ins<tu<onal logics at play 

in SIBs at mul<ple levels, this study focuses on issues of iden<ty, dis<nc<veness and 

independence for VS organisa<ons.  Through the combina<on of three levels of analysis 
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(micro, meso and macro - Serpa and Ferreira, 2019) this study has iden<fied the impact of 

SIBs on the opera<ng environment of the VS and the VS’ role within the SIB agenda. This 

approach addresses narra<ve gaps in the current SIB literature around the VS as SIB delivery 

partners and VS leader’s aatudes towards new market-based models beyond mo<va<ons of 

organisa<onal survival. This study is also of prac<cal use to VS leaders in their understanding 

of SIBs and in making strategic decisions around whether to engage their organisa<on in the 

SIB agenda. 

 

The thesis is centred on the following research ques<ons: 

 

1.2 Research Ques2ons  
1. What ins<tu<onal logics are driving the UK Government’s framing of the na<onal SIB 

agenda? 

2. How do the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs affect the Voluntary Sector’s collec<ve iden<ty? 

3. How are voluntary sector actors ra<onalising the ins<tu<onal logics of the SIB agenda 

at local opera<onal level? 

 

1.3 Research Approach 
Understanding the ins<tu<onal logics at play around the Government’s u<lisa<on of SIBs was 

challenging. SIBs are a rela<vely new phenomena, with the first SIB implemented in the UK in 

2010. Though the academic literature on SIBs has significantly grown over recent years, at the 

outset of this study the SIB literature was s<ll rela<vely limited and emerging, with the 

majority of publica<ons produced as policy briefings by government departments, industry 

leaders and think-tanks. Albertson et al. (2018) note that a cau<ous approach should be taken 

with this type of literature as it o\en bypasses the ideological and theore<cal underpinning of 

the SIB policy agenda. The methodology and research design has thus been developed to 

respond to this challenge u<lising a mixed-method approach which observes ins<tu<onal 

logics across mul<ple levels to get beneath the ins<tu<onal structures and meanings of the 

development of SIBs in rela<on to the VS.   
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Macro-Meso-Micro analysis 

To get beneath the mul<ple layers, this study inves<gates SIBs from a macro-meso-micro 

perspec<ve (Serpa and Ferreira, 2019) to explore the linkages between the ins<tu<onal 

structures that led to the introduc<on of the SIB market and on-the-ground prac<ces of VS 

organisa<ons and their leaders. Roberts (2020) iden<fies that: 

- macro-level inves<ga<on involves the study of governance strategies which advance 

na<onal interests and influence the architecture of the state; 

- meso-level inves<ga<on involves the study of the organisa<ons, programmes and 

prac<ces which implement the strategies; 

- micro-level inves<ga<on involves the study of the aatudes and behaviours of actors 

within organisa<ons that are influenced by or subject to the governance strategies. 

 

Figure 1.1 provides a way-finder of the design and methodology for each different phase of 

the research, including an ini<al exploratory phase that was deemed necessary in response to 

the limited and emerging literature on SIBs (Blaikie, 2008). Detailed informa<on on figure 1.1 

can be found in chapter 5. 

 

Figure 1.1: Diagram of Research Design 
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1.4 Thesis Structure 

The remainder of the thesis is split into 8 chapters.  

 

Chapter 2 presents the literature on the background and policy context of public 

administra<on reforms that resulted in the introduc<on of a broader social investment 

market, before narrowing the focus on to the development of SIBs.  

 

Chapter 3 reviews exis<ng literature on the VS, drawing on Salamon’s (1987) “voluntary 

failure” theory to understand discussions on VS rela<onships with the state. Exploratory 

research findings are interwoven, iden<fying the four broad key themes in rela<on to VS 

engagement with SIBs which supported the genera<on of the research ques<ons for further 

analysis and theore<cal framing of this study: 

• Marke<sa<on of health and social care  

• VS rela<onship with the state  

• VS behaviour change  

• VS Agency  

 

Chapter 4 outlines the theore<cal and conceptual framework which underpins the study. It 

situates SIBs as a social construct within the wider social investment field through 

Granoveder’s (1985) ‘market embeddedness’ and Beckert’s (2009) three coordina<on 

problems. Chapter 4 con<nues by pulling together discussions on market development with 

Lowndes’ (2009) three aspects of new ins<tu<onalism, iden<fying ins<tu<onal logics as a 

framework to understand the development of SIBs. 

 

Chapter 5 outlines the methodological and epistemological posi<ons of the research 

conducted through a mixed-method design. The chapter provides details for each of the 

research phases iden<fied in figure 1.1, and outlines the methods, including sampling, data 

collec<on and approaches to analysis. Chapter 5 concludes with a discussion on research 

conducted by an ‘insider researcher’ (Chavez, 2008), with a detailed sec<on on reflexivity 

towards the end of the chapter. 
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Chapters 6 to 8 present the empirical findings from the research. 

Phase 1 macro-level research is presented in chapter 6, conducted through a frame analysis 

unearthing the ins<tu<onal logics found within the grey literature of SIBs.  

Phase 2 meso-level research is presented in Chapter 7, building on the findings from phase 1 

through Q method and focus groups with local VS leaders opera<ng in Sheffield. 

Phase 3 micro-level research is presented in Chapter 8, inves<ga<ng a case study of a 

Sheffield SIB which failed to launch through interviews with key partners of the SIB 

partnership. 

 

Finally, chapter 9 triangulates the findings from the three phases of research to draw 

conclusions and outline the study’s relevance, contribu<on to knowledge and limita<ons. 

 

1.5 Terminology 
 

Social Impact Bond (SIB) 

There is no generally accepted defini<on of a SIB (Ronicle, Stanworth and Hickman, 2019), 

however, they typically involve 3 par<es: an (social) investor, a public agency and a voluntary 

sector deliverer. O\en,  a fourth party specialist intermediary is also involved.  SIBs aim to 

encourage a collabora<ve approach to service delivery with these different sector 

stakeholders coming together to co-design services that deliver both social change and 

cashable savings to state services and central/local government (Tan, et al. 2015). A SIB is 

essen<ally a type of payment-by-results contract, in which a payment is made by a statutory 

commissioner con<ngent on the contracted provider achieving specified goals or targets 

(Albertson, et al. 2018).  

 

Voluntary Sector (VS) 

Alcock, Scod and Powell (2007) assert that “Defining the voluntary and community sector in 

the UK involves reflec<on on the nature of modern Bri<sh society itself.” (p.84). The 

recogni<on of the separate dimensions of ‘market’ and ‘state’ in a capitalist society, has led to 

an understanding of another dimension – that of ‘civil society’ encompassing social rela<ons 

and social ins<tu<ons, including a sector of organisa<ons delivering voluntary and community 

ac<vity. Courtney (2013) points out that finding an agreeable term for this ‘sector’ is 
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problema<c. There are mul<ple ways of describing a sector whose primary purpose is to 

create social impact, which is largely not for profit (though not always), which encompasses 

mainly registered chari<es (but includes smaller unregistered community groups and other 

organisa<onal forms), and which delivers services for public good (o\en difficult to define).    

 

In the UK, organisa<ons that collec<vely operate within this space are o\en referred to as 

part of the ‘Voluntary Sector’ (VS) (Kendall, 2003). The Wolfenden Commidee on the Future 

of Voluntary Organisa<ons (Wolfenden, 1978) was the first major review of voluntary 

organisa<ons set up by and co-sponsored by the Joseph Rowntree Memorial Trust and the 

Carnegie United Kingdom Trust. Although the term ‘the Voluntary Sector’ had been used 

prior to this review (Davis Smith, 2019), following the Wolfenden Commidee the Voluntary 

Sector became part of the lexicon of widely established terms (Huckfield, 2020). The legacy of 

this report is the shorthand term VCS, with the ‘C’ added to represent ‘Community’ and 

referring to a wide and very diverse group of organisa<ons (Hogg and Baines, 2011).  

 

NCVO’s UK Civil Society Almanac defines the Voluntary Sector as a sector of organisa<ons that 

have six common features:  

1. Formality - ins<tu<onalised through a recognisable structure, cons<tu<on and formal set 

of rules. 

2. Independence – being separate from the state and private sector. 

3. Non-profit distribu<ng – reinves<ng profits into the organisa<on and the community that 

they service, rather to owners or directors. 

4. Self-governance – determining their own course. 

5. Voluntarism – through a trustee board, volunteers and donors. 

6. Public benefit – social objec<ves and working to benefit the community. 

NCVO (2021) 
 

Although the VCS has been the long-established term, literature refers to the sector in 

mul<ple ways, which is indica<ve of the challenge to defining an overall classifica<on of a 

sector that encompasses a vast diversity of organisa<ons. Alcock, Scod and Powell (2007) 

iden<fy that the sector is o\en referred to as what it is not, or in rela<on to the state and 

market. For example, the Third Sector was a defini<on created by New Labour as a way of 
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describing a collec<ve of organisa<ons that were neither the bureaucra<c state nor profit-

driven businesses (Hogg and Baines, 2011). Other tried terms include the Independent Sector 

or Non-statutory Sector, however these labels are problema<c when considering 

organisa<ons that receive most of their income through statutory contracts. 

 

More recently the sector has been referred to as the VCSE, adop<ng the added ‘E’ to 

represent the inclusion of social enterprise. For some, this is a conten<ous issue, viewed as a 

representa<on of a Government discourse towards financialising welfare (Golka, 2019) and 

expanding the classifica<on to include organisa<ons who have characteris<cs more akin to 

for-profit businesses (McGovern, 2016).  However, more recently the UK Government’s 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) favours the term ‘civil society’. Their Civil 

Society Strategy (2018) defines civil society as individuals and organisa<ons that “act with the 

primary purpose of crea<ng social value, independent of state control.” (p12). The strategy 

makes clear links between individuals and organisa<ons crea<ng social value and social 

finance models u<lising private investment, as in the case of SIBs.   

 

For the purposes of this study, civil society is too broad a term, encompassing any 

organisa<ons, interest groups and associa<ons that fall outside of the state and the market 

(Carothers and Barndt, 2000). This study uses the term ‘Voluntary Sector’ (VS) rather than 

VCS or VCSE, as the focus is predominantly on organisa<ons with a legal charitable status, 

delivering contracts on behalf of the state o\en in combina<on with grants and dona<ve 

income, as these are largely the organisa<ons involved in the SIB space (see chapter 3’s 

exploratory research). 

 

Interrelated Terms – ecosystem, market and fields 

Terms such as ecosystem, market and field are interrelated concepts used in this thesis to 

describe different aspects of a SIB’s opera<ng environment. Rothschild (2004) describes a 

capitalist economy as a living ecosystem, “key phenomena observed in nature – compe<<on, 

specializa<on, co-opera<on, exploita<on, learning, growth, and several other – are also 

central at business life.” (p.XI). The term ‘ecosystem’ in this thesis is used to set the 

parameters around the organised governance model of a SIB. The concept of an ecosystem 

recognises a purposeful arrangement between interconnected organisa<ons (Pidun, Reeves, 
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and Schüssler, 2019), in this case from the state, financial and voluntary sectors, working 

towards crea<ng a shared value proposi<on for delivering social outcomes using a SIB as the 

mechanism.  

 

A SIB ecosystem differs to the concept of market: buyers (demand agents) and sellers (supply 

agents) exchanging goods and services (Beckert, 2009). As Warner (2020) iden<fies, the 

system of SIB development involves a small network of specialist actors focused on one 

product and therefore is not opera<ng as an open market. In this thesis ‘market’ refers to the 

commissioning process and prac<ces that the VS is subjected to by the state, where providers 

compete to receive state funding.  

 

The term ‘field’ has been used as a way of situa<ng the ecosystem of SIBs under the wider 

umbrella of social investment. Using strategic ac<on field theory (Fligstein and McAdam, 

2012), Golka (2019) iden<fies the emergence of social impact inves<ng in the UK through a 

process where financial actors reposi<oned themselves as experts in the delivery of social 

impacts, thus gaining access to welfare state revenues. Therefore, in this thesis SIBs are not 

considered as a dis<nct field but as part of the wider social investment field. 

 

The rise of the social investment field is further explored in chapter 2 and the ecosystem of 

SIBs is examined in greater detail in chapter 4. 

 

Interrelated Terms – ins>tu>onal logics, discourse and frames  

New ins<tu<onalism as a theore<cal framework includes a number of interrelated terms that 

act as filters, aiding analysis and helping with this study’s understanding of the influence of 

ins<tu<ons within different contexts. ‘Ins<tu<onal logics’ has been used as a central concept 

within this study: a term that provides a shorthand for the path dependencies, organising 

principles and rules that legi<mise ins<tu<onal ideologies or certain belief systems within an 

ins<tu<on (Coule and Patmore, 2013). Ins<tu<onal logics are reproduced through ‘discourse’ 

via text, policy documenta<on, conven<onal rules, daily interac<ons, and narra<ves (Schmidt, 

2010). The discourse is held together via a unifying concept of a ‘frame’ that signals to the 

reader how they should interpret and understand the issue or situa<on (Creed, Langstraat 

and Scully, 2002).  
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Ins<tu<onal logics and discourse are examined in greater detail in chapter 4. Chapter 6 

u<lises the concept of a ‘frame’ as a central analysis tool for examining ins<tu<onal logics 

within key SIB literature. 
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Chapter 2: Social investment and the introduc-on of SIBs 
 
2.1 Introduc2on 
It is impossible to understand the introduc<on of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) without situa<ng 

them within changes in public administra<on over the last 40 years, intended to modernise 

public service delivery through economic efficiency (Osborne, 2006).    

 

This chapter begins with a brief overview of public administra<on reform as a way of 

understanding the broader context of policies that have laid the ground for the introduc<on 

of SIBs. To contextualise this further, the chapter con<nues with a discussion on the origins of 

social investment, iden<fying the key drivers for 'social investment' emerging into the public 

discourse as a dis<nct field. Finally, the chapter turns its focus onto Social Impact Bonds, 

introducing their overt purpose as an outcome-based commissioning mechanism for social 

welfare.  

 

2.2 Public administra2on reform 
New Public Management 

Much of the literature on the VS, and its inclusion in the SIB agenda, (Albertson, Fox et al 

2018; Del Giudice and Migliavacca 2019; Milbourne and Cushman, 2015) places emphasis on 

the emergence, over several decades, of New Public Management (NPM) (Hood, 1991). From 

the late 1970s public administra<on is described by Hood (1991) as following an interna<onal 

trend of NPM that dominated the bureaucra<c reform agenda. Hood (1991) outlines four 

‘megatrends’ that enabled NPM to thrive: adempts to slow down government growth 

(par<cularly public spending and staffing); priva<sa<on; automa<on (predominantly through 

informa<on technology); and globalisa<on.  

 

In the UK context this new doctrine of public administra<on ideas had an addi<onal 

accelerant in the ideology of the poli<cal party that was new into power. Giddens (1998) 

depicts Margaret Thatcher’s Conserva<ve Government as advoca<ng a direct opposi<on to 

the classical social democracy of the previous ‘old le\’ Government with a discourse “flying 

the flag of free markets” (p.4).   NPM concepts placed an asser<on of the superiority of 

private-sector management techniques to achieve efficiency and effec<veness in public 

service delivery (Osborne, 2006) – with output measurements, compe<<on and contracts for 
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resource alloca<on favoured in a drive for modernisa<on (Hood, 1991). The neoliberal view of 

Thatcher’s Government strongly supported NPM’s push for modernisa<on through what 

Giddens (1998) describes as a belief in a utopian future of economic growth and universal 

prosperity made possible only through entrepreneurial leadership and market liberalisa<on.  

 

New markets in health and social care 

The NPM drive for efficiency and cost reduc<ons in state delivery through open markets 

resulted in public service provision being opened out to private and voluntary sector 

providers through compe<<ve tendering processes (Walker and Lawson, 2018). This 

marke<sed approach was embedded by the introduc<on of the Na<onal Health Service and 

Community Care Act (1990) legisla<on that split the provision of health care with the 

commissioning of health and social care services (Rees and Mullins, 2016). By the <me New 

Labour came to power in 1997, large sec<ons of public services were being delivered through 

outsourcing. New Labour acknowledged the par<cular importance of the VS’ role in public 

service delivery with the launch of the 1998 Compact, which included a commitment by the 

state to the voluntary sector of intended fair dealings in its role as a funder (Courtney 2001). 

This allegiance between the state and VS, backed up by government policy, cemented certain 

parts of the voluntary sector (for example those organisa<ons that were the right size to 

manage government funding and operated in fields that intersected with state policy) ever-

increasing dependency on the state as a source of finance. Salamon’s (1987) ‘third party 

governance’ through VS delivery organisa<ons depicts an opportunity for the state to 

promote welfare support whilst reducing the scale of government’s direct involvement: a key 

part of the neoliberal ideology. The other argument presented that the use of outside 

contractors lowers costs by s<mula<ng compe<<on and promo<ng economies of scale 

(McGovern, 2016).  

 

Measuring change 

Rather than reverse the NPM doctrine by returning to the more classical social democracy of 

the old le\ where markets are confined (Giddens, 1998), New Labour’s strategy of dis<nc<on 

was to build on the NPM’s drive for efficiency and cost savings, but through what Wells (2018) 

outlines as more evidenced based policy making (EBPM). With a technocra<c and arguably 

instrumental ethos (Sanderson, 2002), EBPM aligned itself with the modernisa<on agenda, 
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however rather than social reform driven by ideology, EBPM emphasised the importance of 

policy development through sound evidence gathering and an understanding of ‘what works’ 

(Sanderson, 2002); the start of a more outcome focused approach to social welfare. 

 

The 2010 Coali<on and subsequent Conserva<ve Government con<nued to focus on state 

rollback, predominantly through welfare provision, with the emphasis on priva<sing public 

services by enthusias<cally adop<ng more market-based and compe<<ve tools (Milbourne 

and Murray, 2017). ‘Payment-by-Results’ was a departure in commissioning from more 

tradi<onal approaches – which provided fees for services upfront - to deferring payment only 

when set outputs had been achieved. This transferred risk of service failure from the 

Government to provider and required the delivery organisa<on to have large capital reserves 

(Albertson, Fox et al., 2018). Under the narra<ve of ‘austerity’ there was an ongoing shi\ in 

balance between the rela<onships of state, market interests and the VS.  Levitas (2012, p.31, 

as cited in McGovern, 2016) outlines that the ‘establishment’ and their use of ‘austerity 

language’ has become a jus<fica<on for neoliberal economic and social policy that make cuts 

to provision. However, unlike New Labour’s more VS friendly era, Buckingham and Rees 

(2016) iden<fy the subsequent Government as preferring private sector involvement with an 

assumed advantage of efficiency in scale, opera<ons and costs.  

 

The crisis of capitalism 

In 1998 Giddens proclaimed neoliberalism to be in trouble: the idea of market 

fundamentalism and all its hopes pinned on a future of economic growth through libera<on 

of market forces, directly opposed conserva<sm and its more cau<ous mantra towards 

economic change. But neoliberal ideology and NPM approaches to public services appear to 

have con<nued to dominate under the Government that came into power in 2010 – 

according to the UK Quarterly Outsourcing Index the outsourcing of statutory services 

con<nued to grow with deals of a market value worth £4.93bn by 2017 (Arvato, 2018). Yet 40 

years on from the start of Thatcher’s Government, the modern world looks like a very 

different place. The literature depicts widespread complex social problems such as an ageing 

popula<on, the rise of new technology and income inequality having led to increased 

demands on public services (Aalbers, 2016; Codam, 2011; Torvinene and Ulkuniemi, 2016). 

These drivers have placed significant pressures on public procurement prac<ces with radical 
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reform and various market-based tools introduced to sustain, innovate or reduce levels of 

welfare spending (Mulgan, et al. 2011). 

 

Giddens’ (1998) concerns about market socie<es undermining tradi<onal structures of 

authority and fracturing local communi<es, seems so relevant to today’s stateless 

conglomerates, giant tech companies and the inequality of wealth accumula<on. Codam 

(2011) fears a blurring of boundaries between the economy and the welfare state with the 

social and cultural effect of market reforms intensifying the transac<onal rela<onship in 

welfare support rather than a ‘more human, caring and <me rich’ approach. Add this to the 

austerity poli<cs outlined by Wells (2018) of, not only a drive for cuts to public expenditure, 

but the ac<ve withdrawal of the state from areas of social, economic and poli<cal life, and it 

can seem like Hood’s (1991) iden<fied megatrends of NPM and the capitalist free-market 

methodology have failed to deliver on promises of universal prosperity. 

 

A thorough examina<on of public administra<on reforms is beyond the scope of this study, 

but they are s<ll an important reference point for the founda<ons of the technocra<c and 

market-based logics to welfare, which have led to the introduc<on of a market for SIBs. The 

priva<sa<on agenda is primarily driven by ideology but is also promoted as a response to 

austerity, requiring new commissioning and procurement regimes and u<lising private sector 

prac<ces (Benson, 2015). SIBs are intrinsically connected to this larger public sector reform 

agenda, with what Williams (2019, p.24) describes as “scarcity being used as a leverage point 

to expand the use of outcomes-based commissioning”.  

 

2.3 The rise of social investment 
Health and welfare as an investment proposi>on 

It is against this backdrop that Nicholls (2010) outlined the dis<nct field of 'social investment' 

emerging into the public discourse. A\er the 2008 global financial crisis, social finance grew 

rapidly especially in the US and UK social services sector, which had experienced par<cularly 

deep austerity cuts. The idea of using financial mechanisms to achieve social outcomes fided 

with “the neo-liberal zeitgeist” (Bell, 2021, p. 634). In Aalbers’ (2016) study on the 

financialisa<on of housing, he describes a “wall of money” being made available to non-

financial firms and industries - the financial crash of 2008 causing financial returns to falter in 
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some asset classes, therefore investors sought to diversify and move into a new class of asset. 

Key areas emerge in which financialisa<on starts to unfold, includes new commodi<es like 

social housing, the environment and healthcare. Like Giddens’ (1998) Third Way Poli<cs, the 

social investment market advocates a new mixed economy with synergy between public and 

private sectors, u<lising dynamism of markets but with the public interest in mind.  

 

A report on behalf of the Young Founda<on (Mulgan, et al. 2011) acknowledges that 

commercial investors may, in part, be mo<vated by social investment because of the likely 

growth of key social industries in health, educa<on and welfare, but that there is also a new 

appe<te for demonstra<ng social impact as well as commercial impact. Due to the perceived 

failures of the market, the focus of social investment is on projects that address specific social 

needs. Rosenman (2017) iden<fies that central actors of the capitalist system such as 

investment banks, governments and philanthropic founda<ons proclaim the ethos of social 

investment as a coming together of more “contemporary financial, neoliberal and market 

processes that together regulate poverty and social reproduc<on under capitalism” (p. 142). 

Perceived as a response to market failure, Rosenman (2017) is scep<cal and sees social 

finance as an adempt to “resolve the unequal and o\en unjust results of capitalism with the 

applica<on of more capitalism” (p. 142). Bell (2021) is equally unconvinced, describing social 

investment as a ‘hollow field’ that has succeeded in merely legi<mising itself through an 

ins<tu<onalised process, rather than correc<ng market failure or crea<ng significant social 

impacts.  

 

Outsourcing and commissioning 

Investments for social outcomes is not a new idea, as has been demonstrated by churches, 

mutual society co-opera<ves and chari<es, for centuries (Nicholls, 2010). ‘Social Investment’ 

as a dis<nct market field is, however, a logical next step in NPM (Albertson, et al. 2018). 

Performance management processes and automa<on take the form of outcomes-based 

commissioning through the implementa<on of payment by results contracts and government 

backed loans presented as ‘social impact inves<ng’.  Aalbers (2016) states that markets first 

need to be created before priva<sa<on and financialisa<on can be fully developed. Albertson, 

et al. (2018) believe that social investment means developing a market for welfare provision 

that combines a number of complex agendas: the efficiency of private sector provision; the 
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reach and innova<on of the third sector; the currency of returns on investment for social 

outcomes. 

 

According to Osborne (2006), NPM can be perceived as being too one-dimensional in the 

management and governance of public services, par<cularly when more pluralis<c 

mechanisms, involving public, private and voluntary sector providers, are being u<lised for 

the delivery of public services. Branded by Labour’s Shadow Jus<ce Secretary as an 

‘ideological experiment’, the Conserva<ve Government’s 2014 reforms to the UK proba<on 

services through outsourcing and payment-by-result contracts did not result in the hoped-for 

service efficiencies and cost-savings to public expenditure. A 2018 Guardian newspaper 

ar<cle (Grierson, 27th July 2018) reported that the Government have bailed out private 

proba<on companies (including voluntary sector sub-contractors) for more than half a billion 

pounds a\er they failed to deliver on promised social outcome targets. Walker and Lawson’s 

report for the New Local Government Network (2018) cri<cises both the Conserva<ve 

Government and Labour’s response to high-profile failings in the outsourcing of public service 

delivery, sta<ng there is too much emphasis on delivery rather than long-term outcomes or 

addressing rising demands. It is lidle wonder then that payment by results contracts, with 

their roots in the NPM doctrine have come under considerable cri<cism for failing to address 

the underlying causes of complex social problems. 

 

2.4 Social Impact Bonds 
New Public Governance 

SIBs are framed through the broader sphere of social investment (Broccardo, Mazzuca, and 

Frigodo, 2019) and payment-by-results mechanisms (Albertson, et al. 2018). The need for a 

more holis<c approach to public administra<on management has led to the emergence of a 

new paradigm, what Osborne (2006) calls New Public Governance (NPG). NPG con<nues to 

emphasise the importance of service effec<veness through a focus on outcomes but 

recognises the inter-rela<onships between the different stakeholders in the contribu<on to 

public service delivery. NPG as an evolu<on from NPM has not yielded significant changes to 

commissioning structures, apart from the development of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) (Dayson, 

Fraser and Lowe, 2020). With the typical involvement of 3 par<es from the investment field, 

public sector and voluntary sector, in theory, these different sector stakeholders coming 
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together to co-design services, means SIBs aim to encourage a collabora<ve approach to 

service delivery that <es in with the trust-based contracts of NPG (Osborne, 2006).  

 

Blending of financial and social outcomes 

SIBs can also be understood as a class of payment by results and analysed as a logical growth 

of outcomes-based performance management (Fox and Albertson, 2011). Crucial to social 

investment is the ability to quan<fy and mone<se social returns (Wells, 2012). SIBs set out to 

blend financial returns for private investors; social returns for public service beneficiaries and 

cashable returns to government commissioners. As a result, they usually target costly, 

complex and intractable social problems to maximise these returns (Dayson, Fraser and Lowe, 

2020). Cri<cisms of SIBs, and more broadly of social investment, has largely been a cau<onary 

tale of financial logic leading to the commodifica<on of human beings (Broccardo, Mazzuca 

and Frigodo, 2019) and the marke<sa<on of the poor (Rosenman, 2017). In the exploratory 

research presented in chapter 3, commissioner and funding manager interviewees iden<fied 

that there are significant challenges with financial forecasts based on changing beneficiary 

behaviour, not least because people are not always predictable, but also because the 

emphasis during austerity can shi\ focus from cashable savings for the state, to state cost 

avoidance.  

 

The Policy Innova<on Research Unit’s (PIRU) evalua<on of SIBs in health and social care 

iden<fies that social investors and financial intermediaries see the health and social care 

system as one of the main areas for growth and opportunity (Tan. et al, 2015). The 

commodifica<on process sees classifica<ons such as ‘children at risk’, recidivism and 

homelessness, become opportuni<es for policy experimenta<on, taking the form of 

concerted market-based interven<ons that transform the classifica<on from “a cost to an 

investment proposi<on, and from an intractable problem of government to a source of 

returns for private investors” (Neyland, 2018, p.493). SIBs, with the introduc<on of private 

capital and social investors, emphasise “a financial logic as the ‘fix’” (Carter, 2019, p.2). The 

logic is that social investment can recycle funds into more good causes while changing the 

behaviours of the deliverers of social care (state and VS) and their financial capability.  
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SIBs involve the Government paying capital returns to investors (Olson, et al. 2022). Like 

broader social investment ideologies, investor mo<va<on is largely a blended approach of 

both profit and social outcomes, with investment targeted at state social expenditure.  

England has become a pioneer of SIBs, presented by the UK Government as expected to 

improve the shortcomings of previous outcome-based commissioning models and a more 

locally developed answer to the problems faced by marginalised popula<ons with entrenched 

problems (Tan, et al. 2015). The shortcomings of previous social investment models and their 

reputa<onal/financial risks to Government are presumed to be minimised, as one of the 

advantages of a SIB is the real risk transfer away from the statutory commissioner and onto 

(on paper at least) the investor (Reeder, et al. 2010). Along with the risk mi<ga<on, 

mo<va<ons for cash-strapped local authori<es to develop SIBs lies in their ability to offer new 

solu<ons to engrained social problems and change ‘the system’ during a period of austerity. 

 

2.5 Public, private and voluntary sector gains 
When SIBs were first introduced by government they were presented as a win-win-win 

scenario, for the public, private and voluntary sectors (Williams, 2019). As the SIB ecosystem 

has yet to reach maturity, beyond the win-win-win rhetoric, transparency and accountability 

on the impact of SIBs across the public, private, or VS has been limited. SIB research has 

focused on commentary or descrip<ve SIB evalua<on reports or theories around SIB 

ecosystem developments (Olson, et al. 2022). Broccardo, et al. (2019) conducted a 

comprehensive review of the academic literature of SIBs dividing studies into two broad 

groups: firstly, studies that focused on the risks and poten<al benefits of SIBs, and secondly 

cri<ques of the impact of SIBs as a financialisaton process to social service provision. They 

determined that due to limita<ons of available primary data in the SIB field, any appropriate 

judgements on the benefits of SIBs were difficult to conclude.  

 

Public sector 

In terms of the gains for the public sector, the Government’s overt objec<ve for the 

introduc<on of the SIB model was to use market forces to achieve social returns and reduce 

high costs to the taxpayer associated with complex social problems (Fraser, et al. 2018). 

Looking at the growth of the UK SIB market, table 2.1 (data extracted from INDIGO’s Impact 

Bond Data set, May 2023) shows the number of SIBs that have ‘gone live’ between 2010 – 
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2022. There are two growth peaks: one in the year 2012 and another between the years 

2017-2020. These peaks coincide with periods where the SIB market has been heavily 

subsidised by Na<onal Government. In 2011 the DWP announced a £30m Innova<on Fund 

(DWP) aimed at tes<ng new models of delivery for disadvantaged young people through 10 

SIBs.  Launched in 2016, central Government’s Life Chances Fund, allocated a further £80m to 

grow the SIB market. 

 

Table 2.1: UK SIBs that have been launched between 2010 and 2022 

 

 

Through these two funding programmes alone, the UK Government has invested over £100m 

in the development of a market for SIBs. Yet, there is no available data on the amount of 

Government funding that has been paid out directly to financial investors for ac<vi<es such as 

set-up fees or interest payments on their investments in comparison to the cashable savings 

achieved to the state.  This lack of transparency makes it difficult to draw conclusions on the 

‘value for money’ aspect of SIBs for the state or the sustainability of a market that perhaps 

would struggle to survive without significant intermedia<on from Government (Bell, 2021). 

Ques<ons also remain about whether the social ac<vity of SIB programs could be funded 

through other means.  
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Private investors were given the promise of supplying a new market ripe for the picking 

(Maier, Barbeda and Godina, 2018) with opportuni<es of financial returns in new asset 

classes within health and social care, alongside the ability to achieve social outcomes 

(Neyland, 2018). Again, primary data on the risk-return ra<o of SIBs for investors is either 

unavailable or non-existent outside individual investor’s internal audi<ng processes (Maier, 

Barbeda and Godina, 2018). However, the SIB field does not appear to so far be the growth 

market that investors were ini<ally led to believe. Nicholls and Pharoah (2008) iden<fied 

poten<al issues around the demand-side of SIBs leading to a lack of opportuni<es for 

investors from the outset. In 2016, giving evidence to the Lords Select Commidee on 

chari<es, Geoff Burnard, co-founder of Inves<ng for Good, described SIBs as 

“incomprehensible to most mainstream investors and broadly irrelevant to front-line smaller 

chari<es” (as quoted in Civil Society, Ainsworth, 2016). This is further evidenced by a lack of 

investor diversity in the SIB market with Bridges Fund Management being the primary 

investor in nearly half of all UK SIBs (Olson, et al. 2022). 

 

Voluntary sector 

A significant part of the literature on SIBs, and more broadly the emergence of social 

investment, has examined both investor and public sector narra<ves. In their review of the 

SIB literature Fraser, et al. (2018) dis<nguished three SIB narra<ves: the public sector reform 

narra<ve; the financial-sector reform narra<ve and the cau<onary narra<ve (mainly 

academic). Yet, SIBs have been promoted as having three key players and one of those 

players, the voluntary sector provider, is notable in their absence of voice in most of the 

literature. In Broccardo, Mazzuca and Frigodo’s (2020) review of the academic literature, they 

refer to a growing body of studies focused on the risk and benefits for different sectors. 

However, in their study, ‘sector’ refers to the health and social care field that SIB outcomes 

are aimed at, rather than the risks or benefits to the VS itself.   In broad terms, SIBs have been 

promoted to the VS as an opportunity for stable and sustainable funding that allows 

innova<on in delivery (Maier, Barbeda and Godina, 2018). However, beyond SIB evalua<ons 

that include VS providers engaged in SIB delivery (see Ronicle, et al., Commissioning Beder 

Outcomes Fund Evalua<on - Summary Report Targeted at Service Providers, 2019), a broader 

and comprehensive understanding of why VS organisa<ons should be involved in the delivery 

of SIBs, is largely absent. Walker and Lawson’s (2018) report on behalf of the New Local 
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Government Network, focused on rethinking partnerships between the public and private 

sectors, and acknowledge that “what can’t get lost in the polarised debate of in-house versus 

outsourced is the unique understanding and insight into provision of services from the VCS” 

(p.23), yet they do not adempt to explain or explore what this ‘unique understanding and 

insight’ is. Bell (2021) outlines a dissonance between the experience of the players in the 

fields of finance, Government and policy development versus the investees and supposed 

beneficiaries. The few studies that have focused specifically on the VS in SIB development 

(Dayson, Lowe and Fraser, 2020; McHugh, et al., 2013; Lowe, et al. 2018) have done so with 

cau<onary tales for VS organisa<ons interested in delivering SIBs. For VS leaders it is difficult 

to understand the impact of SIBs on the VS opera<ng environment; a gap in knowledge that 

this thesis aims to address. 

 

2.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has outlined public administra<on reforms and key policy areas in the UK that 

have influenced the introduc<on of SIBs.  

 

To summarise, over several decades NPM (Hood, 1991) has dominated the bureaucra<c 

reform agenda with a focus on slowing down and reducing public spending, an emphasis on 

value for money for the state through outsourcing and market development, with progress 

measured through a technocra<c approach to policy development. Following the 2008 global 

financial crash, policy makers began to look for new ways to develop a more mixed economy. 

This new approach would con<nue to u<lise the dynamisms of the market, but rather than 

focused on growth largely in the financial economy, policy makers looked to u<lise investment 

mechanisms that would also deliver public benefits. As a result, the field of social investment 

grew rapidly in the UK health and social care sector. There followed some high-profile failures 

to these reforms. Most notably the outsourcing and payment-by-result contracts for the UK 

proba<on services, which required a considerable bailout from Government rather than the 

promised efficiencies and cost-savings to public expenditure. Failings were deemed due to 

contracts that had a narrow focus on output delivery rather than long-term outcomes. As a 

result, policy makers looked for a more pluralis<c mechanism for outsourcing and 
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commissioning that recognised the strengths of delivery partners but minimised the risk to 

Government of service failure. 

 

SIBs were introduced as a funding mechanism that could protect against some of these 

failings. The upfront finance from social investors combined with repayment only once the 

agreed outcomes had been achieved, would protect against service failures, whilst the 

collabora<ve process of designing social outcomes would emphasise longer-term social 

impacts rather than short-term outputs. However, there is a lack of transparency around 

whether the promises of SIBs have been achieved for the ins<tu<ons involved – the impact 

on state, private or VS is inconclusive. Nevertheless, the SIB market con<nues to receive 

considerable intermedia<on from Government and increasing aden<on from scholars.  

 

This chapter iden<fied a lack of interest in the SIB literature around the inclusion and iden<ty 

of VS partners in the SIB ecosystem. For VS providers, there is minimal informa<on or 

evidence of whether SIBs provide advantages in terms of mission or resource gains for VS 

organisa<ons who pursue the delivery of SIBs.  The following chapter 3 will explore key 

literature on the VS in order to contextualise the current opera<ng environment of the VS and 

iden<fy current sector trends and challenges that are relevant to the introduc<on of SIBs as a 

funding op<on for the VS. 
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Chapter 3: The voluntary sector and state rela-ons 
 
3.1 Introduc2on 
Outside of VS studies (for instance scholarship on public policy and administra<on), the 

phenomenon of Government and VS partnerships has been largely overlooked (Salamon and 

Toepler, 2015), including literature focused on the SIB agenda. Yet SIBs can be viewed as the 

latest component of a lengthy and complex history between the state and VS (Lowe, et al. 

2018).  By the 21st Century many chari<es have had to operate under considerable pressure 

from Government to meet its policy agenda and from businesses which are now compe<ng in 

the same market for delivery of services (Mitchell and Moody, 2000). This chapter will expand 

on chapter 2’s overview of public administra<on reforms and marke<sed approaches to 

welfare by exploring the key themes of VS and state rela<ons to contextualise SIBs as a VS 

funding mechanism. It will briefly explore policies relevant to the rela<onship between the 

state and VS, introduced under the different poli<cal par<es in power since 1995; before 

exploring how these policies have affected the VS opera<ng environment and laid the ground 

for the introduc<on of SIBs as a VS funding mechanism. 

 

The final two sec<ons of this chapter will introduce 

findings from exploratory research conducted in 

two stages:  

- firstly, using the Government Outcome Lab’s 

SIB project database to understand the size 

of the SIB market and the type and size of 

organisa<ons delivering SIBs. 

- secondly, findings from semi-structured 

interviews with 12 SIB stakeholders 

represen<ng different sectors. 

 

 

 

Findings have been interwoven with discussions from key literature. Further informa<on on the 

exploratory research methods can be found in chapter 5. 



  32 

 

3.2 The evolving rela2onship between the state and VS 
There is a widespread view that the VS’ involvement in public service provision was beder 

resourced and supported under the years of the New Labour Government (Rees and Mullins, 

2016). According to Clifford, Geyne-Rahme and Mohan (2013) total state income to VS 

organisa<ons grew by 53% between 2000/01 to 2007/08. But significantly for the VS, this 

increase in resourcing was delivered through a shi\ from funding provided through grant 

mechanisms to the implementa<on of service delivery contracts. This marked the beginning 

of a transi<on in state assump<on of trust in VS organisa<ons to deliver their own priori<es to 

one that sees VS organisa<ons as a means of delivering Government priori<es (Benson, 

2015).  

 

The 2010 Coali<on Government advocated a further paradigm shi\ in the u<lisa<on, 

percep<on, and resourcing of the VS (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). Like New Labour, they 

saw VS organisa<ons as con<nuing to play an ever-increasing role in suppor<ng social needs 

(Clifford, et al. 2013) and the Compact 2010 redra\ con<nued the narra<ve of VS 

engagement through independent partnerships and complementary provision of services that 

replaced some state provision. However, following the 2008 financial crash, public spending 

cuts had inevitably filtered down to VS providers (Jones, et al. 2016). Thus, simultaneous to 

the extension of the VS’s role in public service delivery was the pursuit of significant cuts in 

public expenditure. The UK Civil Society Almanac (2014) reported a loss for the VS of £1.3 

billion of Government income between 2011 - 2012, mainly through local government 

sources. Clifford’s (2017) longitudinal study inves<gated the impact of public spending 

austerity in rela<on to public spending within the VS. The study iden<fied that since 2008, the 

median real annual growth in VS income from state funding had been nega<ve for six 

consecu<ve years.  

 

The fast and deep spending cuts of Government in 2010 to address the budget deficit was 

presented as an opportunity for the VS, with public sector retrac<on proposed as a way to 

create opportuni<es for the private and voluntary sector (Lowndes and Pratched, 2012).  

Local Government faced the largest share of funding cuts, which was likely to nega<vely 

impact local communi<es (see Clifford, 2017). Na<onal Government therefore upheld two 
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guiding principles: firstly, the importance of empowering individuals to be responsible for 

their own well-being through ‘consumer’ choice in services; secondly, to increase compe<<on 

through the development of marketplaces where a variety of providers compete for greater 

market share in order to offer ‘consumer choice’ (Bassi, 2023). 

 

The economic downturn and the increase in opportuni<es to bid for services meant that the 

scale and en<cement of state funding for VS organisa<ons was hard to resist (McGovern, 

2016).  But this funding came with a caveat of pressures to adapt to a contrac<ng 

environment and adopt more ‘business-like’ models of opera<on, that has led to what some 

have called the professionalisa<on of the VS (Milbourne and Murray, 2017).  Poli<cal party 

assump<ons that VS organisa<ons will operate more efficiently and effec<vely in compe<<on 

legi<mises organisa<ons which display approved neoliberal characteris<cs (Milbourne and 

Cushman, 2015). This process has led to what McGovern (2016) refers to as defining and 

rewarding ‘good’ VS organisa<ons in the interest of state policy.  

 

The subsequent years of a Conserva<ve-only Government has seen an ongoing emphasis on 

austerity which has cemented the compe<<ve tendering environment where market-led 

commissioning sits alongside, and at <mes uncomfortably, with a rhetorical emphasis on 

partnerships. McGovern (2016) depicts the state discourse under the Conserva<ves as 

valorising a community-led and small-scale version of the VS to frame priva<sa<on as non-

threatening to the values and quality of services that fell under the responsibili<es of the 

state.  Fitzgerald (2018, p.793) describes “no<ons of distancing, decoupling and fading” 

between the VS and Conserva<ve Government through the austerity-framed opera<ng 

environment.  

 

3.3 Large versus small 
One of the impacts of the expansion of the social economy and the open tendering process of 

contracts has been the posi<oning of VS organisa<ons ever-increasingly at the hands of 

Government policy (Courtney, 2013). Evidence from NCVO’s UK Civil Society Almanacs 

suggest that the public reform agenda and the widespread ideological shi\ from grants to 

contracts (Milbourne, 2013) has meant commissioning is increasingly occurring at scale, 

weighing in favour of large chari<es over small (Dayson, et al. 2018). Clifford (2017) concluded 
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that midsized chari<es and those opera<ng in more deprived areas experienced the most 

nega<ve impact from public sector cuts. Most outsourcing to the VS has been through large 

chari<es whose prac<ces can be more aligned to private companies. According to NCVO’s 

Civil Society Almanac (2019) major organisa<ons, with an income between £10m and £100m, 

received the greatest amount (£6.2bn) from Government sources, accoun<ng for 39% of their 

total income in 2016/17.  

 

McGovern (2016, p.42) describes the outsourcing of state services to the VS as “so\ 

priva<sa<on – priva<sa<on through the back door”. The Conserva<ve Government’s belief in 

the inter-changeability between u<lising private and voluntary organisa<ons as providers has 

resulted in developments such as the private sector being ‘prime’ contractors and supply-

chain managers, along with the expansion of payment by results (Rees and Mullins, 2016). 

Buckingham and Rees (2016, p.50) iden<fy “a policy environment where private sector 

organisa<ons o\en act as intermediaries between the state and third sector organisa<ons”, as 

seen in the rollout of the Government’s Work Programme, where VS organisa<ons are 

engaged as sub-contractors in primary contracts with large corpora<ons (Rees, Taylor and 

Damm, 2013). The popular adop<on of payment-by-results favours larger organisa<ons and 

corpora<ons as few VS organisa<ons have the required level of reserves to cashflow services 

before payments are received (Benson, 2015). According to Dayson, et al.  (2022) there are 

concerns that current social policy tools are puang smaller VS organisa<ons at a 

disadvantage, raising ques<ons about their future role in the delivery of state services.   

 

3.4 Behaviour change 
Macmillan (2011) suggests that the VS’s response to its opera<ng environment shake-up has 

been through endeavours to generate independent revenue streams and intensified adempts 

to demonstrate the value and impact of it’s work. Business strategies, marke<ng plans and a 

culture of measurement ac<vi<es more akin to the corporate world - have been co-opted, 

apparently by choice, across the VS in an<cipa<on of gains in legi<macy and resourcing 

(Benson, 2015). The increasingly blurry boundary of the VS with the domains of market, state 

and community have led to new business forms such as CICs and social enterprises that have 

more commercial freedom to adract social investors (McGovern, 2016). Brandsen, Donk and 

Puders (2005, p.750) describe these boundary problems as “not just of an empirical, but also 
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of a conceptual nature”: a move away from being altruis<c, non-profit making organisa<ons 

with a social purpose, to being businesses that have social impact.  

 

Rees and Mullins (2016) suggest that VS services have become increasingly targeted and 

coerced by poli<cal influences to bring about this behaviour change. Milbourne and Murray 

(2017) iden<fied VS behaviour change occurring through a culture of imita<on, passivity and 

compliance. DiMaggio and Powell‘s (1983) concept of ‘isomorphism’ describes the process of 

organisa<ons within a field becoming homogenised as they face the same environmental 

condi<ons.  They outline three mechanisms through which ins<tu<onal isomorphic change 

can occur: coercive, mime<c and norma<ve.  The VS engagement with the public services 

agenda implies complicity in the shi\ towards priva<sa<on of welfare services and that some 

VS organisa<ons aligned themselves with the hegemonic discourse in an<cipa<on of gains in 

professionalisa<on, legi<macy and resources (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015).  

 

It is worth no<ng Brandsen, Donk and Puders (2015) work on VS hybridity (see also Billis and 

Glennerster, 1998; Skelcher and Smith, 2015). They describe three ‘ideal-typical’ domains of 

society: ‘market’ with reliance on compe<<on; ‘state’ with reliance on hierarchy; ‘community’ 

with reliance on forms of care and altruism. They argue that VS organisa<ons should not be 

understood in terms of sta<c ideal types but as hybrid organisa<ons that border these 

domains, and should therefore be “classified by their strategies, as methods of adap<on to 

conflic<ng demands” (p.760).  

 

3.5 A failing sector 

Salamon’s (1987) theory of “voluntary failure” suggests that, rather than being a response to 

the failures of market or state domains, the fundamental model of a VS in an industrial 

society is flawed and necessitates Government ac<on. In some ways, Salamon’s Voluntary 

Failure theory aligns with the growing discourse around VS behaviour change and the view 

that many of the failures to respond to wider complex social problems of the modern world 

are not as a result of the piyalls of capitalism (market failure/government failure), but that of 

ineffec<ve and wasteful services delivered by public agencies and chari<es working in 

isola<on from each other (Bassi, 2023). 
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Salamon’s theory iden<fies areas of ins<tu<onal disadvantage that are specific to the VS: 

- Philanthropic insufficiency (an inability to consistently and at-scale generate resources); 

- Philanthropic par>cularism (a focus on par<cular subgroups leads to favouri<sm); 

- Philanthropic paternalism (there are risks of power imbalances and the crea<on of path 

dependency); 

- Philanthropic amateurism (there is a lack of professionalism due to rela<vely low staff pay 

and reliance on volunteers).  

His conclusion is that, in many instances, VS ins<tu<onal disadvantages can be offset through 

beder partnership structures between the Government and VS, structures which “combine 

the service-delivery advantages of voluntary organisa<ons with the revenue-genera<ng and 

democra<c priority-seang advantages of government” (Salamon, 1987, pp.43).  

 

Salamon’s (1987) theory emerged as neoliberal economic theories started to dominate the 

public administra<on landscape (see chapter 2) with a focus on Government deregula<on, 

priva<sa<on and the reduc<on of state interven<ons in welfare (Bassi, 2023).  Salamon (1987) 

outlines that growth of Government support in non-profits in the early adop<on of third-

party government was a move away from “hierarchic, bureaucra<c apparatus” (p.38) into 

greater sharing of responsibili<es. This is consistent with the concept of New Public 

Governance as an approach to public policies, where VS organisa<ons (along with private and 

for-profit actors) can legi<mately contribute to social policy (Bassi, 2023).  

 

There has been recogni<on that Voluntary Failure theory feels dated for the modern 

opera<ng condi<ons of the VS and that the increase in outsourcing to the VS, rather than 

responding to VS ins<tu<onal disadvantages, is poten<ally eroding elements of VS 

dis<nc<veness (Dayson, et al. 2022). In fact, Salamon himself, in a paper co-wriden with 

colleague Toepler (2015), acknowledged that third-party government was not without 

challenge. Describing the rela<onship between the VS and Government as “complex” (p. 16), 

Salamon and Toepler iden<fied four poten<al dangers for the VS: loss of autonomy, mission 

dri\, bureaucra<sa<on, and a reduc<on in advocacy ac<vity.  
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Albertson, et al. (2018) iden<fied that the dis<nc<veness of the VS, it’s reach and innova<on, 

was a key component of developing a social investment market for welfare provision. 

However, this outlook presumes that the state officials implemen<ng na<onal policies at 

ground-level are open to and able to adapt public sector prac<ces in order to embrace the 

dis<nc<ve characteris<cs of the VS. This outlook also presumes that VS organisa<ons have an 

appe<te for or are capable of being more market-like when responding to society’s complex 

needs.  

 

3.6 SIBs as a new funding mechanism 
In some ways, SIBs have been introduced as the “defini<ve answer” to the VS’s challenges 

(Del Giudice and Migliavacca, 2018, p. 50) or ‘failings’, as in Salamon’s theory (1987).  Think-

tanks, centres for social change and research ins<tutes promote SIBs as a real opportunity for 

unlocking new funding (Reeder, et al. 2012).  As iden<fied in chapter 2, SIBs clearly have the 

ambi<on to align public-private-voluntary stakeholders to co-design services that deliver 

social change and cashable savings to central or local Government. This has been promoted 

by SIB advocates as improving the shortcomings of previous outcome-based commissioning 

models (Tan, et al. 2015) and enabling smaller chari<es to get in on the act (Mulgan, et al. 

2011). Carter (2019, p.3) defines SIBs as nurturing a more trust-led rela<onal network of 

governance between state, private and voluntary organisa<ons, describing markets and 

capital flow as a “poten<al red herring” to the hybridity of governance.  The Commissioning 

Beder Outcomes evalua<on (Ronicle, Stanworth and Hickman, 2019) iden<fied the specific 

areas of ‘performance management’ and ‘outcomes culture’ as being seen as trade-offs by VS 

providers to the poten<al benefits of using a SIB as a funding op<on.  

 

The Young Founda<on’s Report (Mulgan, et al. 2011) iden<fies that one of the key advantages 

of SIBs is encouraging commissioners and VS providers to think like financial investors in 

terms of investment and returns. The Brookings Ins<tute (Gustafsson-Wright, Gardiner and 

Putcha, 2015) posi<ons SIBs as an opportunity to “bring in private sector rigor and 

performance management to drive results” (p.2). Wells’ (2012) study into Futurebuilders, the 

government-backed social investment fund, iden<fied that both Futurebuilders and the wider 

social investment agenda placed significant importance on the need for cultural and 

behavioural change in the VS, a change towards more enterprising and business-like 
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opera<ons. Rosenman (2017, p.142) goes as far as describing social finance as represen<ng a 

new “logic of poverty regula<on” in how poverty is ordered, monitored and supervised. 

According to Neyland (2018) SIBs transform certain social problems (for example, recidivism, 

homelessness, children at risk) from a cost to an investment proposi<on, turning an 

intractable problem of Government into a source of returns for private investors.  

 

As outlined in previous sec<ons, there is emerging concern about the unintended 

consequences of NPM prac<ces on the VS, as a whole but par<cularly small to medium 

chari<es and their ability to survive (Dayson, et al. 2022). The SIB model of a locally focused 

and collabora<ve approach to service design, along with the shi\ of financial risk from 

commissioner to investor, has been promoted by SIB advocates as responding to these 

unintended consequences and enabling smaller VS organisa<ons to access service contracts 

(Mulgan, et al. 2011). But with their lengthy and complex nego<a<ons between different 

par<es, requirement for strict data management processes and delivery of cashable savings 

(Neyland, 2018), the implica<on is larger organisa<ons are in a preferen<al posi<on (Wells, 

2012). Albertson, et al. (2018, p. 111) discuss the need for a trade-off in SIBs, “between scale, 

opportuni<es for collabora<on and transac<on costs”.  

 

As discussed in chapter 2, there is lidle empirical evidence of the VS’s aatude to the SIB 

market or chari<es reques<ng new market-based models to fund the delivery of their ac<vity 

other than for mo<va<ons of survival. Neyland (2018) believes SIBs are actually an<-market 

devices and that VS providers are having to narrow their offer to adune to the unique needs 

of the buyer. McHugh, et al. (2013, p. 252) suggest that SIBs are not the VS’s solu<on to all 

funding woes but “represent the con<nua<on of a trend by successive UK governments to 

reduce direct public investment in social services whilst simultaneously encouraging 

increased investment from private sector financial and other intermediaries and ‘marke<sing’ 

the third sector”.  

 

3.7 SIBs in prac2ce 
Dayson, et al. (2020) argue that SIB implementa<on could be a recogni<on of the failings of 

New Public Management to address the causes and consequences of complex social 

problems and that this new approach to commissioning is more closely aligned to the more 
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pluralis<c New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006). In the semi-structured interviews from 

the exploratory research, all stakeholders, including VS organisa<ons that worked on SIBs that 

did not make it to ‘live’ stage, stated that to some extent they felt the SIB process was much 

more collabora<ve than other commissioning models.  

 

“If you compare that with other specs that the Council have issued then yes (it was 

more collabora>ve), because we were having an internal dialogue about who the 

cohort was, what are they currently accessing … and my experience with previous 

tenders is that those conversa>ons don’t really happen.” 

Charity CEO, infrastructure charity that worked on a consor8um SIB that did not go ‘live’. 

 

Whether the SIB model marks a seismic shi\ into Salamon’s (1987) collabora<ve third-party 

government, with opportuni<es for locally focused, smaller VS organisa<ons to be included, 

remains to be seen. There is no research iden<fying the size of the chari<es who are involved 

in SIB delivery and the extent or nature of their involvement (for example as prime or 

subcontractors). The exploratory research using GoLabs SIBs database iden<fied that there 

were 138 providers engaged in UK SIB delivery in 2019: 70% were VS organisa<ons and 85% 

of those were either large, major or super-major VS organisa<ons*. 

 

SIBs have been described as resource intensive in their set-up, with contractual nego<a<ons 

proving “complex, <me-consuming and unfamiliar to many par<cipants” (Neyland, 2018, 

p.495). Evidence from the PIRU evalua<on (Tan, et al. 2015) describes local input having 

limited use at the SIB design stage as this is essen<ally a technical process. In the exploratory 

research interviews, the <me it took to develop and nego<ate a SIB were described by VS 

stakeholders as being a significant challenge, with 13 months being the shortest period before 

the SIB went ‘live’.  

 

 

 

 

 

*NVCO charity income band: Micro <£10k; Small £10k-£100k; Medium £100k-£1m; Large £1m-£10m; Major 

£10m-£100m; Super-major >£100m.  
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“It is 13 months of my >me and other things that I do. 13 months of service manager 

>me, there’s Director >me on this – it has been through our Directors 3 >mes and 

itera>ons asked for; our finance team to try and model this, lots of >me. Its 13 months 

but how much >me to a pound value, I couldn’t say. It has been the biggest thing on my 

radar for a long >me.”  

Area Lead, Housing Associa8on, SIB went ‘live’ in 2019. 

 

SIBs have been cri<cised as causing fundamental tensions when bringing together the 

exper<se, interests and objec<ves of the various par<es to build a common value proposi<on 

(Williams, 2019) and promp<ng ques<ons of whether “this signals a demise of approaches 

and values for which Voluntary Organisa<ons have been sought as service contributors” 

(Milbourne and Cushman, 2015, p.3). VS leaders were also concerned about the significant 

amount of money going out of the ‘system’ and being spent on expert intermediaries to help 

(mainly the commissioners) to develop financial proxies that would ‘prove’ outcome 

adribu<on.  

 

“There is a feeling in our sector that there is a lot of money going out of the system 

because you are paying interest rates and you are paying money to investors and then 

there’s all these intermediaries that you can spend a fortune on, then there’s solicitors’ 

fees.”  

Charity CEO, currently delivering a SIB 

 

Many SIBs also act through the conduit of a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV), a legal structure 

designed to reduce financial risks across all partners. However, once the SPV has been 

established, the legal structure of the SPV is ‘locked-into’ the outcomes as nego<ated 

between the commissioner and investor and, in essence, the SPV could ‘fire’ the SIB delivery 

partner (Neyland, 2018). In order to demonstrate that SIB providers are accountable to the 

commissioner (and therefore taxpayers) (Alcock, 2016), VS organisa<ons require the use of 

reliable informa<on systems to monitor and track performance data. This emphasis on the 

mechanisms and administra<on of SIBs has led to extensive micro-management of VS 

organisa<on to enable adainment of successful outcomes (Lowe, et al. 2018), and the 
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poten<al disrup<on to the work of front-line workers at the expense of <me spent with 

service recipients (Albertson, et al. 2018).  

 

One of the central premises of SIBs is the opportunity for innova<on through the bringing 

together of the mixed incen<ves for the public, the for-profit and the not-for-profit sectors.  

VS organisa<ons, with their “closeness to beneficiaries with specialist needs … flexibility and 

ability to innovate” whilst maintaining a values base (Rees and Mullins, 2016, p.10) would 

seem a vital partner in developing these new solu<ons to some of the UK’s most intractable 

social problems. Inevitably VS SIB providers have had to align with some of the ideals, values 

and tools from private sector management (Lowe, et al. 2018). But power dynamics follow 

ins<tu<onal rules that privilege certain posi<ons and courses of ac<on over others, what 

Knight (1992, as cited in Lowndes, 2009, p.95) calls “paderns of distribu<onal advantage”. The 

reality of SIB development appears to weigh far more favourably on the financial exper<se of 

the social investors (Ronicle, et al. 2017). Neyland (2018, p.496) notes that “innova<on is not 

designed to alleviate compe<<on, but becomes an essen<al driver of compe<<ve pressure”, 

organisa<ons (in the case of SIBs, most o\en VS organisa<ons) strive to singularise their offer 

“as increasingly aduned to the unique needs of the buyer” (the par<es opera<ng the SIB).  

 

3.8 VS Agency 
Scod (2008, pp.6-7) defines agency as an “actor’s ability to have some effect on the social 

world – altering the rules, rela<onal <es, or distribu<on of resources”. As Benned (2015, 

abstract) notes, through the dominance of economic paradigm framing, most VS research 

“casts voluntary sector organisa<ons as passive in their context, responding to ideas from the 

central state rather than playing an ac<ve role in how and why par<cular ideas hold”.  

Amongst the key factors of VS organisa<onal agency, Benson (2015, p.7) outlines “the extent 

to which local commissioners value the contribu<on of voluntary sector providers; the degree 

to which local groups are dependent on state funding … and the extent to which the 

voluntary sector themselves have ar<culated a poli<cal posi<on on their role”. McGovern 

(2016) believes that it is possible for VS organisa<ons to step outside of neoliberal orthodoxy, 

where VS leaders are able to make informed choices about organisa<onal development and 

resist pressures to conform to imposed ins<tu<onal logics. Coule and Patmore’s (2013) case 

study found that VS actors were able to draw upon compe<ng ins<tu<onal logics to frame 
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and serve their own organisa<onal interests when engaging in social investment programmes. 

They conclude: “Non-profit actors adopt and use the alterna<ve ins<tu<onal logics available 

to them for elabora<on and interpreta<on to achieve their poli<cal purposes, undermining 

the no<on of NPOs (Not-for-Profit Organisa<ons) as passive recipients of the ins<tu<onal 

logics underpinning par<cular public management approaches.” (p.995). 

 

VS narra<ves in the SIB literature are limited and have tended to be cri<cal, emphasising “the 

privileging of larger over smaller non-profits, and the erosion of agency autonomy, mandate 

and moral mission” (Williams, 2019, p.2). Collec<ve examples of unfair dealings for the VS 

have added to concerns around the threat of state funding to curb sector independence and 

voice (Rees and Mullins, 2016): in short, limi<ng VS organisa<ons ability to pursue their own 

mission and interests. There are examples across the VS of organisa<ons involved in large-

scale state procurement regimes and sub-contrac<ng rela<onships with private providers; 

involvements which have worked against them. Penal reform charity, the Howard League 

(Milbourne and Murray, 2017), regards the priva<sa<on of the criminal jus<ce system as a 

highly profitable supply-chain feeding corporate interests. 75% of the 300 named sub-

contractors are VS organisa<ons, with chari<es described by the Howard League as both 

naive and simply ‘bid candy’. Ronicle, Stanworth and Hickman’s (2019) evalua<on of the  

‘Commissioning Beder Outcomes Fubd’ on behalf of the Na<onal Lodery’s Community Fund 

(a fund set up to s<mulate outcome-based commissioning, par<cularly SIB development) 

reported that investors were much more likely to work repeatedly with a single, established 

provider, no<ng that this trend was likely to work against smaller providers. Evidence from the 

exploratory research iden<fied a small, locally focused charity that had worked with a social 

investor for over a year developing a SIB; they struggled to establish local commissioner buy-

in, so the investor took the SIB (modelled through evidence from the local charity) and rolled 

it out through a na<onal charity working in different local authori<es.    

 

“How do our larger organisa>ons, that do have some capacity, support the smaller 

ones so that we don’t end up in the situa>on that a lot of SIBs have, in which a big 

na>onal provider comes in and goes ‘we understand how to do all this outcomes and 

impact measurement stuff’. Then the local VCSE sector, in par>cular, are leY out.” 

Commissioner 
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In fact, whether SIBs are a viable opportunity for local VS organisa<ons may simply be down 

to loca<on. The study conducted by Jones, et al. (2016) on the uneven impact of austerity on 

the VS iden<fied how investment is o\en mediated at both na<onal and local level of 

Government, where there is a poten<al clash of ideologies. In the exploratory research, a 

commissioner described being under a Conserva<ve-led Council as the significant factor in 

explaining why their local authority had fully embraced SIBs, compared with another Labour-

led local authority that had struggled to get a SIB off the ground, regardless of both 

authori<es receiving the same level of SIB Government subsidies. 

 

In the development of SIBs, Carter (2019, p.13) states that VS providers “have not crudely 

posi<oned themselves to cynically maximise the delivery of payable social outcomes” but 

instead u<lise SIBs as a means-to-an-end of achieving their social mission. She offers, as 

evidence, the absence of creaming and parking prac<ces (o\en found in other payment-by-

results structures), though acknowledges that it is difficult to adribute this to the result of 

“good organisa<ons” and is poten<ally just an intrinsic aspect of the <ghtly controlled SIB 

outcome specifica<on.  

 

Despite the SIB op<mism, there is evidence that VS organisa<ons are exercising their agency 

by op<ng out of the SIB market. Reports across the field include downright scep<cism as to 

the future of the market and, while the SIB market con<nues to grow, the pace of growth is 

slower than expected and “the size of individual deals and the value of the market as a whole 

remains quite small” (Williams, 2019, p.6). One of the VS leaders interviewed in the 

exploratory research stated that their board had come to a proac<ve agreement that they 

would not pursue SIBs as a funding mechanism as they felt uncomfortable with the 

marke<zed approach to support.   

 

“I am not coming at it from a naturally nega>ve perspec>ve, it just seems as though, 

as the evidence grows, it is not quite stacking up as has been promised. I would say 

that I am pragma>c enough to know, if the evidence suggests it shouldn’t work then 

you shouldn’t just pursue ideologically.” 

Charity CEO, decision made not to pursue SIBs. 
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On the surface, the SIB agenda looks like another way of imposing market and public 

administra<on logics to tame the “loose and baggy monster” of the VS (Kendall and Knapp, 

1996). But evidence from some studies and the exploratory research have shown that VS 

organisa<ons have u<lised innova<ve and collabora<ve approaches that brought hybridity to 

their organisa<ons (La Torre, et al. 2019). At a more micro-level, the ques<on remains 

whether VS leaders can employ levels of agency to mould SIBs around their own 

organisa<onal agenda? 

 

3.9 Conclusion 
SIB literature thus far has largely focused on the (narrow) microeconomics of the SIB market, 

including the ra<onality of financial agents and commissioners, systems of metrics and 

payments (Lowe, et al. 2018). This study is interested in the (wider) ‘SIB effect’ on the VS, on 

the impact on VS behaviour, agency and dis<nc<veness.   The key themes drawn out of the 

literature review and exploratory research outline a combina<on of complex agendas at play 

between the VS, state and private sector.  These agendas are based on o\en compe<ng logics 

and ideological posi<oning (Albertson, et al. 2018). Benson (2015) describes voluntary ac<on 

as poli<cal, though rarely acknowledged by the sector itself, and acted out through choices 

made about ac<vi<es, objec<ves and through the funding mechanisms pursued. These 

choices are not neutral from ideological and poli<cal beliefs but socially constructed and 

shaped through assump<ons made about Government policies, community engagement, the 

power of the markets and the ethical values of the organisa<on.  

 

Explora<on of the organising principles that led to the introduc<on of SIBs by the UK 

Government will help to understand the ‘SIB effect’ for the VS and unpick the basis of 

assump<ons made about SIBs by VS leaders. According to Coule and Patmore (2013) new 

ins<tu<onalism is a theore<cal lens that can get beneath poli<cal processes involving 

par<cipants of unequal power. A new ins<tu<onal perspec<ve for examining the SIB 

ecosystem will explore the link between the macro-level poli<cally and socially constructed 

rules of SIBs, meso-level sector-wide perspec<ve of the SIB agenda and the micro-level 

individual agency of VS actors (Thornton, et al. 2012). Brandsen, Donk and Puders (2015) 

suggest that, by analysing par<cular ins<tu<onal contexts where hybridity has occurred as a 
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dis<nct VS coping strategy, researchers can understand the origins of third-sector 

ra<onali<es. Chapter 4 will iden<fy key concepts around the development of a SIB ecosystem 

before introducing the new ins<tu<onalist approach taken in this study as an overarching 

theore<cal framework. 
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Chapter 4: Theore-cal Framework and Concepts 
 
 
4.1 Introduc2on 
This chapter outlines key theore<cal and conceptual frameworks relevant to this study. 

Underpinning the study is the concept of new ins<tu<onalism as a framework to understand 

how the VS’s role as SIB delivery agents has been shaped by the ins<tu<onal structures within 

the larger context of society. This theore<cal framework is in accordance with the chosen 

philosophical perspec<ve (see chapter 5 Research Design and Methods) of this study, and 

enabled a beder understanding of how the ins<tu<onal logics underpinning the introduc<on 

of a funding mechanism such as SIBs can shape the opera<ng environment and belief systems 

of VS organisa<ons and their leaders.  

 

The first sec<on of this chapter outlines key concepts for the development of a SIB 

ecosystem, situa<ng SIBs as a social construct within the wider social investment market. 

Building on Granoveder’s (1985) ‘market embeddedness’ the sec<on explores the complexity 

of building a market that incorporates public, private and voluntary sector partners, u<lising 

Beckert’s three coordina<on problems outlined in his ar<cle “The Social Order of Markets” 

(2009), to inves<gate the posi<oning and interplay between sectors in the SIB ecosystem. 

 

The second sec<on pulls these concepts together to outline the theore<cal framework of this 

study based on new ins<tu<onalism, in par<cular the concept of ins<tu<onal logics. This 

sec<on explores the narra<ves underpinning the SIB agenda using Fraser, et al’s. (2018) 

findings from their literature on SIBs to highlight the relevance to this study of a SIB narra<ve 

dominated by the norma<ve prac<ces of the private sector. Following this, the chapter 

introduces new ins<tu<onalism, and using three aspects outlined by Lowndes (2009) situates 

the importance of understanding the ins<tu<onal logics behind the development of SIBs. 

 

4.2 Developing an Ecosystem for SIBs 
As outlined in chapter 2’s literature review, the emergence of social investment is one 

manifesta<on of the drive for modernisa<on of public service delivery through marke<sa<on. 

SIBs, one of the latest models to evolve from social investment, is predicated by a financial 

logic associated with health and welfare support (Carter, 2019). But, before this 
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financialisaton (Golka, 2019) can be fully developed, a market first needs to be created 

(Aalbers 2016). Nicholls and Pharoah (2008) provide an account of the developments in the 

emerging market for social investment, describing social investment, in its simplest form, as 

the resources required to empower social and environmental change; resources of financial 

capital (money), social capital (networks) and human capital (exper<se and skills). The 

exchange of these resources is intended to create a marketplace consis<ng of transac<onal 

rela<onships between supply actors, intermedia<on actors and demand actors. Along with 

the exchange of goods, markets are also characterised by compe<<on (Beckert, 2009); 

market actors in the social investment field have similar but also conflic<ng interests in that 

they are all interested in the exchange of financial, social and human capital but have 

conflic<ng interests regarding price and other specifica<ons, such as risk transfer, quality and 

value crea<on (Nicholls, et al. 2015).  

 

Granoveder (1985) describes markets as being embedded in nonmarket social rela<ons; 

market exchanges are therefore not simply an inevitable and natural tendency to barter and 

exchange for goods but “are shaped by the ins<tu<onal structures, social networks and 

horizons of meaning within which market actors meet” (Beckert, 2009, p.247). This 

‘embeddedness’ has an impact on the behaviour of market actors and ins<tu<ons that 

operate within an ecosystem such as social investment. If, as Granoveder (1985) argues, 

markets are not inevitable and are only one way of organising economic ac<vi<es, then the 

development of a market exchange for SIBs has been done voluntarily, and only made 

possible due to certain behaviours of market actors and ins<tu<ons.  

 

Beckert (2009) argues that the embeddedness of markets leads to three inevitable 

coordina<on problems that impact market actor’s behaviour: value, compe<<on and 

coopera<on. Only when stable reciprocal expecta<ons of market actors from all sides of a 

transac<on are accepted can a market, such as one for SIBs, operate as a “mechanism for the 

fulfilment of adap<ve func<ons in society” (Beckert, 2009 p.249). Therefore, closer analysis of 

these expecta<ons and transac<onal rela<onships within a SIB ecosystem, will provide some 

understanding of whether the SIB market is reducing, reinforcing, or exaggera<ng other social 

differences, par<cularly in how the VS’s role as SIB delivery agents has been shaped by the 

ins<tu<onal structures within the larger context of society. 



  48 

 

Williamson’s (1973) work on markets, hierarchies and networks outlines that it is generally 

acknowledged within welfare economics that the development of nonmarket (or quasi-

market) organisa<ons exist whenever the transac<ons within the market experience 

“fric<ons”. One approach to understanding the crea<on of a market for SIB’s would be 

through market failure/government failure theory:  the inefficient and unequal distribu<on of 

goods/services through free market mechanisms has led to complex social problems - the 

state’s ability to produce collec<ve goods that respond to all these social problems is limited 

due to the need to command a majority of public support. So, the Government takes a ‘mixed 

economy’ approach to insulate against some aspects of capitalism (Evans, 2010).  Hence, a 

social investment market is created that involves quasi-market organisa<ons, and the VS 

exists to provide specialist services that exist outside of Government responsibility, with 

ac<vity that cannot command a majority of public support (Salamon, 1987). However, both 

Williamson and Salamon outline that this theore<cal ra<onale is limi<ng when used to explain 

more complex forms of economic organisa<on or ac<vity. Firstly, as Salamon (1987) 

highlights, Government Failure theory does not incorporate the level of VS engagement in the 

delivery of services on behalf of the Government.   Secondly, SIBs are par<cularly complex 

mechanisms and require complicated transac<ons for the exchange of resources between 

state, private and voluntary sector agents. As Williamson (1973) argues, economics is a social 

science, and therefore the study of markets needs to include compara<ve-ins<tu<onal 

inves<ga<on to understand the rela<ons and hierarchies at play within the ecosystem.   
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4.3 The Posi2oning of Sectors within the SIB Ecosystem 
 

Figure 4.1: Interac3on between different actors in a social impact investment market, (from the 

policy paper Social Impact Investment Forum: outputs and ac5ons, from the Cabinet Office, July 

2013) 

 

 

 

The rhetoric from successive governments on the introduc<on of market mechanisms for 

state ac<vity has been about finding efficient ways to tailor supply to demand (McGovern, 

2016). Figure 4.1, produced for the G8 Social Impact Investment Forum, is the Government’s 

presenta<on of an ideal set of supply/demand transac<onal rela<onships for social impact 

investment across the private, public and voluntary sectors. The diagram was framed by the 

following: “Social impact investment brings together a diverse group of actors with different 

goals, expecta>ons and ways of working. A key message from the Forum was that, while roles 

may overlap, actors must play to their strengths to encourage market growth.”  

 

A market exchange relies on the social construc<on of there being something to exchange 

between the buyer and the seller (Beckert, 2009). In Figure 4.1 the product being exchanged 

is money for social investment: the transac<onal rela<onships, and therefore actors’ 

presumed strengths, are valued purely through the supply of and demand for financial 

capital, ignoring the exchange of the two other resources (social and human capital) that 

Nicholls (2010) iden<fied as required to empower social and environmental change. The use 

of the term ‘must’ (emphasis added in the quote for iden<fica<on purposes) in the diagram’s 

accompanying statement outlines that there are some preconcep<ons from the Cabinet 
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Office about what each actor’s strengths are in rela<on to the development of a social impact 

investment market.  The centrality of finance as the ‘product’ outlines the demand side (the 

VS) as the consumers of money and the supply side (the private sector) as the producers of 

money, resul<ng in inherent and poten<ally unequal power rela<onships built on the logic of 

financial returns as the ul<mate outcome (Warner, 2020). As Nicholls (2010) iden<fies, this 

ra<onale is simplis<c and doesn’t give the full picture of the formidable ins<tu<onal barriers 

involved in social investment. Social investment as a means to empower social outcomes is 

broader than just the flow of money and has the inherent ideology that capital market 

structures can be deployed for social gains and not just commercial gains (Wells, 2012). 

Transac<onal posi<ons between the cross-sector actors can be viewed from different 

perspec<ves depending on the underlying logic; for example, a diagram with the logic of 

social returns as its central premise would shi\ supply-demand roles and therefore the 

percep<on of the strengths of the actors, thus changing locus of power within the investment 

agenda (Golden, Kohli and Mignode, 2017). 
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Figure 4.2: Mapping of main actors across the SIB ecosystem 

 

 

 

SIBs’ posi<onality as a subsector of social investment has been that of a win-win-win scenario, 

a model that nurtures innova<on and alignment across private, public and voluntary sectors 

around a common value proposi<on (Williams, 2019). Although SIB’s common value 

proposi<on is primarily the inten<on of achieving social good and beder services for the 

people and communi<es the interven<ons are targeted at, largely ‘people and communi<es’ 

are absent in any modelling or discussions around the development of the SIB ecosystem.  

Again, at the heart of these cross-sector collabora<ons is the flow of financial, social and 

human resources between organisa<ons. What makes the SIB ecosystem different to other 

forms of social investment is that, even when viewing SIBs through the conven<onal market 

logic of supply and distribu<on of finance, actors do not comfortably sit within binary 

func<ons.  

 

Figure 4.2 adempts to map out the demand/supply posi<onality of the dominant actors in a 

UK SIB ecosystem. Other than Social Finance, all other SIB actors switch demand/supply 
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posi<onality depending on whether SIBs’ primary inten<on is viewed as that of seeking 

financial returns or social returns. The lack of stable expecta<ons on the end SIB ‘product’ 

leads back to Beckert’s (2009) three coordina<on problems (value, compe>>on, coopera>on) 

and causes “fundamental tensions around the agenda underlying the SIB enterprise, and the 

interests and objec<ves of the various par<es to these deals (i.e. government, investors and 

providers) with SIB specialists at <mes struggling to engage all three players and to build 

common value proposi<ons” (Williams 2019, p.6). 

 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the relational perspective of SIBs using Beckert’s (2009) 

three coordination problems. This is discussed in further detail in the paragraphs that follows, 

with Italics used to highlight Beckert’s (2009) three coordina<on problems throughout the 

text. This relational perspective allows for a view of SIBs that underlines the political-

economic challenges while also providing some explanation for the SIB market emergence 

through wider social dynamics (Golka, 2019). 
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Table 4.1: Rela3onal perspec3ve of the SIB ecosystem 

 

 Cooperation Competition Value 

Government Provider of incubation grants Principles of open global 
economy (competition 
state) 

Upfront capital during a 
period of spending cuts 

Development of SIB think tanks Regulating business for 
public interest 

Mixed economy mechanism 

Coalition building/alignment 
with private sector 

Building local experimental 
markets 

Social returns / response to 
complex social problems 

Requires cooperation between 
national policy and local 
government delivery 

 Local government limited 
capacity and resources to 
develop SIB mechanism 

Social returns in exchange for 
capital interest 

Cashable savings 

Investors Government reciprocal 
expectations for investment 

Supply-led / lack of 
demand 

New influence in state 
social policy 

Bringing financial expertise 
through intermediary 
opportunities  

Market development / 
private sector competition 
systems 

Access to state revenue 

Overseeing VS behaviour – ‘Big 
Brother’ 

Small network of market 
suppliers 

Financial expertise as 
central, therefore an 
opportunity to drive the 
agenda 

Voluntary 

Sector 

Extension of contracting 
relationship with Government 

Competitive tendering Access to new funding 

Rewarding ‘good’ VS 
organisations / conforming to 
market expectations 

Replacement of other 
nonmarket forms of 
funding, e.g. grants 

SIB failure measured 
through VS failure to deliver 
social outcomes 

Success measured through 
social outcomes data 

 Opportunity to pursue 
sustainability and 
professionalism objectives 

 

 

Government as an enabling actor 

In prac<cal terms, the value of SIBs for the UK Government is fairly clear: during a <me of 

significant spending cuts, social finance provides access to upfront private capital to fund 

social programmes and transfers the financial risk of these programmes not succeeding 

(Rosenman, 2017). Certainly, the UK Government’s interest and investment in SIBs has 

supported the expansion of a social investment market (Albertson, et al. 2018), promo<ng a 

favourable regulatory framework through tools such as incuba<on grants and the 

development of expert think tanks that nurture the condi<ons for SIB innova<on, opportunity 

and compe<<on (Aalbers, 2016, Evans, 2010). This regulatory framework cooperates with the 

ins<tu<onal structures of private investors as SIB market actors, suppor<ng what Evans (2010) 

outlines as the emergence of a compe>>on state. 



  54 

 

Government can be posi<oned as either demand or supply market agents. Government’s 

primary SIB objec<ve (at least explicitly) is to achieve social returns that reduce the high costs 

to the taxpayer associated with complex social problems (Fraser, et al. 2018); seeking 

investment to reduce this would firmly place them as a demand-side actor. However, in most 

models a successful SIB is based on the premise of Government supplying investors with a 

financial return on their investment, making Government the ul<mate producer of finance, 

which places them as a supply-side actor when the primary inten<on is financial returns. This 

supply-demand posi<onality becomes even more nuanced with the introduc<on of large-

scale Government SIB incuba<on grant programmes, such as the Commissioning Beder 

Outcomes fund (CBO), that is adding financial capital to s<mulate the SIB market. Through 

intermedia<on, na<onal Government is seeking to grow the social investment market (a 

demand ac<vity) by supplying incen<vised grants (a supply ac<vity). 

 

Government as the ‘enablers’ of SIBs is not just about growing and shaping the social 

investment market. SIBs have also been designed to “create new, localized, experimental 

markets” (Neyland, 2018, p.495), with SIBs largely deployed within local geographical 

contexts, meaning local authority commissioners are a central piece of a SIB puzzle. The CBO 

fund evalua<on (Ronicle, Stanworth and Hickman, 2019) showed that CBO received 115 

Expressions of Interest (EOI); 87 were taken forward by CBO for a development grant, which 

resulted in just 19 SIBs being launched with CBO support. A significant propor<on of the EOIs 

were VS provider-led proposals and failed to develop further due to a lack of local 

commissioner capacity, interest and/or resource to pursue SIB development. The report 

highlights challenges around local commissioner buy-in and a lack of perceived value with 

more of a poten<al downside of SIBs for local Government. This raises ques<ons about the 

coopera>on between, not only na<onal and local Government, but local Government and the 

VS. Local Government’s posi<on as a demand-supply actor is therefore very much rela<onal 

to na<onal policy. 

 

Investors as suppliers 

Engagement in the SIB market creates opportuni<es of significant value for investors: 

coopera>on from na<onal Government generates prospects for gaining new influence in the 
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developments in state social policy, alongside access to new state revenue streams 

(Rosenman, 2017). Thus, the SIB market has evolved with reciprocal expecta<ons for both the 

Government and private investors in terms of their ac<ons as market actors and the expected 

outcomes being of material interest (Beckert, 2009). However, the blurring of supply-demand 

agents can also be applied to SIB investors. Posi<oning social investors as suppliers 

responding to a market demand does not acknowledge that social investment has largely 

been supply-led, with financial suppliers repor<ng a lack of appropriate demand for 

investment (Nicholls, 2008). In many cases the financial ins<tu<ons that are supplying SIB 

finance are also the intermediary organisa<ons deployed as ‘expert’ brokers between the 

three par<es that typically make up a SIB. This comes from a ra<onale that SIB exper<se is 

valued through the understanding of capital markets rather than exper<se in delivering social 

returns (Warner, 2020). This logic embeds a power dynamic of private sector superiority as a 

response to VS perceived financial inexperience, with the intermediary experts able to bring 

in enhanced data monitoring techniques to ensure VS “outcome payments are earned in a 

valid and adributable way” (Fraser, et al. 2018, p.11). Whilst SIBs can offer financial 

ins<tu<ons the opportunity to blend social entrepreneurship with their pursuit of commercial 

interests, it cannot be overlooked that SIBs also open up new revenue streams of state social 

expenditure for investors (Fraser, et al. 2018). Rosenman (2017) describes this as an 

underlying belief that “charitable money should be working for the donor as well as the 

beneficiary”.  

 

VS as demand agents 

The value of SIBs for the VS provider is presented as the opportunity to access funding to 

support their ac<vi<es for social good. In terms of coopera>on, partaking in prac<ces that 

have been the domain of the private sector is nothing new for the VS, with the compe<<ve 

tendering and market-led commissioning processes having dominated the funding 

environment for large sec<ons of the VS for some <me (Milbourne, 2013). However, VS 

organisa<ons that wish to partake in SIBs are also required to prove that their proposed 

ac<vity is also measurably profitable, or at least efficient enough to achieve the desirable 

outcomes. This feeds into ongoing discussions around the legi<misa<on of certain VS provider 

ac<vi<es and the expecta<on of VS behaviour change by rewarding ‘good’ VS organisa<ons in 

the interest of state policy (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). Beckert (2009) outlines that 
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ins<tu<ons can deploy coopera>ve strategies through the effec<ve sanc<oning of defectors 

and enforce compliance. In market development terms, this creates coopera>on problems for 

VS providers as the reciprocal rela<onship is based solely on VS market actors conforming to 

expecta<ons from the other market actors. When the success of SIBs is only measured in 

solely financial terms, if a SIB does not meet its social targets and investors are not repaid by 

the state, then this is viewed as an ul<mate failure. Clearly this failure presents a risk transfer 

on to the investor through non-repayment of the upfront capital, but, as Rosenman (2017, 

p.148) points out, this risk model places success/failure on the VS provider achieving the 

social outcomes and does not include any possible broader, social explana<ons of the failure 

to achieve intended outcomes, “assuming instead that services and programmes can only 

improve or stay the same”. Albertson, et al. (2018) argue that by making the providers of SIBs 

responsible for service design and delivery, policymakers are ademp<ng to transfer risk by 

depoli<cising service delivery.  

 

Placement of the VS is therefore equally, if not more, problema<c, in terms of reciprocal 

expecta<ons. There is lidle argument that VS organisa<ons are demanding alterna<ve funding 

op<ons to replace shrinking grant opportuni<es and scaling back of state funding (Macmillan, 

2011). However, posi<oning the VS as the primary demand-side actor in a SIB eco-system 

would suggest that there is widespread demand from chari<es for SIBs as a funding structure 

to achieve their own missions rather than a government-driven procurement regime that is 

intended to replace some public service funding through the use of financial instruments 

(McGovern, 2016). This posi<oning does not acknowledge that for some VS organisa<ons the 

more tradi<onal Government mechanisms that have previously funded their organisa<on’s 

services are drying up, which presents them with no alterna<ve but to engage in more 

marke<sed prac<ses to achieve their social outcomes (Benson, 2015). Neither does VS 

demand-side posi<oning acknowledge reported scep<cism from the VS about SIBs as just 

another model added to the fragmented nature of the funding marketplace (Williams, 2019). 

With so lidle focus on VS provider mo<va<ons beyond the instrumental need to fund their 

services, it is difficult to see whether there is genuine demand for SIBs as ‘just another 

funding op<on’ to explore. 
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As outlined, the dis<nc<on between supply and demand in the eco-system of SIBs is difficult 

to relay across a binary classifica<on, with key players having mul<ple roles which blur 

boundaries and make it challenging to iden<fy SIB actors underlying ra<onale for 

engagement. As a result, coordina<on problems around value and coopera>on are difficult to 

resolve in order to form stable market expecta<ons (Beckert, 2009). In fact, whether SIBs 

operate within a market system at all has been the subject of recent debate. Neyland (2018, 

p.293) states that SIBs are an an<-market device “effec<vely ruling out compe<<on and 

crea<ng a proposi<on that protects specific par<es against the standard risks of an 

investment”. Warner (2020) would agree, arguing that SIBs’ fundamental design - external 

finance based on paying for successful outcomes - shi\s power away from the end beneficiary 

and creates a small network of actors (evaluators, intermediaries, providers and investors) 

and therefore it is not a market. Which leads back to Beckert’s (2009) third coordina<on 

problem, that of compe>>on. The regula<ons of compe>>on in an ecosystem are devised by 

the suppliers in the market themselves and rely on ins<tu<onal forms of standard-seang or 

informal agreements “based on cogni<ve frames, such as economic theories or taken-for-

granted rou<ne knowledge on how to compete in a given market field” (Beckert, 2009 

pp.258). Akerlof’s paper on ‘The Market for Lemons’ (1970), provides a good example of how 

informa<on can influence the market exchange, where the buyer is uncertain of the quality of 

a used car which places them at a disadvantage to the seller (who has acquired knowledge of 

the car’s quality through use over <me). Informa<on on the expecta<ons of the SIB market 

exchange, therefore, becomes a compe<<ve advantage which raises ques<ons about who is 

framing the informa<on and whether the taken-for-granted or implicit knowledge is shared 

equally across all market actors? 

 

4.4 Narra2ves of SIBs 
It is evident that the SIB discourse is s<ll dominated by the logic of finance for market returns 

and therefore social investment narra<ves appear to s<ll be heavily influenced by finance 

professionals from conven<onal financial ins<tu<ons (Nicholls, 2010). These influences are 

par<cularly evident when social investment is framed within the norma<ve language of 

financial economics and tells us something about the implicit logic of capital markets (Evans, 

2010). This is evident in Fraser, et al.’s (2018) comprehensive review of the theore<cal and 

empirical academic and ‘grey’ literature on SIBs, conducted to understand the emerging 
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concepts and narra<ves underpinning SIB policy area. Through the iden<fica<on of three 

dis<nct narra<ves (a public sector reform narra<ve, a financial sector reform narra<ve, a 

cau<onary narra<ve) they detected a dominance of the values and norma<ve assump<ons of 

the private sector. As well as raising ques<ons about whether profitability, compe<<on and 

market incen<ves can be reoriented for social good, from a voluntary sector research 

perspec<ve their study tells us more in terms of what narra<ve is missing from the SIB agenda 

than anything else. With a dis<nct lack of VS voice in the majority of the literature, Fraser, et 

al. (2018) raise concerns that there is lidle understanding of the impact of financial incen<ves 

on the VS providers. Na<onal Government has been keen to promote SIBs as an answer to 

the VS funding challenging (Del Giudice and Migliavacca, 2018) but, with such lidle focus 

turned on the VS narra<ve, it is difficult to gain any understanding of the impact of the SIB 

agenda on the opera<ng environment of the VS and the VS’ role within this, beyond ground-

level individual SIB evalua<ons.  

 

4.5 New Ins2tu2onalism 
If, as Beckert (2009) suggests, markets are as much socially constructed arenas as they are 

economic realms, then the engagement and decision-making of SIB market actors must be 

understood from the social contexts that lead to the framing of a market for SIBs. One 

approach to understanding this is through a new ins<tu<onalist lens, which can provide 

insights into the dynamics of the SIB ecosystem through analysis of the organising principles, 

strategies and norma<ve orienta<ons of actors (Schmidt, 2010). New ins<tu<onalists hold the 

unified perspec<ve that ins<tu<onal contexts mader to human behaviour, therefore 

researchers are interested in analysing how the rules and procedures of an ins<tu<on effect 

individual choice and collec<ve decisions (Immergut, 1998).  

 

However, scholars acknowledge that rather than being a coherent and unified theore<cal 

school, new ins<tu<onalism “includes several ‘branches’ or ‘streams’ which developed in 

rela<ve isola<on to each other” (Lecours, 2005. p16.). These branches typically consist of 

three broad and some<mes intersec<ng approaches: historical, ra<onal choice and 

sociological. Conflict between the different approaches focuses on the ques<on of how much 

weight should be given to the influence of rules and structures of the ins<tu<ons within a 
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social phenomenon, versus the agency and individual decisions making of actors (Koelble, 

1995). 

 

Historical ins>tu>onalism is a more structural approach based on the assump<on that “a 

historically constructed set of ins<tu<onal constraints and feedbacks structure the behaviour 

of poli<cal actors and interest groups during the policy-making process” (Béland, 2005(b). 

P29). Under this approach, the SIB market would be analysed as an inevitable evolu<on of 

historical capitalist structures through the influence of financial ins<tu<ons within poli<cs. 

The VS perspec<ve and the individualism of VS leaders therefore becomes (almost) obsolete 

to the research. 

Ra>onal choice ins>tu>onalists place more emphasis on the strategic calcula<ons of actors, 

with ins<tu<onal rules providing opportuni<es or constraints that can set the preferences for 

an individual’s ac<ons (Immergut, 1998). Under this approach VS engagement with the SIB 

market would be studied from the perspec<ve of individual VS leaders making ra<onal 

choices to pursue SIBs as a part of their own strategic interests. This would limit the scope to 

analyse issues of ins<tu<onal power for the VS and which ins<tu<on’s interests are being 

privileged.  

Sociological ins>tu>onalism, which this study favours, is grounded in organisa<onal theory 

and encompasses discursive analysis (Alasuutari, 2015). For sociological ins<tu<onalists, 

individual decisions are influenced not only by the ins<tu<onal seang but through larger 

frames of reference (Koelble, 1995).  The focus here is on the norms, values, culture and ideas 

that define ins<tu<ons and that are internalised by their actors (Lecours, 2005. p16.).  A 

sociological intui<onalist approach to SIBs exposes “evolving rules, norms and prac<ces 

because these enduring features affect the decision-making of key actors” (Lowe, et al. 2018), 

including the decision making of VS actors.  

 

Ins<tu<ons can refer to any powerful group, such as the Government, financial sector or the 

media (Mayr, 2008), and are not the same as organisa<ons but can best be understood as the 

paderns of behaviour that make up the “rules of the game” within a sector (Lowndes, 2009, 

p.94), with organisa<ons being the players within the game. New ins<tu<onalists would argue 

that ins<tu<ons play a pivotal role in the social system in which they are embedded as they 

are primary sites for ‘reality construc<on’ (Mayr, 2008).  
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Schmidt (2010, p.2) argues that new ins<tu<onalism moves ins<tu<onal analysis beyond the 

ability to merely explain con<nuity of belief systems and enables researchers to also explain 

innova<on and change in policy; “whether this means the role of ideas in cons<tu<ng poli<cal 

ac<on, the power of persuasion in poli<cal debate, the centrality of delibera<on for 

democra<c legi<ma<on, the (re) construc<on of poli<cal interests and values, or the 

dynamics of change in history and culture”. So much government policymaking and service-

delivery now involve private and voluntary sector partnership networks (Rees and Mullins, 

2016), including the SIB model. Thus, the ins<tu<onal inter-play between Government, 

private and voluntary sector may take the form of relevant rules such as commissioning 

prac<ces, community strategies and performance plans, which have been consciously 

designed and clearly specified, or the rules may take the form of unwriden customs and 

codes that have inherent power rela<ons (Coule and Patmore, 2013). A new ins<tu<onalist 

perspec<ve to SIBs provides an understanding of these rules and systems of interac<on across 

the formal ins<tu<onal barriers and allow iden<fica<on of the different sets of rules at play 

within the overall ins<tu<onal matrix of the three main SIB players. 

 

4.6 Ins2tu2onal Logics 
Lowndes (2009) outlines that there are three important aspects to new ins<tu<onalism, 

which moves the theory on from its historical ins<tu<onalist predecessors.  

 

Firstly, new ins<tu<onalism does not solely focus on the formal rules and structures of 

ins<tu<ons but recognises that behaviour is also shaped by informal conven<ons and 

coali<ons. Like Beckert’s (2009) previously discussed compe<<on problem, where market 

suppliers can devise informal agreements based on rou<ne knowledge that establishes them 

as an important player in a given market, these informal conven<ons can act as filters that 

selec<vely favour par<cular organising principles and causal beliefs that poli<cal actors can 

use as a best means to achieve their ends (Béland, 2005(a)). These informal networks and 

pathways for sharing knowledge can reinforce certain ins<tu<onal logics that enable 

dominant groups to gain a more stable posi<on for themselves than through repressive state 

powers (Mayr, 2008). For example, Immergut’s (1998) concepts around the contextual logics 

of causality links Margaret Thatcher’s deregula<on of interest rates to the forma<on of the 
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collec<ve actor, the ‘city’, through informal coali<ons. As financial investors began to try to 

predict fluctua<ons in interest rates, they formed new informa<onal networks to disseminate 

monetarist ideas, which eventually led to the founding of new economic ins<tutes and much 

closer links with the Government.  This emergence of a previously, non-formally organised, 

collec<ve actor provides an understanding of certain ins<tu<onal forces that contributed to 

the emergence of New Public Management (Hood, 1991) and the dominant role of market 

actors in the UK (Coule and Patmore, 2013).  

 

Through a new ins<tu<onal lens, these ongoing shared conven<ons and interac<ons between 

poli<cal ins<tu<ons and the wider ins<tu<onal framework of the finance sector has created 

the pathway for social investment, with the UK being a predictable seang for informal 

arrangements influencing the development and advoca<on of the first SIB model. The 

underlying premise of SIBs - bringing market forces to social welfare - reflects the underlying 

organising principles of key players from conven<onal finance ins<tu<ons who have started 

up new organisa<ons and exper<se in the social investment space over the past 10 years 

(Nicholls and Pharoah, 2008). These financial principles have led to a number of ideals, values 

and tools being imported from private sector management prac<ces into services addressing 

social problems (Lowe, et al. 2018). London provides a home and geographical convenience 

to both Westminster-based Government policy entrepreneurs and City-based major SIB 

investors, who will inevitably share systems of interac<on across both formal and informal 

networks (Williams, 2019). Along with these systems of interac<on, significant shi\s in 

Government agenda seang do not o\en happen incrementally, and also require perfect 

<ming to embed favoured organising principles and causal beliefs into structured policy 

change. Kingdon’s (1993) theory on public policy agenda seang describes cri<cal points in 

<me, when the greatest agenda change occurs, as ‘open policy windows’. Windows open 

when “a problem is recognised, a solu<on is available, and the poli<cal condi<ons are right” 

(Kingdon, 1993, p.42). The renewed focus on the cost of welfare spending following the 2008 

financial crash (problem recognised) and the newly formed, Conserva<ve-led, coali<on 

Government that came into power in 2010 following an inconclusive elec<on (right poli<cal 

condi<ons) created the right opportunity for advocates of SIBs. Having already built networks 

with Government, social investors were able to use the open policy window to present SIBs as 

a legi<mate policy proposal (available solu<on). 
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Lowndes’ (2009) second important aspect of new ins<tu<onalism is achieved through cri<cal 

analysis of the way poli<cal ins<tu<ons embody values and power rela<onships. Rather than 

simply taking Government behaviour at face value, a new ins<tu<onalist approach recognises 

that Government ac<ons can encourage the mobilisa<on of interests by legi<mising par<cular 

voices or ideologies (Immergut, 1998). A central logic is deployed as a means to mediate 

between organisa<ons and society; “ins<tu<onal logics cons<tute ins<tu<onalised organising 

principles to guide field members based upon a set of belief systems and associated 

prac<ces” (Coule and Patmore, 2013, p.981). Béland (2005 (a)) believes that ins<tu<ons truly 

influence policy-making and that elected poli<cians reproduce established ins<tu<onal logics 

in order to jus<fy unpopular reforms and avoid losing too much poli<cal capital and electoral 

support. Reforms are introduced through policy alterna<ves to problems that appear to be 

pressing, (Kingdon,1993), and grounded by specific paradigms embedded within the 

proposals. These reproduc<ons of established ins<tu<onal logics can embody power rela<ons 

when deployed for policymaking in areas such as welfare reforms, “by privileging certain 

posi<ons and certain courses of ac<on over others” (Lowndes, 2009, p.95).  

 

Kingdon (1993) notes that condi<ons (such as the cost of welfare) can become problems 

when they are in conflict with prevailing values (for example when a new poli<cal party 

comes into power). Policy entrepreneurs can then hook their solu<ons to the problem: 

“geang people to see a condi<on as a problem is a central poli<cal accomplishment” 

(Kingdon, 1993, p.42).  Béland (2005 (a)) refers to these reinforcing strategies as ‘path 

dependences’, that can include private sector organisa<ons reinforcing the path-dependent 

logics of Government policymaking in areas they have a vested interest in. Established 

ins<tu<onal logics can set-out or reinforce par<cular expected roles between ins<tu<onal 

representa<ves, who must comply with the ins<tu<onal norms and objec<ves, including the 

conceptualisa<on of ‘experts’ and ‘non-experts’ and ‘clients’, (Mayr, 2008). In the case of SIBs, 

beyond their surface presenta<on as the answer to pressing complex social problems 

(Dayson, et al. 2018), there is an embedded financial logic that links the quan<fica<on and 

mone<sa<on of social outcomes with beder service quality and performance (Albertson, et 

al. 2018). The emphasis on performance management and data collec<on, along with 

extensive micro-management of VS organisa<ons to adain successful outcomes means a 



  63 

renewed focus on ‘business-like’ approaches (Lowe, et al. 2018). Government’s reinforcing of 

a financial logic through SIB policy implementa<on embeds the norms and objec<ves of the 

ins<tu<onal orders of ‘the market’ on social welfare service provision, thereby posi<oning key 

players from financial ins<tu<ons as the ‘experts’ and the VS providers of social welfare as 

‘non-experts’. The ins<tu<onal logic of finance is u<lised in a way that legi<mises the SIB 

model as a response to social needs and provides an interpreta<on of who has a legi<mate 

case for membership in the SIB ecosystem (Coule and Patmore, 2013). 

 

DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concept of ins<tu<onal isomorphism outlines that the process 

of legi<misa<on for organisa<ons which conform to the norma<vely sanc<oned, 

ins<tu<onally defined rules of their chosen field, leads to different organisa<ons in the same 

line of business become increasingly similar to each other. “Organisa<ons in a structured field, 

to paraphrase Schelling (1978:14), respond to an environment that consists of other 

organisa<ons responding to their environment, which consists of organisa<ons responding to 

an environment of organisa<ons responses” (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983, p.149). 

Isomorphism through an ins<tu<onal lens acknowledges that organisa<ons are not only 

compe<ng for resources and customers but also for poli<cal power and ins<tu<onal 

legi<macy, which can lead to ra<onal actors making their organisa<ons increasingly similar 

due to powerful external forces. 

 

However, Lowndes’ (2009) third aspect of new ins<tu<onalism, recognises the role of actor 

agency. Rather than the determinis<c approach of earlier ins<tu<onal approaches, where 

environments are the basis of social systems, new ins<tu<onalism also considers the required 

agency and intended ac<on of individuals to maintain ins<tu<ons (Coule and Patmore, 2013). 

 

Actor agency in SIB development has been iden<fied by Ronicle, et al.  (2017) as one of the 

four essen<al factors for SIB development in their LOUD model (collec<ve Leadership, clear 

Outcomes, shared Understanding, Data). Their findings, from 25 SIB trailblazers from across 

the UK, iden<fied that different SIB champions from different organisa<ons, with passion and 

professional credibility within their field, were instrumental in the uptake of SIBs as a model. 

Within the SIB LOUD model (Ronicle, et al. 2017), this concept of ‘professional credibility’ 

highlights that actors must s<ll go through a process of legi<misa<on within their ins<tu<onal 
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field when embarking on new or innova<ve ini<a<ves.  The idea of actor agency in 

sociological ins<tu<onalism is not to say that individuals and organisa<ons are not 

constrained by ins<tu<onal rules but that they have agency to act, challenge and adapt 

strategies within the established set of domain rules. In a model such as a SIB, where ac<vity 

straddles state, private and VS domains, this raises ques<ons about which ins<tu<onal rules 

are in play, how is legi<misa<on granted and what is the process of ‘consent’ for players 

within the SIB ecosystem?  

 

Mayr (2008) suggests that ins<tu<ons cannot be viewed as social collec<ves for producing 

shared meaning but as places of struggle, where different groups compete to serve their own 

interests by shaping social reality. The SIB space is an example of where different sectors with 

different sets of ins<tu<onal rules interlay; they are not necessarily compa<ble, or reinforcing, 

or even moving in the same direc<on, but they will inevitably have a knock-on effect for each 

other (Lowndes, 2009). This knock-on effect goes beyond the realms of impac<ng 

organisa<onal change: it instead involves ins<tu<onal change, perhaps with altered ‘rules of 

behaviour’ that specify and embed new norms, incen<ves and sanc<ons. Lowe, et al’s. (2018) 

case study on crea<ng and implemen<ng a SIB showed that ins<tu<onal alignment is more 

easily achieved at a policy level rather than delivery level. They acknowledged that this was 

partly to do with the VS SIB delivery organisa<ons having prac<ces and cultures that are 

typically at odds with how the SIB worked, par<cularly the focus on financial processes. 

 

The interest for VS research is whether the dominant ins<tu<onal logic for SIBs is compa<ble 

with VS organisa<ons or whether the logic used to jus<fy the SIB model is actually changing 

VS behaviour. Is it posi<oning the VS as a subordinate group compared to the other SIB 

players of state and private sector? Iden<fying the dominant ins<tu<onal logics used by key 

actors in the SIB ecosystem, that jus<fy the existence of SIBs, will lead to a beder 

understanding of how organisa<ons try to shape the social system in which they are 

embedded (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002) and whether or not this shaping is reinforcing 

power imbalances between the different sectors. Ins<tu<onal logics are a promising 

theore<cal tool to examine the interplay between the Government, private and VS 

partnerships through the implementa<on of SIBs, par<cularly how the interplay impacts on 

the mul<dimensional characteris<cs of the VS (Knutsen, 2012). 
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4.7 Ins2tu2onal Frames 
To induce par<cular behaviours, it may be argued that ins<tu<onal agents u<lise ins<tu<onal 

logics as filters, selec<vely communica<ng their ins<tu<onal aims as the best means to 

achieve their ends (Immergut, 1998). Béland (2005 (a), p.11) describes the ability to 

successfully frame policy alterna<ves through exis<ng ideological repertoires as an essen<al 

tool u<lised by poli<cal actors: “Frames are not policy ideas in the strict sense of the term: 

they cons<tute a discourse that helps poli<cal actors sell policy choices to the public”. 

Discourse, in this context, is not simply the communica<on of ideas or a descrip<on of what is 

being said but also the interac<ve process of discourse: the author’s intended audience, the 

selected playorm for communica<on and the overall purpose of the narra<ve (Schmidt, 

2010). Immergut (1998) argues that framing goes beyond Government speeches and is 

embedded within culture, language and symbols, which together provide interpre<ve frames 

for poli<cal mobilisa<on.  

 

The framing of policy ideas requires the construc<on of a shared or accepted understanding 

of reality (Has<ngs, 1998).  Framing is therefore a powerful tool used by ins<tu<onal agents 

to legi<mise their own ins<tu<on’s interests and existence through controlled discourses. This 

enables policy ideas to gain public support: they are presented as ‘good’ ideas, using language 

and coherent symbols that represent the shared ideological repertoire dominant in society. 

The use of persuasive discourse helps to shape public opinion and enable poli<cians to win 

elec<ons: it gives policy actors a set of principles and causal beliefs as a hook for their policy 

idea. This view of discourse is not to say that discourse is all there is, rather that it plays an 

important role in construc<ng reality and crea<ng paderns of understanding, which are then 

applied to social ac<on (Mayr, 2008). 

 

Discursive ins<tu<onalism is a more recent arm of new ins<tu<onalism: it views ins<tu<onal 

behaviour as being ac<vely shaped by the ideas and narra<ves that are deployed both to 

explain and to legi<mise poli<cal ac<ons (Lowndes, 2009). It is an umbrella term for the 

process researchers employ to interpret the discursive prac<ces used in the construc<on and 

communica<on of policy ideas (Schmidt, 2010).  
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This approach does not simply focus on the communica<on of ideas via a par<cular medium 

but also considers the ins<tu<onal context in which ideas are communicated via ins<tu<onal 

logics. Discourses can be used in highly strategic ways, playing a powerful causal role in 

shaping policy and “should be treated as objects of enquiry in their own right” (Hay and 

Smith, 2005, p.125). Researchers are able to deconstruct texts to explore how language is 

presented to advance and legi<mise embedded logics within policy-making (Has<ngs, 1998). 

“All texts, regardless of how clear or abstruse they may be, are comprised of packages of 

integrated idea elements held together by some unifying central concept, called a frame” 

(Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002, pp37). 

 

Mayr (2008) iden<fies that framing-through-language plays such a significant role in current 

society because of the ‘knowledge-driven’ landscape of new capitalism, which requires 

constant knowledge-genera<on about the world and how people are expected to act within 

that world. Returning to Beckert’s (2009) social order of markets and three coordina<on 

problems; the absence of informa<on can be a significant obstacle to the development of 

markets, as people will not buy (or buy into) things that they don’t have enough informa<on 

about. Those who are driving market development must u<lise the process of sharing market 

informa<on as an opportunity to jus<fy to, and establish buy-in from, their intended 

audiences. This is an important aspect to consider in the mobilisa<on of SIBs: the framing of 

causal beliefs to jus<fy the involvement of private finance within a new social welfare model. 

Government’s promo<on of social investment has placed the state, private sector and 

voluntary sector into ideal supply/demand transac<onal rela<onships (see Figure 4.1). These 

dis<nc<ons between supply and demand actors within the SIB marketplace largely depend on 

whether the ‘product’ being sold is viewed as a financial or a social package (as previously 

discussed in this chapter). 

 

Through an ins<tu<onal lens, the informa<on literature produced to introduce and grow the 

SIB market is thus u<lising frames to embed and legi<mise ins<tu<onal logics that signal to 

the audience how we should view the product. By analysing the texts produced by both 

Government and other dominant players who are guiding the SIB agenda, there is an 

opportunity to gain insight into the use of ins<tu<onal logics to construct a SIB narra<ve and 

understand exactly whose interests these narra<ves serve. “Seeing which frames were 
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advocated by whom and which ul<mately dominated pushes deeper understanding about 

power, poli<cs and interests” (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002, p.38). 

 

4.8 Conclusion 
New ins<tu<onalism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983) emerged as an approach to understand 

complex rela<onships between ins<tu<onal architects, ins<tu<onalised subjects and 

ins<tu<onal environments (Lowndes, 2009). DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) ‘mime<c’, 

‘norma<ve’ and ‘coercive’ structure of isomorphism conceptualised the ins<tu<onal 

frameworks within which organisa<onal actors operate – the evolving rules, norms, values 

and ideas that influence how organisa<ons respond to their environment and subsequently 

influence how other organisa<ons, within the same field, respond to their environment. 

Lowe, et al. (2018) took a new ins<tu<onalist approach in their case study of SIB development 

within a health-care seang. Across the macro (commissioner), meso (inter-organisa<onal) 

and micro (health-care) level, their study highlighted that “the requirements of the work to 

implement a SIB with a finance focus is not always congruent with its seang” (p.25). 

 

Cri<cism of new ins<tu<onal theory has focused on its inability to situate actor agency within 

the societal context (Friedland and Alford, 1991, as cited in Thornton, Loundsbury and Ocasio, 

2012). Thornton, Loundsbury and Ocasio (2012) describe the dis<nc<on of ins<tu<onal logics 

(from its theore<cal pre-curser of new ins<tu<onalism), being the embedding of the interests, 

iden<<es, values and assump<ons of both individuals and organisa<ons, rather than the 

macro structural approach of DiMaggio and Powell (1983), with its emphasis on ‘structure 

over ac<on’. Milbourne and Cushman (2015) acknowledge that isomorphism has a place in 

examining the broader changes affec<ng VS opera<ng environments but provides “limited 

explana<ons for the complexity of responses visible at the level of everyday organisa<onal 

dilemmas and ac<vi<es” (pp.24-25).  They highlight the value of both micro as well as macro-

level research in order to understand agency while cri<quing the bigger picture.  

 

Ins<tu<onal logics provide the organising principles that guide sector actors, based upon a set 

of belief systems and associated prac<ces (Binder, 2007). Coule and Patmore (2013) outline 

that these logics are interpreted in order to determine who gains membership to the service 

system and what prac<ces are considered legi<mate as a response to social needs. In their 
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case study looking at the central logics of public management and the role of VS within the 

public service system, they determine that “non-profit actors draw upon the compe<ng 

ins<tu<onal logic available to them to frame and service their maintenance and 

transforma<on-driven interests” (p.988).  SIB’s hybrid arrangement adempts to combine 

elements from different ins<tu<onalised fields (public, private, voluntary) and will therefore 

provide an interes<ng domain to study VS behaviour through the analy<cal framework of 

ins<tu<onal logics.  

 

The following chapter 5 outlines how the theore<cal framework outlined in this chapter has 

influenced, shaped and been embedded within the study’s research design and methods, 

including alignment with the chosen philosophical perspec<ve. 
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Chapter 5: Research Design and Methods 
 
5.1 Introduc2on 
Lecours (2005) argues that methodology and epistemology is as fundamental to new 

ins<tu<onalist studies, as the theore<cal implica<ons of ins<tu<ons. As discussed in chapter 

4, there exist many strands to new ins<tu<onalism. An ongoing cri<cism by non-

ins<tu<onalist scholars of new ins<tu<onalist approaches involves the ques<on of how much 

weight is given to the influence of ins<tu<ons and the influence of the decisions of actors in a 

social phenomenon (Koelble, 1995); the structure versus agency debate (Coule and Patmore, 

2013). To some extent, this contesta<on is somewhat misplaced as the methodological and 

epistemological posi<ons of the research can be jus<fied through the design and methods 

chosen by the researcher to conduct their ins<tu<onal analysis (Lecours, 2005).  

 

This chapter outlines and jus<fies the methodological approach taken to address the research 

aims and ques<ons of the study. It discusses epistemological issues that have formed the 

basis of the methodological choice for a mixed-method research design. Through 3 phases, it 

outlines the methods including sampling, data collec<on and approaches to analysis. As a 

study conducted by an ‘insider researcher’, a detailed sec<on on reflexivity is included 

towards the end of the chapter. 

 

5.2 Research Aims and Ques2ons 
The aim of this study is to examine Voluntary Sector (VS) engagement within the UK Social 

Impact Bond (SIB) agenda in order to explore issues of iden<ty and independence for VS 

organisa<ons in how they navigate a funding environment increasingly influenced by the 

logics of the market. 

The thesis responds to the following research ques<ons: 

 

1. What ins<tu<onal logics are driving the UK Government’s framing of the na<onal SIB 

agenda? 

2. How do the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs affect the Voluntary Sector’s collec<ve iden<ty? 

3. How are Voluntary Sector actors ra<onalising the ins<tu<onal logics of the SIB agenda 

at local opera<onal level? 
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5.3 Epistemology 
This study aims to explore the integra<ng material (structures and prac<se) and symbolic 

aspects (language, values and meanings) of the SIB agenda to understand how VS individuals 

and organisa<ons are influenced by and make sense of the interins<tu<onal system of SIBs. 

Although at their theore<cal core is the impact of ins<tu<ons on poli<cal processes, there are 

significant differences between new ins<tu<onalist’s intellectual tradi<ons that embody 

different methodological and epistemological posi<ons, par<cularly in terms of how they 

define the rela<onship between individual actor agency and ins<tu<ons (Alasuutari, 2015). 

From an epistemological stance, this study follows the sociological tradi<on to new 

ins<tu<onalism instead of historical ins<tu<onalism or ra<onal choice disciplines. Sociological 

new ins<tu<onalism is grounded in organisa<onal theory and aims to understand the ‘frames 

of meaning’ provided by ins<tu<ons that are interpreted into human ac<on (Schmidt, 2010).   

This follows an interpreta<ve paradigm seeking to understand the meanings, mo<ves and 

rules that have influenced the development of a SIB market and SIB actors’ subjec<ve 

response to it. An interpreta<ve approach fits with the theore<cal framing of ins<tu<onal 

logics in that the underlying ontological assump<ons place ‘social reality’ as not singular or 

objec<ve but rather as shaped by human experiences and social contexts. Through an 

interpre<ve perspec<ve this study views the SIB market as a social construct (Beckert, 2009). 

As Blaikie (2008, p116) outlines: “Social reality is regarded as the product of processes by 

which social actors together nego<ate the meanings for ac<ons and situa<ons; it is a complex 

of socially constructed mutual knowledge – meanings, cultural symbols and social 

ins<tu<ons.”  

 

5.4 Research Design 
To understand the mul<ple layers of SIBs through an ins<tu<onalist lens, this study follows an 

abduc<ve research strategy that is associated with a range of interpre<ve approaches (Blaikie, 

2008). To understand the linkages between ins<tu<onal structures and individual VS 

prac<ces, the study explores the UK SIB market at a macro-meso-micro perspec<ve (Roberts, 

2020, Serpa and Ferreira, 2019). Thornton, Ocasio and Loundsbury (2012, p.14) outline that, 

from an ins<tu<onal logics perspec<ve, observing across levels enables the researcher to see 

“the workings of mechanisms” and “the contradictory nature of ins<tu<onal logics”.  
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An abduc<ve strategy has grounded theory construc<on through the language and meaning 

of social actors in the SIB ecosystem. A mixed-method approach was adopted through three 

phases: the reframing of macro-level SIB grey literature; Q method combined with focus 

groups involving local VS leaders; semi-structured interviews with a partnership of actors 

involved in a single SIB case. Data has been analysed using methods that focused on the 

ar<cula<on, delibera<on and rhetoric of ins<tu<onal logics that are presented by different 

stakeholders to legi<mise their transference of ideas into ac<ons. Through the triangula<on 

of these different data sources, the study has provided an understanding of structure and 

meaning of SIB development in the VS. 

 

The following diagram provides a visual overview of the research design outlining the different 

phases of enquiry, their method, data collec<on and analysis.  

 

Figure 5.1: Diagram of Research Design

 

The remainder of this chapter discusses each research phase in turn, before reflec<ng on study 

limita<ons and researcher reflexivity. 

 



  72 

5.5 Exploratory Phase 
Blaikie (2008, p.73) suggests exploratory research as 

“necessary when very lidle is known about the topic 

being inves<gated”. In 2019 the SIB market was growing 

(Ronicle, et al. 2017); with 75 ‘live’ SIBs launched in the 

UK since 2010, according to the UK Go Lab Project 

Database, and many more were either in the pipeline or 

had been developed but failed to launch. However, as an 

emergent phenomenon, in the first year of the PhD, there 

was a rela<ve lack of academic research focusing on the 

VS as deliverers of SIBs and the experience of VS in SIB 

development and implementa<on.  

 

The research aims and ques<ons were therefore shaped following exploratory research to 

gain a greater understanding of the organisa<onal characteris<cs of VS providers in SIB 

delivery and to gain a sample overview of SIB stakeholder experiences to sharpen the 

research focus (Blaikie, 2008). 

 

The exploratory research was conducted in two stages: 

Stage one u<lised the Government Outcome Lab’s SIB Project database to conduct ini<al 

mapping of the 69 SIBs ‘live’ at that <me (August 2019), to iden<fy the size of the market and 

gauge the type, size and spread of the provider organisa<ons (see Figure 5.2 and 5.3 below).  

 

Figure 5.2: Example of SIB mapping – SIB providers by size 

 

Note: author’s chart drawing on data from the 

Government Outcome Lab’s SIB Project database 

2019, GoLab.  

 

Other = CIC's (6), Housing Associacons (5), Co-

operacve/Mutual (1) or companies (a mix of private 

and ltd by guarantee) 

 

SIB providers by size (%)

Micro/small >£100k Medium £100k-£1m

Large £1m-£10m Major £10m-£100m

Super major <£100m NHS

Other
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Figure 5.3: Example of SIB mapping – charity sector by organisa;on size  
 
Note: Taken from data from The UK Civil Society 

Almanac 2019, NCVO 

 

See note above. 

 

  

 

Stage two conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 stakeholders iden<fied using 

purposive sampling (Silverman, 2005) to ensure interviews encompassed different sectors and 

iden<fied different perspec<ves (see Figure 5.4 below).  

 

Figure 5.4: Exploratory interview par3cipants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The aim of the exploratory interviews was to iden<fy any common themes and factors that 

were contribu<ng to chari<es engaging with the SIB market. Par<cipant Informa<on Sheets 

were provided for each par<cipant to gain consent. Interviews took place over the phone or 

in person, with an audio recording taken and summary write-up produced. 

Charity sector by organisation 
size (%)

Micro/small >£100k Medium £100k-£1m

Large £1m-£10m Major £10m-£100m

Super-major  <£100m
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 Findings from the exploratory research iden<fied four broad key themes in rela<on to VS 

engagement with SIBs:  

• Marke<sa<on of health and social care  

• VS rela<onships with the State  

• VS behaviour change  

• VS Agency  

 

The exploratory research findings have been interwoven within the literature review (chapter 

3) to respond to any iden<fied gaps in the literature and subsequently support the developing 

of the aims and research ques<ons of the study. 

 

5.6 Phase 1: Macro Perspec2ve 
 

Phase 1 of this study is interested in the framing of SIBs from a macro, na<onal-level of 

discourse; exploring the ins<tu<onal logics driving the agenda and the ra<onali<es being 

deployed by key SIB stakeholders.  

 

 

 

 

It asked the following ques<ons:  

Firstly, what are the underlying logics 

being employed to frame SIB texts by 

the main players in the SIB eco-system?  

Secondly, what do these logics tell us 

about the posi<oning of the VS in the 

SIB ecosystem? 

 

Frame Analysis  

According to Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002) texts are constructed to comprise 

discourses, paderned behaviour and systems of meaning, policy logics and deep cultural 

narra<ves, which are held together through the unifying concept of a frame. Frame analysis 
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seemed the most appropriate means to examine the macro-level ques<ons as it is an 

analy<cal tool that can enable researchers to deconstruct the integrated elements within 

texts and situate their diverse frames. In this process, ‘text’ refers to an ‘observable product 

of interac<on’ and discourse being ‘the process of interac<on itself: a cultural ac<vity’ (Talbot, 

2007, as cited in Mayr, 2008, p.7.). Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002, p.37) outline the 

purpose of frame analysis as providing a process for understanding how ideas are linked 

together to establish meanings through “soundbite-like signifiers”. The process can dis<nguish 

underlying logics; situate frames in context; surface the poli<cs, subjugated voices and 

implicit ideologies, and support the researcher to make choices about their own posi<onality 

within the research. “A main contribu<on of frame analysis lies in its ability to unveil highly 

charged poli<cal differences that are typically masked by bland and seemingly innocuous 

policy statements and discourses that no-one could object to” (Creed, Langstraat and Scully 

(2002, p.45). 

 

Text Selec>on 

To make this analysis effec<ve, this study followed Silverman’s (2005) advice on text analysis 

and analysed a limited but selec<ve body of texts to consider how documents might frame 

texts to convey the author’s ins<tu<onal interests. Mayr (2008) outlines that text 

interpreta<on needs to work out what the author is doing through discourse and how this 

‘doing’ is situated within the wider context of the text. Consequently, by considering the 

speaker and medium of speech, frame analysis can help to “decode the meanings of 

discursive elements” (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002, p.43).  

 

Author considera<on had the aim of including texts from the key players who have a ‘stake’ in 

the development of the SIB market. The texts were selected to cover the period 2010-2020 

and from organisa<ons from a cross sec<on of the SIB eco-system:  

• UK Na<onal Government: as an enthusias<c pioneer of the SIB model, the UK 

Government has a considerable ‘stake’ in the SIB market. McGovern (2015) suggests that 

the mechanisms for the implementa<on of Government policies appear as harmless 

means to achieving desired state outcomes but are actually ways of implan<ng and 

ensuring changes of a highly poli<cal nature. 
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• Local Government: SIBs are mainly deployed at local authority level, which means that 

those authorised to implement SIBs may be from an opposing poli<cal party to Na<onal 

Government. This is interes<ng ground to see where groups with poten<ally opposing 

views jus<fy the use of SIBs as a funding mechanism. 

• Think tanks and Government affiliated organisa<ons: to support the SIB market to gather 

momentum, Government established and invested in the Government Outcomes Lab 

(GoLab) and the Centre for Social Impact Bonds as agencies to build SIB exper<se. Béland 

(2005 (a)) refers to this as establishing a para-poli<cal “policy community” whose ac<ons 

are ins<tu<onalised, and their administra<ve structures support the framing of new policy 

design. 

• Social investors: financial ins<tu<ons and the associated intermediary organisa<ons have 

been underlined as part of the system of propaga<on of policy ideas (Béland, 2005 (a)). 

Fraser, et al. (2018) established that SIB literature is dominated by financial language. One 

goal of frame analysis is to find the connec<ons between a cluster of texts, as well as 

explaining why a single text is meaningful (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002). 

• Funders: Creed, Langstraat and Scully, (2002) outlines that a frame sponsor may use a 

frame differently for different audiences and in different seangs. The Na<onal Lodery 

Fund has been used as a sponsor of SIBs through the distribu<on of the Government’s 

large-scale SIB incuba<on grant programme. But the Na<onal Lodery Fund is also one of 

the VS’s primary grant givers, whose principles are portrayed as being closely aligned to 

communi<es and chari<es.  

 

Text selec<on was also considered in terms of the intended audience. Analysis focused on 

non-academic texts, described by Fraser, et al. (2018) as ‘grey’ literature. This literature was 

chosen for analysis as the intended audience is predominantly non-academic (for example VS 

leaders and state commissioners). Non-academic audiences will access these texts for 

prac<cal purposes when seeking informa<on and guidance on SIBs. The purpose of the ‘grey’ 

literature is to introduce and grow the SIB marketplace: these texts, therefore, aim to have an 

influence on shaping the SIB agenda and subsequently provided a richer context for analysis 

(Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002).  

 



  77 

Fraser, et al. (2018) iden<fied that public sector and private sector reform narra<ves 

dominated the ‘grey’ or non-academic literature and that there were significant elements of 

convergence between the two narra<ves. This was noted as highligh<ng the allegiance of SIBs 

across the poli<cal and financial sectors. Fraser, et al. (2018) also noted that the VS (the main 

SIB providers) had a lack of a coherent narra<ve suppor<ng the sector’s engagement. This 

reinforces why this study has selected no texts for analysis from the VS itself. There is very 

limited informa<on on SIBs produced by the VS at a macro na<onal-level of discourse beyond 

very prac<cal ‘how-to’ guides. This gap is one of the areas that this study aimed to inves<gate. 

 

Béland (2005 (a)) iden<fies that policy alterna<ves popular during par<cular economic and 

poli<cal condi<ons may not be appropriate when these condi<ons change. The texts for this 

study were selected to ‘straddle’ a SIB <meline from 2010 – 2016 (iden<fied by the 

researcher as the early pioneering stage of the SIB market); 2017-2019 (ongoing SIB market 

development) and 2020-21 (10-year market development and Covid-19 influence), in order to 

see if there have been any subtle or substan<al shi\s in discourse over <me.  Poli<cally and 

economically, the last 10 years in the UK has seen significant shi\s; of note are the changes in 

poli<cal leadership, ongoing Brexit discussions and Covid-19 pandemic.   Situa<ng frames 

within the economic and poli<cal context of the last 10 years of SIB development helped with 

understanding the deep logics reflected in the discourse of SIBs (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 

2002).  

 

An ini<al review of ‘grey’ literature was conducted based on texts already known to the 

researcher. A further web-based search was made using search terms associated with SIBs 

(e.g. social impact bonds, social investment, pay for outcomes) along with a deep-dive of the 

websites of dominant organisa<ons in the UK SIB market (Bridges Fund Management, Social 

Finance, Big Issue Invest).  
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Figure 5.5: Frame analysis text selec3on 

 
 

Iden>fying the dominant logics 

As this stage of research was interested in macro na<onal-level of discourse of the SIB 

agenda, the texts were not analysed in their en<rety. Instead, sec<ons were chosen that 

presented the authors´ ra<onali<es in their use and development of SIBs. Has<ngs (1998) 

describes introduc<ons as being crucial in the process of orienta<ng the reader, o\en being 

u<lised to establish the protagonist – their context, character adribu<ons and how the reader 

should subsequently view them. Alongside the introduc<on, other sec<ons were selected 

that gave enough of an overview to iden<fy any underlying ins<tu<onal logics and reframe 

the documents according to how beliefs of state and market were conveyed, alongside the 

role of VS SIB engagement. These sec<ons typically followed the introduc<on in the form of 

outlining the purpose of SIBs and why the reader should be interested in them. 

 

Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002) suggest that, as a first step of frame analysis, the 

researcher must iden<fy the idea elements that hold the text together and provisionally label 
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under thema<c frame headings. U<lising learning from the literature review, a list of targeted 

words and concepts were drawn up under the headings Market Domain; State Domain; Social 

Domain (Brandsen, Donk and Puders, 2015) (see table 5.1). These domains were allocated a 

colour (market = yellow; state = blue; social = purple) with each text analysed by colour 

highligh<ng the targeted words or concepts. Repeated words/concepts/symbolism were 

highlighted in red (see figure 5.6). The labels provide an ini<al shorthand to grasp the essence 

of the text framing (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002). 

 

Table 5.1: Groupings of targeted words under logic headings 
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Figure 5.6: Example of dominant logics iden3fica3on using Social Finance publica3on “Towards a 

New Social Economy” (March 2010) 

 
Analysis was an itera<ve process of ini<al reading and colour highligh<ng, secondary reading 

and then focusing on highlighted text. Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002) refer to this as a 

dis<lling process that guides the emerging characterisa<ons of the frames. A Signature Matrix 

was then completed for each text that explored any key concepts, logics and symbols 

presented by the author. Logic labels were assigned to each text iden<fying whether the 

Market, State and/or Social headings were explicit, implicit, secondary, passing or absent.  

 

VS representa>on and other logics at play 

Texts contained elements of other frames layered beneath the presented domain. To 

understand how the dominant logics impacted on the posi<oning of the VS within the texts, a 

final analysis was conducted on the purple highlighted text under the social domain. All the 

words and concepts highlighted were grouped according to emerging themes to give an 

overview of any other logics at play or subjugated voices. Full references for the document 

codes are shown in table 5.2 below. 
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Table 5.2: Document references and codes 
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5.7 Phase 2: Meso  

 

 

Phase 2 of the study builds on findings from phase 1 with the aim of exploring the VS voice 

that is absent from frame analysis findings.  Where phase 1 focused on the literature aimed at 

the advancement of SIBs at a macro na<onal-level, phase 2 focuses on the meso-level to 

explore the linkage between the na<onal SIB narra<ve and local VS perspec<ves. Phase 2 

u<lises Q Method and focus groups with local VS leaders to explore the linkage between the 

macro-level narra<ves of SIBs and the meso-level prac<ces of local VS organisa<ons. Phase 2 

focuses on whether VS leaders are interpre<ng the ins<tu<onal logics into their organisa<onal 

strategies or feel that these logics are imposed and causing tensions with established VS 

belief systems and prac<ces. 

 

Q Method 

Q Method is a research methodology that blends qualita<ve and quan<ta<ve techniques to 

unearth social perspec<ves on a par<cular issue (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009). The Q 

technique was developed by William Stephenson (1935) to provide a systemic approach for 

the study of human subjec<vity (Brown, 1980). It was chosen as the next element in this 

study’s research design as it is a method that can capture the subjec<ve beliefs and 

perspec<ves of VS leaders about engagement in SIBs. The Frame Analysis (chapter 6) used 

discourse analysis to understand the ins<tu<onal narra<ves being deployed in the SIB market 

that reinforce the rules and systems of interac<on for the three main SIB players. This re-
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framing of the SIB grey literature iden<fied some of the dominant ins<tu<onal logics of state 

and market systems but lacked narra<ves on the strengths, iden<ty and value-adding of the 

VS within SIB structures. McKeown and Thomas describe Q methodology as enabling “entry 

into subjec>ve worlds...[providing] the tools for making those subjec>ve meanings objec>ve” 

(2013, p.5).  Q method therefore provided a framework for exploring VS leaders aatudes 

towards the portrayal of the VS in the SIB grey literature, as well as for iden<fying collec<ve 

perspec<ves about what SIBs may mean for the VS opera<ng environment.  

 

Q methodology has primarily been u<lised in psychology but has been successfully deployed 

across other social science disciplines, including poli<cal theory (Brown, 1980) and 

environmental research (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009).  Rhoads (2014) points out that 

“any topic in which subjec>vity is at issue is poten>al ground for a Q study”. The inten<on of 

the Q Method is to dis<nguish several dis<nct perspec<ves on a topic by asking par<cipants 

to rank-sort a series of statements about a subject. The ranking process requires par<cipants 

to express their subjec<ve view by ascribing meaning to each statement (Van Excel and De 

Graff, 2005). McKeown and Thomas (2013, p.2) refer to subjec<vity as “the communica>on of 

a personal point of view”.   

 

Q Method differs from other posi<ve-nega<ve scaling or ques<onnaire methodologies in that 

respondents cannot adach a high or low value to each item, but instead must make a 

judgement about which statements hold more meaning to them (Edgeley, Stasiewicz and 

Hammond, 2020). Findings are therefore more refined and provide dis<nct subjec<vi<es 

about the topic. Another considerable difference between Q Method and other factor 

analysis techniques (notably the test theory basis of R methodology) is that analysis is focused 

on factor scores rather than factor loadings, leading to operant subjec>vity (McKeown and 

Thomas, 2013). The method is operant in that it assumes that viewpoints expressed without 

any prior meaning adached to them can be neither right nor wrong responses; expressions 

are observed and meaning is then adached to them (Brown, 1980). Results are therefore 

subjec<vi<es about a topic, rather than claiming to represent a sample or general popula<on 

(Van Excel and De Graaf, 2005). 
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Methods 

Par<cipants (see ‘3. Selec<on of the P Set’ for par<cipant sampling) undertook individual Q-

sorts one week before taking part in a focus group, to allow for an understanding of their 

subjec<ve opinions before they could be influenced by the group discussion. The Q-sort was 

conducted in accordance with McKeown and Thomas (2014) and followed a five-step 

methodological process: 

 

1. Defini<on of the concourse  

The concourse, an essen<al part of Q methodology (McKeown and Thomas, 2014), is a 

collec<on of exis<ng opinions and arguments that a range of people have advanced about the 

topic. These include lay people, poli<cians, representa<ve organisa<ons, professionals and 

scien<sts. The concourse for this Q method was informed by the literature review and 

exploratory research. In addi<on, the iden<fied narra<ves and opinions from the Frame 

Analysis findings described in chapter 6 formed a significant part of the concourse defini<on.  

 

2. Development of the Q set  

The Q set is a subset of statements drawn from the concourse. It aims to provide a set of 

statements that is representa<ve of the wide range of exis<ng opinions on the topic (Van 

Excel and De Graaf, 2005), in this case VS engagement with SIBs. Phase 1 findings provided a 

structure for developing the Q set. Twenty-two statements were drawn up that represented 

different VS narra<ves derived from the SIB grey literature, adributable to state, market or 

Voluntary Sector ins<tu<onal logic (see table 5.3). Statements were randomly ordered to 

ensure par<cipants considered each statement on its own merit.  
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Table 5.3: Q Sort 

 

No. Statement VCS Narrative Logic 

1 Being reliant on grants and donations is 
unsustainable for VS organisations 

Behaviour Change Market 

2 Being innovative is a key strength of the VS Identity of VS Market 

3 Social enterprises are part of the VS Identity of VS Market 

4 Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) provide opportunities for 
VS organisations 

Role within SIB Market/State 

5 Providing value for money is a key strength of the VS Identity of VS State 

6 Social problems are too costly for the state to fully 
respond to 

Role within SIB State 

7 Evidencing social impact is a priority for VS 
organisations 

Behaviour change Market/State 

8 The VS could learn a lot about measuring social 
outcomes from the private sector 

Role within 
SIB/voluntary failure 

Market/VS 

9 Partnerships with local/national Government provide 
opportunities for VS organisations 

Role within SIB State 

10 Financial incentives for the VS lead to better social 
outcome delivery 

Behaviour change Market 

11 Lack of resources is a significant challenge for the VS Voluntary failure VS 

12 VS activity can be paternalistic  Voluntary failure VS 

13 The VS struggles to attract professional personnel in 
comparison to statutory and private sector 
organisations 

Voluntary failure VS 

14 There is too much replication of VS organisations Voluntary failure VS 

15 The VS has a significant say in its role with 
Government 

Identity of VS State 

16  Tailoring services to people’s needs is a key strength 
of the VS 

Identity of VS VS 

17 Being flexible is a key strength of the VS Identity of VS VS 

18 Social finance tools, such as SIBs, are predominantly 
about providing alternative funding to the VS 

Role within SIB Market 

19  VS organisations should become more ‘business-like’ Behaviour change Market 

20 Some social causes attract more wealthy supporters 
than others 

Voluntary failure VS 

21 Growth and ‘scaling-up’ are important parts of VS 
strategy  

Identity of VS Market 

22 The VS exists due to the failures of the state and 
private sectors 

Voluntary failure VS 

 

3. Selec<on of the P set  

The P set is the sample of respondents for the Q sort exercise; Rhoads (2014) suggests that 

this should typically be 40 par<cipants or fewer. The selec<on of the P set for this study 

consisted of respondents who were leaders in VS organisa<ons and can therefore be 
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described as data rich (Baker, 2011) with strong opinions and a par<cular viewpoint on the VS 

opera<ng environment (Van Excel and De Graaf, 2005). This study is concerned with the 

impact of SIBs on the VS, using Sheffield as a case study, therefore recruitment to the P set 

focused on VS leaders in Sheffield who are responsible for their organisa<on’s income 

strategies. The SIB grey literature suggested that SIBs are an opportunity for smaller, local 

organisa<ons to access new sources of funding, thus par<cipants who iden<fied their 

organisa<ons as local chari<es were targeted. The resul<ng P set included 22 VS leaders from 

local Sheffield organisa<ons with varied missions, as outlined in table 5.4. 

 

Table 5.4: Par3cipant sampling 

 

Focus 

Group 

No. of 

Participants 

(P) 

Background* 

P1 

Background 

P2 

Background 

P3 

Background 

P4 

Background 

P5 

1 4 CEO 
Young people 

Interim CEO 
VCS 
infrastructure 

CEO 
Social equality 

Deputy CEO 
Mental health 

 

2 5 CEO 
Older adults 

CEO 
Animals 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

CEO 
Disabilities 

CEO 
Race equality 

3 4 CEO 
Young people 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

CEO 
Homelessness 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

 

4 5 CEO 
Horticulture 

CEO 
Race equality 

Chair 
Mental health 

Deputy CEO 
Young people 

CEO 
Women 

5 4 Chair 
Mental health 

CEO 
Homelessness 

CEO 
Mental health 

CEO 
Substance 
misuse 

 

* Job Title and Charity Mission 

 

4. Q sort 

The Q sort is the exercise in which par<cipants (P set) sort the statements (Q set). The grid 

format requires par<cipants to make comparisons between mul<ple statements, forcing them 

to rank statements according to what they most/least believe (Edgeley, Stasiewicz and 

Hammond, 2020). Therefore, the design of the grid needs to consider the kurtosis of the 

statement distribu<on; or the sharpness of the peak (column 0 in figure 5.7). Van Excel and 

De Graaf (2005) outline that a flader distribu<on should be considered for Q sorts where 

par<cipants are expected to have strong or well-ar<culated opinions on the topic. The P set 

for this study were leaders working in the local VS and so likely to have strong beliefs about 
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narra<ves adributed to the VS. As a result, a grid kurtosis was used that had a maximum of +2 

spaces between columns (see figure 5.7). Considera<on was also given to the fact that the Q 

sort was being used as a pre-exercise for focus groups, providing an opportunity for the 

researcher to get par<cipants to expand on high- and low-value statements and understand 

where individual rankings fell within a broader group context (Edgeley, Stasiewicz and 

Hammond, 2020). 

 

Figure 5.7: Q sort grid 

-2 -1 0 +1 +2 

     

     

     

(3)    (3) 

     

 (5)  (5)  

      (6) 

 

 

5. Analysis and interpreta<on  

Q Method analysis is the technical part of the process, essen<ally using factor analysis to 

iden<fy paderns in the data where individuals have sorted the statements in similar ways. 

Using a data reduc<on method, the researcher can take a data set with a large number of 

items and iden<fy paderns (Baker, 2011).  

 

Firstly, a correla<on matrix was produced between all the Q Sorts. This iden<fies the level and 

degree of (dis)agreement between how individuals have sorted the statements (Van Excel and 

De Graaf, 2005).  Q Method then takes the correla<on matrix and uses factor analysis to 

iden<fy the paderns in the data between individual Q Sorts.  The objec<ve is to find the 

clusters of perspec<ves where people think similarly (Baker, 2011). Any coherent data 

paderns/clusters represent similar viewpoints on the topic or a collec<ve ‘social perspec<ve’. 

Webler, Danielson and Tuler (2009) explain that it is unlikely that the data padern, the ‘social 

perspec<ve’, will completely fit with any one par<cipant’s viewpoint, however it will align 
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closely with that of some of the par<cipants. The individual Q sorts that most closely match 

the padern ‘define the social perspec<ve’ and in quan<ta<ve analysis are closer to the social 

perspec<ve than other Q sorts. “The degree of this similarity can be computed into what are 

called factor loadings. People with a high factor loading for a given perspec>ve are said to 

‘define’ that perspec>ve.” (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009, p.11). 

 

This study’s 22 responses to the 22 statements were correlated and analysed using KenQ 

Analysis Desktop Edi<on (KADE) so\ware (hdps://qmethod.org/resources/so\ware). Other Q 

Sort analysis so\ware is available (for example PQMethod, PCQ), however KADE was selected 

as it was compa<ble with an Apple Mac computer and its interface is designed for researchers 

whose background is mainly in qualita<ve methods. KADE also provides a number of features 

that were not available on other open-source Q Sort so\ware at the <me of analysis, such as 

visualisa<ons for interpre<ng the data (Banasick, 2019). 

 

The ini<al factor loadings for this study were determined automa<cally by KADE, which 

extracted eight principal components (data paderns/clusters). Factor loadings with 

eigenvalues (the variance extracted from each factor) greater than 1 were considered 

significant (McKeown and Thomas, 1988).  Computer-automated Varimax rota<on was 

applied, a sta<s<cal principle which ensures individuals are associated with just one factor, 

thus avoiding researcher judgement having too much influence on factor relevance (Webler, 

Danielson and Tuler, 2009).  This resulted in five factors with eigenvalues >1 (10.6, 2.42, 1.87, 

1.28 and 1.12). The final two factors were considered too weak to merit further analysis. The 

outcome was three iden<fiable factors for analysis: 9 individuals clustered on factor 1; 5 on 

factor 2; and 8 on factor 3.  According to Brown: “These factors can be considered as abtudes 

operantly defined in terms of the behaviour of the subjects as they ranked the statements 

from their own subjec>ve viewpoints” (1980, p.23). 

 

The three resul<ng factors represent data groupings of individual perspec<ves and it is the 

role of the researcher to interpret the data: drawing qualita<ve meaning by looking for 

thema<c structure (Rhoads, 2014). A composite Q sort was produced to iden<fy what a 

shared Q sort would look like for each factor. This was achieved by averaging the significantly 

loaded Q sorts for each factor, producing models for factors A, B and C (see figure 5.8).   

https://qmethod.org/resources/software
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Figure 5.8: Composite Q sort for Factor 1 

 

 
An important element of Q Method analysis is the researcher’s familiarity with the subject 

mader, which helps them to interpret the factors (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009). The 

factor interpreta<on therefore relied heavily on the concourse for guidance and revealed 

three social perspec<ves on VS engagement with SIBs, under the following thema<c 

headings: 

 

Factor 1: VS Dis<nc<veness 

Factor 2: Voluntary Failure 

Factor 3: Cogni<ve Dissonance  
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Three points of consensus were iden<fied, where perspec<ves ranked statements as being 

similarly high or low:  

• being innova>ve is a key strength of the VCS (2) and lack of resources is a significant 

challenge for the VCS (11) consistently scored highly across the factors 

• the VCS has a significant say in its role with Government (15) scored consistently low 

 

Compromise points iden<fied statements where one perspec<ve ranked statements as high 

but another ranked them as low: 

• Being reliant on grants and dona>ons is unsustainable for VCS organisa>ons (1) – F1 rank 

13 (Z-score -0.19), F2 rank 1 (Z-score 1.86), F3 rank 7 (z-score 0.66) 

• Social problems are too costly for the state to fully respond to (6) – F1 rank 5 (z-score 0.92), 

F2 rank (z-score -0.86) 18, F3 rank 19 (z-score -1.32) 

 

Validity and bias of Q Method 

Q Methodology is focused on revealing viewpoints on a social issue. However, as the 

viewpoints are en<rely subjec<ve, findings cannot claim any representa<on of wider 

popula<on perspec<ves (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009). Instead, these findings 

represent the tes<monies of a group of Sheffield VS leaders drawing on their own personal 

and professional experiences. As McKeown and Thomas (2013) point out, subjec<vity can 

have structure and form but will always be self-referen<al. The inten<on of Q methodology is 

to iden<fy one or more perspec<ves on an issue rather than to produce sample or 

representa<ve data (Edgeley, Stasiewicz and Hammond, 2020). Thus, claims of wider validity 

are not relevant to Q Methodology (Rhoads 2014). 

 

Bias was reduced by selec<ng statements based on the concourse of informa<on about SIBs: 

applying Varimax rota<on during the factor analysis and analysing the data without any prior 

meaning adached (Rhoads 2014). However, the selec<on of statements and the 

interpreta<on of the factors is s<ll a value judgement of the researcher, therefore bias cannot 

be fully eliminated (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009). 
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Focus groups 

Q sorts when analysed in isola<on can conceal differences in understanding (Webler, 

Danielson and Tuler, 2009). Q Methodology therefore usually involves another layer of 

qualita<ve data that will complement the Q Sort data by helping the researcher to interpret 

the card placing that led to the factors (Van Excel and De Graaf, 2005). This study combines 

the Q method with small focus groups to unearth the reasoning behind VS leaders Q sort 

collec<on. “Focus groups work par<cularly well when researchers are trying to explore 

people’s feelings and experiences” (Kandola, 2012. P.259), with the group seang enabling the 

study to move beyond micro-level individual perspec<ves to determining the meso-level 

collec<ve mood or climate around SIBs and the VS (Edgeley, Stasiewicz and Hammond, 2020). 

 

Methods 

A series of five focus groups were conducted following Kruegers (2014) five characteris<cs to 

focus groups: 

1. Small groups – numbers per group were limited to 5 par<cipants to ensure everyone had 

the opportunity to discuss their point of view. For logis<cal advantages the make-up of 

the groups was self-selec<ng by the par<cipants and based on their availability. Three 

groups comprised 4 par<cipants and two groups comprised 5 par<cipants, the use of the 

Q method ensured diversity of percep<on. 

2. Possess Certain Characteris<cs – Q Method comple<on was a pre-determinate of focus 

group par<cipa<on. Recruitment had focused on people with senior leadership roles in 

local VS organisa<ons, people responsible for strategic decision making. As a result, 

par<cipants were mainly CEOs or Managing Directors of their organisa<ons (see figure 

5.7). Par<cipants were informed of the criteria for selec<on in the provided Par<cipant 

Informa<on Sheet and at the start of each focus group. 

3. Provide Qualita<ve Data – the focus groups were conducted virtually using Microso\ 

Teams (see Audio Visual Playorm sec<on below) which enabled the collec<on of 

qualita<ve data through the in-so\ware recording and embedded transcript. A thema<c 

analysis was subsequently conducted using NVivo. 

4. Focussed Discussion – The groups took place one week a\er each par<cipant had 

completed their Q Sort to allow <me to collate and conduct some ini<al analysis on 

par<cipant responses to ‘focus’ the discussion and elaborate on the key themes. Sessions 
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were on average 90 minutes long, with a discussion guide developed based on findings 

from the frame analysis and Q Sort: this allowed open ended but sequen<al and 

predetermined ques<ons. 

5. Understanding of the topic of interest – although par<cipants were VS leaders and 

therefore had a good understanding of the VS opera<ng environment, they showed 

limited specific knowledge about SIBs. At the start of each session an overview of the key 

elements of SIBs was presented by the researcher, with the opportunity for par<cipants 

to ask ques<ons. 

 

Audio-Visual Placorm 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the focus groups were adapted from in-person to online using 

the audio-visual playorm Microso\ Teams. Prior to this point, few studies had explored the 

use of audio-visual playorms in focus group methods. Tudas’ (2015) pre-pandemic ar<cle on 

web-based conference technology iden<fied that researchers had been cau<ous of online 

methods for focus groups as they were perceived to lack the ability to note nonverbal 

responses, group dynamics and atmosphere. However, Tudas’ (2015, p2.) notes that previous 

limita<ons in technology meant that online approaches had focused on “asynchronous 

methods such as discussion boards and email” whereas developments in web conference 

technology supports an environment more closely aligned to face-to-face groups, with 

“immediacy and spontaneity in responses”, “an ac<ve moderator role” and “a deeper 

perspec<ve about the degree and quality of interac<on”. Falter, et al’s. (2022) study on 

‘Making Room for Zoom in Focus Group Methods’ outlines that there are many benefits to 

online focus groups over face-to-face and it is down to the careful planning and facilita<on of 

the moderator to overcome any challenges.  

 

- Technical Problems - The focus groups for this study took place in 2021, when the use of 

audio-visual playorms had become part of norma<ve working prac<ces (Falter, et al. 

2022). 100% of the par<cipants had prior experience of using Microso\ Teams before 

par<cipa<ng in the focus group. However, a mock focus group was conducted beforehand 

to prac<se modera<ng while using the technology. 

- Building Rapport – as the par<cipants were predominantly familiar both with each other 

and with the researcher (see sec<on on reflexivity) there was already a familiar and 
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relaxed environment. The size of the groups made it possible to ask all par<cipants to stay 

unmuted without the need to use hand raising features: this supported group discussion 

and aided spontaneity. 

- Ac<ve Par<cipa<on – the use of the Q Method before the focus groups ensured that 

par<cipants had given some thought to the topic. Modera<on included enabling people 

to take turns in responding to ques<ons and asking follow-up ques<ons to draw out 

points further. 

 

Analysis and interpreta>on  

A thema<c analysis was subsequently conducted using NVivo. During this process, texts were 

compared against the key themes found in Phase 1’s frame analysis and Phase 2’s factor 

analysis and were either subsumed under an exis<ng theme or established as a new theme. 

 

5.8 Phase 3: Micro 

 
 

Phase 3 aimed to understand the micro-level perspec<ve of individuals engaged in the 

development of a specific SIB to explore why some VS organisa<ons are engaging in the SIB 
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agenda. Where phase 2 iden<fied that some local VS leaders from the focus groups have 

opted out of the SIB marketplace, it did lidle to iden<fy why some VS organisa<ons are 

choosing to engage with the Sheffield SIB agenda.  

 

The rela<onship between actors and ins<tu<ons is o\en described by scholars as discursive 

intui<onalism (Schmidt, 2010) with discourse being the exchange of ideas, “not only what is 

said” but “who said what to whom, where and why” (p.15). Methodological orienta<on for 

discourse analysis o\en includes a qualita<ve case study approach and phase 3 has taken this 

approach through a focus on a single Sheffield case of a SIB which, despite significant <me in 

development, failed to get beyond the planning stage and into delivery of outcomes. Through 

focused interviews with members of a SIB partnership, phase 3 aimed to understand actor 

interac<ons during SIB development. 

 

Case Study Selec>on 

The SIB was chosen as a case of interest as it featured several characteris<cs which would 

produce rich data for study (Silverman, 2005): 

• the SIB was local to Sheffield, which provided the same VS opera<ng environment as the 

par<cipants from phase 2, allowing for further inves<ga<on into the layering between 

macro-meso-micro levels of ins<tu<onalism.  

• Sheffield City Council received the largest grant share of the Government’s Life Chances 

Fund with ambi<ons to use this grant to transform local public services through the use of 

SIBs. These ambi<ons did not come to frui<on and Sheffield City Council returned the 

majority of the Life Chances grant to Government. This provided an interes<ng context to 

empirically explore Beckert’s (2007) market coordina<on problems within a local context. 

• being a researcher and VS leader based in Sheffield, this allowed me beder access to data, 

relevant documents and interviewees (see reflexivity sec<on). 
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Figure 5.9: SIB Overview 

 

 

 

Figure 5.9 provides an overview of 

the structure and different 

stakeholders for the Sheffield SIB.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The SIB inves<gated for the case study formed part of five SIBs planned for Sheffield that 

u<lised over £19m of state funding. The funding was received in the form of a grant from the 

Cabinet Office’s Life Chances Fund (light blue box) to subsidise the development of SIBs in 

local areas. The funding was managed by Sheffield City Council (pink box), who applied for the 

grant and planned the priority social issues that the SIB would be targeted towards. Sheffield 

City Council acted as the commissioning agents for the SIB and iden<fied two priority areas of 

social need, ini<ally adver<sing the commissioning of services in these areas as two separate 

‘lots’ (Lot 1 and 2 in the dark blue boxes). A partnership of two na<onal chari<es (green boxes 

on the le\) were shortlisted to submit an outline solu<on as providers for Lot 1 and a local 

NHS service (green box on the right) was shortlisted to submit an outline solu<on as the 

provider for Lot 2. At this point, Sheffield City Council made the decision to combine the two 

‘lots’ under one single SIB with one investor, Big Issue Invest (orange box). A more detailed 

overview of the SIB structure and commissioning process can be found at the beginning of 

chapter 8. 

 

As phase 3 was interested in the individual micro-level of SIB development, interviews were 

focused on local stakeholder rela<ons during the development of the Sheffield SIB. This 
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encompassed interviews with the commissioning manager for Sheffield City Council and 

representa<ves leading on the SIB development from the three providers.  To keep the focus 

to local rela<onships, a decision was made not to approach the representa<ve from the Life 

Chances Fund and Big Issue Investor for interviews. In retrospect this limited the richness in 

understanding of what went wrong in the development of the local SIB. However, these 

perspec<ves had been inves<gated in the broader context of SIBs through the exploratory 

research phase that included interviews with a funding manager that manages funds on 

behalf of central Government and a SIB investor. 

 

Interviews 

Four focused, semi-structured interviews (Turner, 2014) were conducted with the SIB local 

delivery partners encompassing two na<onal chari<es, an NHS provider and a local authority 

commissioning officer. Due to prac<cali<es and ongoing changes in Covid restric<ons, three 

interviews were conducted via audio-visual playorm Microso\ Teams and one interview was 

conducted in person. As the online interviews were on a one-on-one basis, they closely 

resembled the more conven<onal face-to-face interview method and limita<ons were 

minimal (O’Connor and Madge, 2017). 

 

Effec<ve research ques<ons were constructed prior to the interview, encompassing learning 

from both phase 1 and phase 2 of the research. Ques<ons were formulated through an 

interview guide which offered a structured but flexible approach for exploring the topic 

through similar themes with each par<cipant (Kallio, et al. 2016). Interviews were between 30 

– 90 minutes long and recorded using a Dictaphone. 

 

Analysis 

Interview responses were treated as ac<vely constructed narra<ves (Silverman, 2005) by each 

interviewee. This methodological decision felt appropriate to the aims of the study in that 

interviewees were reflec<ng on an event that had happened two years prior and analysis was 

not concerned with factual accuracy of the events but was focused on how the individual SIB 

players interpreted the interac<ons between each other.  
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A thema<c analysis was subsequently conducted using NVivo supported by Ronicle, et al’s. 

(2017) LOUD model to explore SIB development.  The LOUD model outlines four factors that 

impact on a SIB’s failure to launch: collec<ve Leadership, clear Outcomes, shared 

Understanding, Data.  

 

5.9 Reflexivity 
An important aspect in qualita<ve studies is the researcher’s acknowledgement of their own 

presence in the research through reflec<on on how their own biases, beliefs and experiences 

have shaped the research (Finea\er-Rosenblur, 2017). Personal posi<onality and subjec<vity 

affect the theore<cal, methodological and prac<cal decisions taken by the researcher, which 

in turn contributes to the interpreta<on of data into overall findings (Dean, 2017).  

 

This is par<cularly relevant to this study as the research has focused on voluntary sector 

perspec<ves on SIBs and the researcher (me) is Managing Director of a local, Sheffield VS 

organisa<on. In my role as Managing Director, I was also part of a consor<um bid of local VS 

partners that submided an unsuccessful EOI to become delivery providers of the SIB 

inves<gated under phase 3 of the research. I therefore shared an iden<ty and common 

experiences with the VS par<cipants in the study, that gave me insider status (Greene, 2014). 

This sec<on iden<fies ac<ons I took to manage the line between being the observer and 

being a member of the group being observed. I have used this sec<on to be clear and 

transparent about my posi<onality through the choices made around methods, strategies for 

self-reflec<on and debriefing with my supervisory team, which have moderated what Chavez 

(2008, p. 475) refers to as a presump<on by scholars that insider bias manifests through a 

“rose-coloured observa<onal lens or blindness to the ordinary”. 

 

Personal Reflexivity 

Dean (2017) outlines that “there is a social rela<onship present in all research, quan<ta<ve or 

qualita<ve” which makes the epistemological posi<vist stance of the objec<ve researcher 

open to challenge (p.35).  Like Dean (2017), I believe that reflexivity offers an opportunity to 

lean-into some of the challenges presented in the subjec<ve/objec<ve debate.   As a local VS 

leader there were many commonali<es between myself and the subjects I was studying. I had 

exis<ng rela<onships with many of the par<cipants and, with some, I was part of the same 
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social group. This essen<ally put me in the posi<on of ‘indigenous insider’, ‘in<mate insider’ 

or what anthropologists would call a ‘na<ve’ (Al Riyami, 2015). Much of the advantages of my 

posi<onality came at the intersec<on of insider and outsider status (Greene, 2014). At <mes, I 

used my own lived experience as an ‘expert in the field’ to shape my enquiry, to inform the 

study, to establish par<cipant rapport and to understand the seang in which my par<cipant’s 

accounts were based (Harrington, Dörfler, and Blair, 2021). However, during other phases of 

the research I felt it was important to take a step back from my insider-status and u<lise 

research methods that enabled a more outsider analy<cal approach to ques<on perspec<ves, 

ac<ons and how VS leaders saw themselves in the world (Hammersley, 2006). Self-cri<que 

and reflec<on have been an important part of my personal reflexivity, which I maintained 

through the use of a reflec<on diary, regular discussions with my supervisory team on 

interpreta<on of data and peer debriefing at PhD forums. As Chavez (2008) iden<fies, 

knowing when to step back from insider status is a vital skill for a researcher to develop.  

 

Theore>cal Analysis 

The use of theore<cal frameworks is an important part of the process of stepping back from 

one’s own posi<onality. However, Kenway and McLeoud (2004, as cited in Dean, 2017) believe 

that reflexive analysis should not only involve reflec<ng on the role of the individual 

researcher, but also reflexivity of the field itself. I would argue that sociological 

ins<tu<onalism, a theore<cal framework interested in the interplay between structure and 

agency (Coule and Patmore, 2013), allows a form of analysis that does just that: posi<oning 

ins<tu<onal logics by unearthing the ins<tu<onal frames and the prac<ces of the agents 

within those ins<tu<ons. In this study, the use of ins<tu<onal logics within the different 

phases of the research design purposely narrowed the gaze to different levels of SIB 

development and engagement. These different levels of inquiry into SIB development from a 

macro-meso-micro perspec<ve nestled narrow views within the wider context of the research 

field, an important aspect in reflexivity (Dean, 2017).  

 

Methodological Selec>on 

The overall research design and methodological process was crucial in countering 

opportuni<es for confirma<on bias creeping into research findings (Finea\er-Rosenbluh, 

2017). I took a mixed-method approach, which Greene (2014) highlights as an opportunity to 
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manage the boundaries between insider/outsider status through the triangula<on of 

qualita<ve and quan<ta<ve data.   

 

- Choosing Sheffield as a case 

In searching for an appropriate meso-level of study, I struggled with choosing Sheffield as 

my case due to concerns around objec<vity (Greene, 2014). However, following a 

discussion with my supervisory team in which they outlined the unique posi<on I held, in 

terms of local knowledge of the VS opera<ng environment in Sheffield, local deveopments 

in SIBs and expediency of access to VS leaders, I concluded that there was much to be 

gained from being close to the research subject, par<cularly in terms of prac<cal barriers. 

 

Insider status was advantageous when accessing VS leaders for the Q method and focus 

groups quickly and in<mately, providing me with immediate access and legi<macy from 

the outset (Chavez, 2008). I was already an ac<ve member of a number of VS networks 

and groups enabling me to promote the opportunity to VS leaders to take part in the Q 

method and focus groups. To ensure par<cipa<on went beyond my more in<mate social 

rela<ons (for example only having par<cipants from chari<es close to my own 

organisa<on’s social mission) I developed a par<cipatory framework which iden<fied 

diversity in terms of organisa<onal mission and subsequently conducted targeted 

recruitment with VS leaders with whom I was less familiar. My professional legi<macy also 

enabled me to chase par<cipants to complete the Q Method prior to the focus groups, 

without any damage to the research process.  

 

In my role as a local VS Managing Director, I was part of a local VS consor<um that 

unsuccessfully bid for the SIB inves<gated in chapter 8. This insider status was 

advantageous in accessing key local commissioning documents and VS reports through 

local e-communica<ons and portals to which I was already signed up. It also provided me 

with a depth of understanding of the background and context of the SIB. Throughout the 

SIB development and procurement stages that I was involved in, I kept a reflec<ve diary 

that I was able to refer to throughout my analysis for <melines and other contextual 

informa<on around the partnership discussions and procurement process. 
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- Phase 1 frame analysis  

The purpose of the frame analysis was to understand the texts through the perspec<ve of 

the VS, one of the intended but largely absent audiences. This method involved naviga<ng 

the line between insider and outsider status. As a VS leader and therefore a poten<al 

audience of the texts, I absorbed my own inherent logics through the ins<tu<onal norms 

and ‘rules’ under which the VS operates. This allowed a level of interroga<on of selected 

texts. Ins<tu<onal logics as a theore<cal framework provided an outsider analy<cal 

structure to review data.  

 

- Phase 2 Q method 

As a research methodology that blends qualita<ve and quan<ta<ve techniques, the Q 

method was an opportunity to step back into the role of the outsider observer. The Q set 

incorporated neutral statements which represented the ins<tu<onal logics of market, 

state and community, with par<cipants able to provide their own subjec<ve perspec<ves 

without any influence from the researcher. The use of factor analysis through factor 

loadings automa<cally generated by KADE computer so\ware ensured researcher bias 

could not influence the composite Q sorts. Only in the interpreta<on of the factors was 

there poten<al for bias; however, the purpose of Q Methodology is to iden<fy 

perspec<ves on an issue rather than claim wider validity (Rhoads 2014). 

 

- Phase 2 focus groups 

The focus groups provided a process to ensure I had not misinterpreted the placings of 

statements in the Q sort. Many of the par<cipants taking part in the focus group were 

known to me, resul<ng in insider-researcher posi<onality. Although this led to an 

environment which was more natural for par<cipants, at the start of each focus group I 

reiterated to par<cipants my posi<on as a non-par<cipatory researcher rather than VS 

leader and was careful with my use of language during facilita<on, for example not using 

‘us’ or ‘we’ when referring to the VS during ques<oning.  
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- Phase 3 interviews 

Greene (2014) outlines that the insider researcher is o\en privy to confiden<al 

informa<on that can nega<vely affect rela<onships. This was par<cularly relevant to the 

interviews conducted in phase 3, where I had to consider any poten<al repercussions 

from my inquiry to the rela<onships and ac<ons between SIB partners. Finea\er-

Rosenbluh (2017) highlights that the researcher can influence responses in an interview 

depending on the percep<ons of the interviewee regarding the interviewer. As an insider 

researcher, I had professional rela<onships with all the interviewees prior to the research 

taking place. Interviewees were therefore more candid in their answers with me than 

perhaps they would have been with an outsider researcher (Chavez, 2008). I had to 

consider the impact of this from two angles: firstly, my responsibility to ensure my 

research findings did not damage rela<ons between partners; secondly to ensure my 

findings did not damage rela<onships for my own VS organisa<on through associa<on.  

 

I took several steps to reduce barriers around confiden<ality whilst maintaining 

objec<vity. The Par<cipant Informa<on Sheet outlined that, although the study would not 

contain any personal details of who the interviewee was or name their organisa<on, due 

to the interview forming part of a Sheffield case study, complete anonymity could not 

always be guaranteed: somebody could poten<ally be iden<fied through the specifici<es 

of their role. This was verbally reiterated at the start of each interview. Interviewees were 

also given the op<on of redac<ng anything they were uncomfortable sharing either during 

or following the interview (up to publica<on date). I also made the decision to refrain 

from using par<cularly conten<ous quotes and instead summarised any key learnings into 

my findings so as not to impact the objec<vity of the study. 

 

 

5.10 Ethical considera2ons 
Ethical prac<ces were followed according to Sheffield Hallam University’s Ethics Policy and 

Procedure. The study was considered as being a very low risk human par<cipants study as 

primary data was collected from individuals in their professional capacity as part of their 

organisa<onal leadership roles. This was also a very low risk ac<vity as par<cipants are not 

classed as vulnerable adults and the focus groups and interviews were conducted at their 
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place of work, online in a group seang or other public, neutral seang. Ethical approval was 

granted at two stages of the research: prior to the exploratory research stage and prior to 

phase 2 and 3. Phase 1 data for the reframing of SIB literature was collected using public 

documents and therefore did not require prior ethical approval.  

 

Specific ac<ons taken as part of ethical considera<ons have been outlined earlier in this 

chapter under the different research phase sec<ons. 

 

 

5.11 Conclusion 
To conclude, a mixed-method study was used to inves<gate VS engagement within the UK 

Social Impact Bond (SIB) agenda. The study involved three phases of research to inves<gate 

how the macro ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs nestle within meso and micro levels of VS opera<ng 

environments and influence the ac<ons of VS leaders.   The following 3 chapters present the 

empirical data generated from research phases 1, 2 and 3. Chapter 6 presents phase 1 frame 

analysis findings through the ins<tu<onal logics of market, state and community to examine 

the macro context of SIB market development. Phase 2 is presented in chapter 7, building on 

the findings of the frame analysis from phase 1 by using Q method and focus groups with 

local VS leaders to iden<fy VS perspec<ves on SIBs and the link between macro ins<tu<onal 

logics within a meso VS opera<ng environment. Lastly, chapter 8 presents findings from phase 

3, focused on an individual SIB to explore, at a micro-level, VS leaders’ mo<va<ons for SIB 

engagement and individual perspec<ves on the inter-rela<ons between the different SIB 

partners. 
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Chapter 6: Ins-tu-onal Logics of SIBs at a/the Macro-Level 
 
6.1 Introduc2on 
The first phase of this study is interested in the framing of SIBs from a macro, na<onal-level of 

discourse; exploring the ins<tu<onal logics driving the agenda and the ra<onali<es being 

deployed by key SIB stakeholders. It asks the following ques<ons:  

• Firstly, what are the underlying logics being employed to frame SIB texts by the main 

players in the SIB eco-system?  

• Secondly, what do these logics tell us about the posi<oning of the VS in the SIB 

ecosystem? 

 

The focus in this chapter is a series of texts that ar<culate the widely held ins<tu<onal beliefs 

of different actors within the SIB market. Frame analysis has been used to deconstruct the 

integrated elements within texts and situate their diverse frames. In this process, ‘text’ refers 

to an “observable product of interac<on” and discourse being “the process of interac<on 

itself: a cultural ac<vity” (Talbot, 2007, as cited in Mayr, 2008, p.7.). The process of frame 

analysis can dis<nguish underlying logics; situate frames in context; surface the poli<cs, 

subjugated voices and implicit ideologies; and support the researcher to make choices about 

their own posi<onality within the research. Frame analysis can unveil highly charged poli<cal 

differences that are typically “masked by bland and seemingly innocuous policy statements 

and discourses that no-one could object to” (Creed, Langstraat & Scully (2002, p.45).  

 

6.2 Chapter outline and research approach 
 

This chapter represents phase 1 of the 

research design. A more in-depth 

outline of the epistemological decisions 

that have been made about the 

research approach considering 

methods, validity, limita<ons and scope 

can be found in Chapter 5 Research 

Design and Methods. 



  104 

Text Selec>on 

The frame analysis was conducted following Silverman’s (2005) advice on text analysis and 

analysed a limited but selec<ve body of texts between the period 2010-2020. Situa<ng 

frames within the economic and poli<cal context of the last 10 years of SIB development 

helped to understand the deep logics reflected in the discourse of SIBs over a period of 

significant economic and poli<cal change. 

 

The texts were published by key stakeholders in the development of the SIB market from a 

cross sec<on of the SIB eco-system, encompassing UK Na<onal Government, Local 

Government, Think-tanks and Government-affiliated organisa<ons, social investors, and VS 

funders. No texts were selected that represented the voice of the VS, as the frame analysis is 

interested in the macro framing of SIBs and no texts existed (at the <me of analysis) that had 

been produced by the VS itself beyond very prac<cal ‘how-to’ guides. This gap is one of the 

areas that this study was aiming to inves<gate. 

 

The texts were non-academic, as described by Fraser, et al. (2018) as ‘grey’ literature, due to 

the intended audience being non-academic and predominantly VS leaders and state 

commissioners. The purpose of the texts was to introduce the audience to SIBs with the 

inten<on of growing the SIB marketplace, providing a rich context to understand how frames 

are employed to influence the shaping of the SIB agenda.  

 

14 texts were selected from an iden<fied list of 25 to cover organisa<ons from a cross sec<on 

of the SIB eco-system, as iden<fied in figure 6.1. 
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Figure 6.1: Frame analysis text selec3on 

 

 
 

 

Iden>fying the dominant logics 

As the focus of this phase of research was on the na<onal-level discourse of the SIB agenda, 

the frame analysis aimed to understand how the origina<ng ins<tu<ons presented 

ra<onali<es in their advocacy of SIBs – these were o\en contained in the introductory 

sec<ons of the publica<ons which are crucial in the process of orienta<ng the reader and 

establishing the posi<on of the author (Has<ngs, 1998). 

  

A first step of frame analysis involves iden<fying the main elements that hold the text 

together and provisionally labelling under a frame heading. Drawing on the main themes 

from the literature, a list of targeted words and concepts were iden<fied under the headings 

Market Domain, State Domain, and Social Domain (Brandsen, Donk & Puders, 2015). These 
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domains were allocated a colour (market = yellow; state = blue; social = purple) with each text 

annotated by colour to highlight the targeted words or concepts. Repeated words or concepts 

were highlighted in red. The labels provided an ini<al shorthand to grasp the essence of the 

text framing (Creed, Langstraat and Scully, 2002). A Signature Matrix was then completed for 

each text that explored any key concepts, logics and symbols presented by the author. Logic 

labels were assigned to each text iden<fying whether the Market, State and/or Social 

headings were explicit, implicit, secondary, passing or absent.  

 

To understand how the dominant logics impacted on the posi<oning of the VS within the 

texts, a final analysis was conducted in which concepts were grouped according to emerging 

themes, giving an overview of any other logics at play or subjugated voices. For example, this 

may be in terms of the intended audience (e.g., towards investors rather than the VS) or 

whether the language made generalisa<ons about the state, market or VS (e.g., one being 

more efficient than the others). Full references for the document codes are shown in table 

6.1. 
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Table 6.1: Document references and codes
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Findings and Discussion 

The reframing of texts through an ins<tu<onal logics perspec<ve reaffirmed findings from 

other studies (par<cularly Fraser, et al. 2018) that market and state narra<ves are dominant 

within the literature of SIBs. The texts as a whole, regardless of the author or intended 

audience, had a consistency to the framing of the core principles of SIBs: where the market 

logic was dominant, the state logic would act as a reinforcement, and vice versa.  There was 

no underlying ideological thread running through the texts on the value of VS engagement in 

SIBs. Instead, phrases and concepts presented as part of a social domain, when analysed 

within the context of the text, were actually con<nuances of the market/state logic. 

 

The findings of the frame analysis are presented below, outlining the dominant ins<tu<onal 

logics iden<fied through the frame analysis, separa<ng this out into the logics of market, state 

and social domains. The subsequent discussion then explores the implica<ons of these 

dominant logics for the VS, u<lising Salamon’s (1987) theory of Voluntary Failure to explore 

how the sector is framed in current debates and possible implica<ons for their future 

involvement in SIBs. 

 

6.3 Market Domain 
As shown in table 6.1, in all but three texts the market domain was dominant, either explicitly 

or implicitly. A market domain was consistently communicated through repeated phrases, 

exemplars, metaphors, visual images and catchphrases. Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002) 

outline that these idea elements come together to establish familiar frames that signal to the 

reader how they should interpret the text through associa<ons. For example, the use of 

financial language throughout the texts ensures the reader makes a quick associa<on 

between SIBs and the importance of the financial sector. Mayr (2008) believes that ideologies 

embedded within discourse serve the interest of certain powerful groups as they legi<mise 

and reinforce their own interests and courses of ac<on as common sense. Findings iden<fied 

that self-legi<misa<on was most o\en u<lised by private investors. The statements framed 

this established link between their financial investments and beder social outcomes as 

common-sense; as in this extract from Bridges Fund Management’s Annual Impact Report, 

2017 (FA13): “We cannot hope to tackle some of the enormous challenges facing people and 

the planet unless we unlock even more private capital, exper>se and entrepreneurial flair…”  
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The underlying argument throughout all the texts was that channelling private investments 

into social outcomes would provide a solu<on to some of the world’s complex problems. The 

literature produced by investors featured photos of smiling people from all walks of life. This 

conjures the image of the investor organisa<on as being at the heart of building an inclusive 

and sustainable and happy society (see figure 6.2 as an example), imagery o\en u<lised in VS 

literature. Creed, Langstraat and Scully (2002) outlines that texts include argumenta<ve 

devises which depict the roots and consequences of a problem in such a way as to offer 

causal adribu<ons and prescribe poten<al solu<ons. Interes<ngly, the emphasis for a solu<on 

under the market domain was not one of private investors as suppliers of finance, and money 

as the ul<mate product of the SIB ecosystem. Instead, investors were depicted as holding 

market tools which drive beder quality of service by seang and ar<cula<ng the risk, return 

and liquidity of social interven<ons.  In the syntax of the texts, the products being exchanged 

in the SIB ecosystem were superior social outcomes, with investors as the key to unlocking 

beder quality of products.  

 

Figure 6.2: Images from Bridges Fund Management Annual Impact Report 2017 (FA13) 

 

 
 

Texts served to posi<on investors (and more broadly the role of finance) as having an 

important role largely due to the prominence placed in the texts on measurement, evidence 

and outcomes. Although the technocra<c calcula<on of financial value per social value 

implicitly signalled to the reader a market logic, the use of terms such as ‘blended investor 

returns’, ‘mixed-economy’ and ‘socially-minded investors’ also served as a devise to so\en the 

fact of investor financial returns. In all texts, not just those from the financial industry, 

financial returns were down-played and o\en described as ‘modest’ or ‘reasonable’ via the 



  110 

constant reminder of the interconnec<on between price and quality of outcomes. In GoLab’s 

overview of Social Impact Bonds (2018 (FA16)) investor profit-making from state funds is 

jus<fied as a way to “compensate investors for the performance risks”.  

 

State and funder SIB sponsors also jus<fied investor involvement by consistently presen<ng 

investors as the SIB experts, using phrases such as “leave it to the experts” (Ecorys, on behalf 

of Big Lodery, 2019), “…social investors, who will have the necessary exper>se…” (Sheffield 

City Council, 2018 (FA10c)) and “unlocking private capital as well as the exper>se of social 

investors” (GoLab, 2018 (FA16)). Scod (2001, as cited in Mayr 2008), highlights that the 

(symbolic) role of exper<se (or the exper<se-pretence) has become an important feature in 

the power dynamics of modern socie<es and their ins<tu<ons. The promo<on of exper<se 

was not simply posi<oning investors as a powerful authority but also as helpful organisa<ons 

that “provide guidance and advice on SIBs” (Sheffield City Council, 2018 (FA7)). This framing 

counters any poten<al concerns around investors being driven en<rely by the mo<va<on to 

make more profit. The Commissioning Beder Outcomes Fund evalua<on (Ecorys,2019 

(FA10a)) pointed out that some social investors are “happy to break even”. In some cases, 

investors were presented as the heroes, holding the key to sor<ng out costly social 

interven<ons through the very financial risks they were taking on, as highlighted by the 

following phrases taken from Social Finances publica<on (2016 (FA11)): “social innovators and 

entrepreneurs across sectors and borders are commibng their >me and resources to achieve 

similar goals” and “great investors who care deeply about the popula>ons we seek to serve”. 

 

Self-legi<misa<on was also more subtly deployed through statements presented as common-

sense: “It is difficult to get rid of the ambulance at the bofom of the cliff in favour of a fence 

at the top.” (quote by David Robinson, then vice chair of the Prime Minister´s Council on 

Social Ac<on, featured in Social Finance’s publica<on, 2010 (FA1)). This phrase conjures up 

the image of someone falling off a cliff: preven<ng the fall by placing a fence at the top in the 

first place would seem a very sensible solu<on. Within the SIB context, this quote jus<fies the 

involvement of private finance by presen<ng it as the only way to build that fence.  Creed, 

Langstraat and Scully (2002) describe this as a ‘hypocrisy trap’ used for changing systems 

from the inside. The trap is set for the reader by deploying a frame using language that asks, 

‘who could possibly object to this without appearing hypocri<cal?’. 
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6.4 State Domain 
The state domain was the most explicitly used throughout the literature; dominant in all but 

three texts. Campbell and Lindberg (1990) outline that the state has an important role in 

nurturing market precondi<ons, which ensures there is a strong link between poli<cs and the 

economy, even when overt public involvement or government regula<on is minimal. There 

was a significant convergence between the logics of market and public sector reform, which 

highlights the state’s interven<on in growing the SIB market within the context of austerity: 

the Government can demonstrate cashable cost savings.  

 

The cause-and-effect narra<ve constructed under the state domain posi<oned welfare as far 

too costly against a backdrop of Government austerity. Phrases such as “squeezed from a 

shrinking pot”, “budgets are >ght”, “expensive social issues” and “nega>ve spending cycle” 

painted a gloomy picture of the environment for state spending.  Two texts from both 

investor and Government emphasised this point by including figures presented as actual 

cos<ngs: “re-offending costs the public sector £286 million and the UK economy £7-10 million” 

(Social Finance, 2010)(FA1); “the cost of social failure: £30k a year for a first->me offender…” 

(Rob Wilson, then Minister for Civil Society, 2016 (FA17)). Of note is that in both these 

instances calcula<ons had been chosen to show the cost to the state of criminal ac<vity, 

where the expenditure may not be as acceptable to the public as other forms of social 

welfare spending. Mayr (2008) describes this as reframing through ideological state 

apparatuses, in this instance the legal system - where the ‘cause’ is social failure, the ‘effect’ is 

the criminals cos<ng the tax-payer money and the ‘problem’ is the state merely trying to 

serve up jus<ce with deple<ng resources.  

 

The discourse of social failure being too costly for Government budgets featured heavily in 

the introduc<on of the literature as a way of seang the scene for SIBs. But, unlike the 

deployment of financial terminology to aid establishing financial experts as legi<mate 

ins<tu<onal players, austerity language was used as a disassocia<on tool for Government. It 

served as a signal to the reader that state budgetary problems were not as a result of 

Government failure but of societal failure. This is an example of New Public Management 

ideology, where language depicts health and social care problems as individualis<c rather 



  112 

than public or structural (Mayr, 2008). This ini<ated a reasoning for welfare reform as the only 

alterna<ve. Béland (2005 (a)) emphasises that welfare reform alterna<ves exist only in 

opposi<on to other policy ideas; supporters of a new policy alterna<ve must appeal to the 

public by undermining exis<ng policy programmes. Current commissioning prac<ces were 

highlighted as insufficient in their ability to respond to societal failures, “crea>ng the wrong 

incen>ves for service providers” (Social Finance, 2010 (FA1)), with SIBs juxtaposed as a new 

alterna<ve. SIBs were assigned the adributes of being able both to address social problems 

and to reduce the amount of state investment. As under the market domain, the literature 

produced by Government (locally and na<onally) focused on SIBs as mechanisms of 

measurement that will lead to improved quality of service provision and reduced costs: 

“reduce the amount of local investment needed” (Sheffield City Council, 2018 (FA5)), “improve 

the produc>vity of public service spending” (Centre for Social Impact Bonds, 2013)(FA9), “by 

paying for outcomes, we can cut the cost of failure” (Rob Wilson, then Minister for Civil 

Society, 2016 (FA17)). 

 

Texts by Government or Government affiliated organisa<ons acted as frame sponsors aimed 

at persuading locally based commissioners to engage in the SIB market and, therefore, 

focused on the reduced risk of social programme failures: “unless these outcomes are 

achieved, the commissioner does not pay” (Ecorys, on behalf of the Na<onal Lodery Fund, 

2019 (FA10a)). Alongside authen<ca<ng the role of private investors as the holders of 

financial risks if an interven<on doesn’t work, the literature appealed to commissioners as an 

opportunity to reduce the risk of poor performance by providers. In their prac<ce guide, 

Bridges Fund Management (2014 (FA12)) state that investor involvement leads to provider 

performance being “more heavily scru>nised”. In their guidance on developing a SIB 

(2013(FA9)), the Centre for Social Impact Bonds posi<oned SIBs as an opportunity for 

commissioners to “incen>vise service providers to deliver the best possible outcomes…which 

will help Government achieve befer results”. The Na<onal Lodery Fund (2013, previously the 

Big Lodery Fund (FA2)) portray SIBs as an opportunity to “determine performance of 

interven>ons on their primary outcome”. This framing through a state domain gave the explicit 

meaning that commissioners play “the key role in any SIB contract” (Ecorys, 2019 (FA10a)) 

and that, given the right tools, they will be able to appropriately performance-manage the 

service providers. The implicit assump<on here is that providers will not perform to their 
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greatest ability without the scru<ny of commissioners (state logic) alongside financial 

incen<ves (market logic).  

 

Commissioners were also presented as cau<ous partners in the SIB ecosystem, as they bear 

most of the <me and costs of development, while struggling in terms of their capacity and 

reduced budgets. With a marked increase in the number of SIBs being locally commissioned, 

Williams (2019) outlines that SIBs reflect longstanding tensions and suspicions between 

central and local government. The local authority text was perhaps the most cau<ous, 

par<cularly in how they framed SIBs to jus<fy their adop<on for locally commissioned 

programmes. Lowndes (2008) highlights that the legi<macy of local governance is embedded 

through conven<ons and organisa<onal tradi<ons specific to a par<cular locality. Ins<tu<onal 

frameworks therefore encompass the ideas and narra<ves that legi<mise local poli<cal 

ac<ons. For much if it’s history, Sheffield has had a Labour-led Council and a tumultuous 

rela<onship with the policy agendas of Conserva<ve-led na<onal Governments, da<ng back 

to Conserva<ve government reforms from 1979, including the priva<sa<on of the steel and 

coal industries (DiGaetano and Lawless, 1999). Sheffield City Council advocated for the 

adop<on of SIBs through two frames: firstly, they ra<onalised their adop<on of a Conserva<ve 

Government policy alterna<ve through focusing on the local impact of receiving the CBO 

incuba<on grant: “a residual propor>on of central government’s contribu>on to go towards 

funding interven>ons…as such, local public services contribu>ons to this would stretch 

further” (FA5).  Secondly, they jus<fied the role of the investor by down-playing the 

dominance of the market logic: “they [SIBs] do not usually include for-profit private 

organisa>ons and there is no inten>on as a result of this business case that any such 

organisa>on would be inves>ng in these services.” (Sheffield City Council, 2018 (FA5)). 

 

6.5 Social Domain 
Although only two texts had the social domain as dominant and explicit, it did at least feature 

in 9 out of 14 texts, all-be-it largely in passing. Frequently presented in the literature was the 

idea that the SIB mechanism aligns the strengths and values of private, state and voluntary 

sectors. For example, GoLab’s Social Impact Bond overview (2018 (FA16)) posi<oned SIBs as 

an example of “Government’s commitment to foster more cross-sector collabora>on”. The 

framing of SIBs through market and state ins<tu<onal logics went some way in emphasising 
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the cross-collabora<on of private investors and state commissioners in SIBs. Therefore, you 

would an<cipate any social domain framing would link in the third key player in SIBs; 

legi<mising the strength and value of the delivery organisa<ons in these collabora<ve 

structures. However, this was not the case. The social domain was dominated by two themes: 

society’s ‘wicked problems’, alongside the necessity of behavioural change in organisa<ons 

which provide health and social interven<ons on behalf of the state (largely, the VS). By 

bringing these two elements together, the texts created a narra<ve of society’s ‘wicked 

problems’, with prescribed causal adribu<ons to service providers in how their interven<ons 

are failing to respond. 

 

Has<ngs (1998) outlines that the presenta<on of social problems is used for poli<cal purposes 

as a way of sustaining systems of belief about the nature of social reality. In this case, the 

‘wicked problems’ frame was u<lised to iden<fy which specific areas of society (and thus 

par<cular groups of people) were a pressing issue and to prescribe SIBs as a poten<al solu<on 

(while firmly shi\ing any adribu<ons of causality away from state or market players). Béland 

(2005 (a)) refers to ideological frames as socially construc<ng the need to reform. In the text 

samples, this was done by presen<ng social finance as a saviour; a form of social ac<on which 

will “dismantle poverty by crea>ng opportunity, through self-help, social trading and business 

solu>ons”. (Big Issue Invest, 2018 (FA14)). 

 

But rather than highligh<ng any elements of state ins<tu<onal logics in SIBs, the lexicalisa<on 

within some texts constructed SIBs as an<-establishment devises or even revolu<onary, with 

SIBs depicted as being “parallel to other global movements” or a “system change” in the way 

we tackle social challenges. Rob Wilson’s speech (2016 (FA17)), on behalf of the Government 

as Minister for Civil Society, was full of metaphors showing SIBs as part of a badle against 

society’s ‘wicked problems’. It is a great example of a Government sponsored policy being 

framed using language and symbols representa<ve of the popularist ideological repertoire 

domina<ng society at the <me. The speech, part of the launch of the Life Chances fund, was 

given a few weeks a\er the result of the UK referendum on leaving the EU. The UK had 

endured months of polarisa<on between the Leave and Remain movements. There is 

widespread belief that the Leave campaign was partly successful because it constructed a 

narra<ve of a great badle between the EU as a representa<on of the poli<cal ‘establishment’ 
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and the roman<cised plucky Bri<sh Empire (Spencer and Oppermann, 2020). This discourse 

of ‘going into badle’ was con<nued in Rob Wilson’s speech as a way of gaining public support 

for SIBs by framing them through war metaphors: “deploy an army of volunteers”, “seize this 

opportunity” and “we stand ready … to revolu>onise our public services”. 

 

‘Wicked problems’ was used as a manifesta<on of costly and problema<c sectors of society; 

social investment was then hailed as having the aim of building a beder society. The people 

and communi<es expected to benefit from SIBs were frequently referred to using very 

‘deficit’ based language that portrayed them as the innocent vic<ms: “disadvantaged”, “most 

in need”, “vulnerable”. On the surface, this concept of ‘building a beder society’ through SIBs 

was presented as an opportunity to level the unfairness and inequality faced by certain 

groups in society. The following is from MP Rob Wilson’s speech (2016 (FA17)): “That means 

staying relentlessly focused on the people in this country who haven’t had a fair shot in life. 

The child in care with the odds stacked against them; the repeat offender who can’t read or 

write; the troubled families who spend half their lives with the Government in their living 

room…because they, more than anyone, need us to get results.”  Suppor<ng the unfairness 

discourse was the idea that these vulnerable individuals and communi<es lack consumer 

power: “An offender on a publicly-funded literacy course cannot choose to change providers in 

the way we might change supermarkets if the quality of produce at our usual store declines” 

(Social Finance, 2010 (FA1)). 

 

This idea of consumers contrasts ideologically the representa<on of people and communi<es 

as innocent vic<ms of the inequali<es of modern society. For example, Mayr (2008) points 

out that in public health policy literature the construc<on of the ci<zen as a ‘consumer’ is 

reproducing the ideology of consumerism. Health problems are therefore an individual 

problem, linked to life-style choices rather than public or structural problems.  ‘A consumer’ 

suggests having individual buying power to walk away from a product that doesn’t meet their 

needs. The statement by Social Finance (FA1) was therefore sugges<ng that SIBs will provide 

offenders with the opportunity to make decisions about the support they receive. This is an 

interes<ng concept, when the very premise of the prison system is about removing individual 

freedom of choice. Warner (2020) argues that rather than delivering on priva<sa<on’s 

promise of a marketplace that increases service-user choice, SIBs are fundamentally 
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paternalis<c devices that give primacy to the programme’s evaluators and investors. 

Ul<mately, SIBs lack any downward accountability to the people and communi<es they target. 

Instead, the choice of the interven<on and delivery-provider is in the hands of the private 

investor (in what and who they choose to invest in) and the state (in terms of which social 

problem becomes a commissioning priority). Rosenman (2017) states that this is a 

representa<on of a new logic of poverty regula<on through ordering, monitoring and 

supervision of certain social issues. The literature’s interpreta<on of people as consumers 

presented a picture of individuals within a SIB cohort gaining greater independence via a 

marketplace. The causality of society’s inequali<es is thus never linked to the systems and 

structures of capitalism but portrayed as the inability of individuals to make smart choices 

around what support they receive. The ‘wicked problems’ theme of the social frame was 

therefore layered on to a market logic.  

 

If society’s ‘wicked problems’ are not the effects of inherent inequali<es in capitalist wealth 

distribu<on (along with the ins<tu<ons that maintain market systems of belief), where then 

did the SIB literature assign some causality? According to Bridges Fund Management (2014 

(FA12)), health and social care providers are not resolving societal problems because they are 

not adop<ng the values of a market logic, whereas a SIB will “trigger impact-driven 

organisa>ons to behave as they would if selling directly to consumers”. In other words, health 

and social care providers were not ‘capitalist’ enough.  

 

This introduces the other aspect of the social domain - the portrayal of SIB service providers, 

which is predominantly where VS organisa<ons engage in SIBs. The literature either ignored 

service providers as insignificant parts of a SIB ecosystem or showed them as organisa<ons 

that required behaviour/cultural change. Where the emphasis was on behaviour change, it 

was suggested that service providers should learn from investors and co-opt more business-

like prac<ces. The texts outlined that, if service providers engaged in these prac<ces through 

a SIB mechanism, they would achieve “a befer sense of whether their support is working … 

befer evidence outcomes for beneficiaries, improve effec>veness of services” (Ecorys, 2019 

(FA10c)). The literature outlined that standard commissioning prac<ces (health and social 

interven<ons via a fee-for-service contract) meant providers were not effec<vely delivering on 

their promise: “Government or donors can incur significant cost even when there is lifle or no 
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benefit for the vulnerable individuals they are seeking to help” (Bridges Fund Management, 

2014 (FA12)). In contrast, a SIB would enable social outcomes to be appropriately measured 

and success could be calculated as a financial value, paid to the SIB provider, “achieving 

greater impact than would be the case if they were given growth or other investment  …or 

were funded through a grant”. (Ecorys, 2019 (FA10b)). Interes<ngly, in the United States SIBs 

are called ‘Pay for Success’ programmes, which is a much more explicit framing of this 

concept of success by-way-of financial incen<ves (Albertson, et al. 2018). In the field of policy 

development, the construc<on of social problems and how best to address them is frequently 

related to long-term ins<tu<onal legacies (Béland, 2005 (a)).  The requirement of behavioural 

change for service providers was not only a narra<ve produced by investors but also formed a 

considerable part of the social discourse within the state literature as well. This phrase was 

taken from GoLabs overview of SIBs (2018 (FA16)): “investors bring addi>onal capacity and 

exper>se in project management and data analysis that local VCSE organisa>ons might lack”.  

 

On the surface, behavioural change was presented as a way for providers to ensure they were 

achieving maximum social impact for their users and could focus their delivery on ‘what 

works’. However, embedded within these statements was a presump<on that health and 

social support providers had thus far not been effec<ve or hadn’t been focused on service-

user needs. The term ‘innova<on’ was used in mul<ple texts as a symbol of SIB providers 

being “free to undertake the ac>vi>es that they think will best deliver the required outcomes” 

(Centre for Social Impact Bonds, 2013 (FA9)). But Neyland (2018) iden<fies that ‘innova<on’ is 

not an offer of freedom for SIB providers but acts as an essen<al mechanism for embedding a 

market logic. Innova<on suggests a new product, idea or way of doing things, which increases 

compe<<ve pressures on providers to develop new interven<ons that are en<rely aduned to 

the requirements of the investor and commissioner (the ‘buyers’). The message to providers 

was that their current prac<ces were not working and they needed to innovate by adop<ng 

processes that fit the ins<tu<onal logics of the other SIB players.  

 

Again, the underlying values and meaning was embedded within a market system of logic, 

with the percep<on that providers required a financial incen<ve to reach their full poten<al. 

Their work would only be viewed as impacyul if financial measurements could be adributed 

to social outcomes. The Commissioning Beder Outcomes Fund Evalua<on (Ecorys, 2019 
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(FA10c)) observed one investor describing the process of embedding an outcomes-focused 

culture as “eye-opening” for service providers, where “investors consistently reported that 

SIBs encouraged – or arguably forced – the investee organisa>on to pay afen>on to their 

outcomes and overall level of social impact”. As previously iden<fied, under the state domain, 

SIBs were represented as a mechanism to achieve greater social impact by enabling 

commissioners to scru<nise provider performance. So, which is it? Service providers being 

more closely monitored and controlled, or free to innovate and deliver what they want? 

 

The confusing messages given around service providers was no<ceable in how they were 

categorised. This study’s ini<al mapping of the UK SIB market discussed in chapter 3, 

iden<fied that more than 70% of the 138 delivery organisa<ons working on a ‘live’ SIB at that 

<me were registered chari<es. However, the texts rarely referred to delivery providers as VS 

organisa<ons and instead used much broader terms such as impact-driven, mission-driven, 

enterprises or socially-focused businesses. This may seem insignificant, but this terminology 

was working to further embed an ideological shi\ of how we view public services and the 

organisa<ons which deliver them on behalf of the state. Mayr (2008) is par<cularly concerned 

about the specific ins<tu<onal discourse of ‘enterprise’ in new capitalist socie<es, as the 

terminology frames previously non-economic ac<vity (such as that of public ins<tu<ons) 

within a wider enterprise culture. A lack of explicit reference to the VS also says something 

about the percep<on of the VS within the SIB ecosystem. Coule and Patmore (2013) outline 

that ins<tu<onal logics provide an interpreta<on of who has a legi<mate role within service 

systems and what innova<ve prac<ces are a legi<mate response to social needs. Within the 

SIB ecosystem, both the state and private investors were presented as possessing sources of 

power by being the holders of financial resources and having the ability to quan<fy what was 

determined as social impact. The VS, on the other hand, was not seen as possessing much 

power, as evidenced by them being largely overlooked in the literature. Consequently, the 

literature presents certain actors as having a standing and therefore their accounts are heard, 

whereas the less powerful voice of the VS was largely absent. 

 

Figure 6.3 below was included in the Na<onal Lodery Fund’s CBO evalua<on as an overview 

of the SIB model. The representa<on of the service provider as two hands ready to receive is 

a visual indica<on of the posi<oning of VS within the texts where the social domain is 
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reinforcing. The image presented the service provider’s primary role within a SIB as the 

recipient of investment rather than as the key to the delivery and achievement of the social 

outcomes.  

 

Figure 6.3: Image from Ecorys (on behalf of the Na3onal Logery Fund) Commissioning Beger 

Outcomes Evalua3on (2019) 

 

 

 

To some extent, this alludes to VS organisa<ons engaging in SIBs solely for the purpose of 

accessing investment. Some of the literature framed the provider as being mo<vated purely 

by financial incen<ves, as shown by Social Finance (2010 (FA1)): “the provider is unlikely to 

provide addi>onal career support as they are not financially rewarded”.  Sheffield City Council 

(2018 (FA7)) outlined that SIBs provided the opportunity of a more equal playing field for 

“smaller organisa>ons who do not have the capacity to raise investment in their own right, 

especially those in the VCSE sector”. Apart from containing an assump<on that VS 

organisa<ons are seeking investment opportuni<es, this phrase downplays any agency held 

by VS organisa<ons (especially small local ones) in seang their own funding strategies. In fact, 

throughout much of the literature, there was a lack of providers being given any form of 

status to exert power, par<cularly in contrast to the presenta<on of investors as heroes.  
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The one text that explicitly portrayed the VS as bringing “exper>se, altruism, care and values” 

to a SIB partnership was one authored by an investor (FA14). Creed, Langstraat and Scully 

(2002) emphasise that considera<on needs to be given to who is sponsoring the frame in 

order to decode the meanings of the discursive elements.  Although Big Issue Invest (BII) is 

clearly an investor, they have their roots in the VS through the mission of the Big Issue 

charitable arm. Rather than overlooking VS providers, they brought them to the forefront and 

highlighted the benefits of working with them: “the excep>onal work undertaken by some of 

the organisa>ons we invest in and support” and “some are small and agile early-stage 

enterprises with bold plans. Others are well-established community organisa>ons with long 

histories of sustaining local support networks” (Impact Report, Big Issue Invest, 2018 (FA14)). 

Although BII was clearly using discursive elements of VS values to present SIBs and showcase 

the impact of BII, there were s<ll underlying market logics at play throughout their impact 

report. The wider report contained a narra<ve that financial exper<se was the means to 

pursuing social ends. Equally, the legi<misa<on of VS engagement in SIBs was presented as 

only relevant for those organisa<ons who behave in a certain way: “increasing social returns 

by channelling funds to organisa>ons that can deliver impact on the ground with our financial 

support, backed up by our experience and exper>se in the social sector.” (Big Issue Invest, 

2018 (FA14)). 

 

6.6 Layering of state and market logics 
The framing of the SIB literature included mul<ple ins<tu<onal logics as a means to drive the 

SIB agenda. There was a clear coming-together of market and public sector reform logics, 

with the state domain at the forefront of most texts. This was of no great surprise: much of 

the academic literature on SIBs (Albertson, et al. 2018; Del Giudice and Migliavacca, 2018; 

Milbourne and Cushman, 2015) emphasise the influence of public administra<on reforms, 

market libera<on and the development of New Public Management (Hood, 1991). Established 

shared conven<ons and interac<ons between poli<cal ins<tu<ons and the finance sector 

(Béland, 2005 (a)); an ‘open policy window’ (Kingdon, 1993) and reciprocal market 

expecta<ons (Beckert, 2009) have created the right poli<cal environment for proponents of 

SIBs to gain ground in welfare reforms. This has resulted in Government taking the reasoning 

of financial actors into account and orienta<ng ac<ons towards them. What is of interest is 

how the posi<oning of the public sector reform frame served to camouflage any reference to 
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an explicit capitalist ideology to SIBs and the furtherance of priva<sa<on in health and 

welfare.  

 

Golka (2009) believes that an important part of financializa<on is the ability of financial actors 

to get non-financial actors to accept their prognosis and course of ac<on. They do this 

through framing market solu<ons via narra<ves that appeal to nonfinancial actors’ views of 

the problem.  In the SIB literature, the drama<c language used to convey the idea of a welfare 

system running riot, was countered by a message of common sense and control via austerity 

measures. The depic<on of “out-of-control welfare spending” contrasted the “modest” and 

“reasonable” depic<on of investor financial returns; language serving to so\en investor 

capital returns and any profit-maximising mo<va<ons. Through a social frame, the nature and 

purpose of SIBs was depicted as an instrument for social good that was being deployed to 

meet the needs of the most vulnerable members of society. But, at the same <me, this is 

embedded within a market ra<onality that the introduc<on of financial measurement for 

social outcomes would lead to beder quality and delivery of services. Thus, although it may 

not always be explicit, the market logic was dominant and layered underneath all the texts. 

Missing from the SIB literature was any form of challenge to the percep<on that financial 

markets are capable or even appropriate in crea<ng a more just society.  

 

6.7 Voluntary failure 
The central posi<oning of financial intermediaries within the SIB structure, par<cularly the 

framing of investors as experts, is of concern for the VS. Investors were not simply presented 

as experts in finance but also as holding the key to understanding and developing beder 

social impacts. The narra<ve threatens the very core of VS characteris<cs and how the VS 

differen<ates itself from the private sector. Dollery and Wallis (2001) outline that many 

economic theories of the VS (par<cularly those that follow the market/government failure 

route) posi<on the VS as an ins<tu<onal alterna<ve to the private sector or the government. 

VS ins<tu<onal characteris<cs provide compe<<ve advantage when providing certain goods 

and services. Firstly, the ‘non-profit’ status of VS organisa<ons means they are inherently 

viewed as more trustworthy to deliver services to consumers who may have significant 

informa<on asymmetries, in contrast to private profit-maximising organisa<ons.  Secondly, 

the diversity in specialisms within the VS means it is well placed to provide services which 
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bring widely shared benefits, but which focus on areas that do not command a majority 

support. However, Salamon’s (1987) theory of ‘Voluntary failure’ turns these advantages on 

their head and iden<fies areas of ins<tu<onal disadvantage that are specific to the VS: 

Philanthropic insufficiency (inability to consistently and at-scale generate resources); 

Philanthropic par>cularism (a focus on par<cular subgroups leads to favouri<sm); 

Philanthropic paternalism (power imbalances and the crea<on of path dependency); 

Philanthropic amateurism (lack of professionalism due to rela<vely low staff pay and reliance 

on volunteers).  

 

Salamon’s (1987) conclusion to his ‘voluntary failure’ theory is that, in many instances, VS 

ins<tu<onal disadvantages can be offset through beder partnership structures between the 

Government and VS, structures which “combine the service-delivery advantages of voluntary 

organisa<ons with the revenue-genera<ng and democra<c priority-seang advantages of 

government” (Salamon, 1987, p.43). SIBs are consistently framed as a mechanism which can 

foster partnerships between sectors and play to the strengths of each partner. The SIB 

mechanism should, therefore, provide the VS with the opportunity to rec<fy some of its 

ins<tu<onal disadvantages through more collabora<ve structures with Government. Certainly, 

SIBs offer VS providers a regular and reliable (presuming outcomes are met) source of funding 

to improve Philanthropic insufficiency. But the juxtaposi<on of SIBs as a new source of 

funding for the VS, alongside the narra<ve of reduced risks for state funding, placed private 

investors front and centre of the funding exchange. So, rather than the Government stepping 

in with resource commitments for the VS, it is private investment companies now holding the 

purse strings.  

 

Salamon (1987) iden<fies that many VS support services are aligned to the ideologies and the 

beliefs of the VS entrepreneurs driving their organisa<on’s mission, leading to Philanthropic 

par>cularism. Par<cularism is somewhat challenged with SIBs, as seen in Rob Wilson’s 

speech, where SIBs were framed as a mechanism which can level the inequality faced by 

certain groups in society. But, as the holders of the finance, investors are free to put their 

investment into whichever social issues they are inclined to support or that they feel will 

generate sufficient returns. Therefore, private investors can show just as much “par<cularism” 

as the VS, both in terms of which social “cause” is adrac<ve to the investor and how much 
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this “cause” would be worth. For example, the Elton John AIDS Founda<on was able to 

develop a SIB focused on improving HIV treatment. The Elton John AIDS Founda<on (a grant-

making organisa<on) was not only the main investor but was also the principal commissioner, 

rather than a public body. Although the cause of improving HIV treatment can be seen as a 

very worthy one, in this instance the SIB mechanism is not a par<cularly democra<c process 

for seang health and social care priori<es.  

 

As iden<fied in the SIB literature, one of the central arguments for investor involvement was 

that of bringing exper<se in how to set, measure and quan<fy beder social outcomes. In 

comparison, the narra<ve for VS involvement was one of changing their behaviour to co-opt 

more business-like prac<ces. The emphasis on embedding a technocra<c approach to social 

outcomes tells us something about the perceived role of the VS as lacking agency or exper<se 

in its own right, an example of Philanthropic amateurism. Thus, rather than offseang 

ins<tu<onal disadvantages for the VS, the SIB mechanism is reinforcing some voluntary 

failures or, in the case of par<cularism, transferring them onto the private investors. Seeing 

the only ins<tu<onal opportunity for the VS to deliver SIBs as by remedying Philanthropic 

insufficiency is to follow the tendency to represent the VS as passive recipients of funding, 

being responsive only to the ideas of Government (Benned, 2015) or, even more worryingly 

in the case of SIBs, to the ideas of investors.  

 

6.8 Conclusion 
Through examining economic approaches to the VS, Golka (2019) outlines that the field of 

social investment can best be understood as an adempt by social investors to gain a central 

foo<ng in social and public service policy. In the case of SIBs, established resource exchange 

pathways for the VS have been altered by the introduc<on of social investors as new market 

actors (Beckert, 2009). Previously, resources - including money, networks, exper<se and skills 

(Nicholls, 2008) - would flow directly between state commissioners and VS providers. Through 

the SIB mechanism, however, these resources are now routed through financial 

intermediaries. Golka (2019) believes that this has enabled investors to alter the rules of 

health and social care economic exchange to their favour, providing access to VS revenue 

streams for profit opportuni<es. Alongside controlling financial pathways, the framing of 

investor exper<se as the solu<on to beder quality social outcomes gives more power and 
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dominance to investor interests. “By claiming the ‘crea<on of social impact’ as caused by their 

financial investments, investors legi<mate their entry into the field. At the same <me, 

investors are the actors who define what does and does not count as ‘social impact’…” (Golka, 

2019, p.20). Consequently, through the SIB mechanism, financial actors have transformed the 

prevailing social order so that they not only have control of the VS resource pathway but also 

have a say in what VS ac<vity is deemed legi<mate enough to support the VS organisa<on’s 

beneficiaries.  

 

VS organisa<ons may appear on the surface as complicit partners in the introduc<on of SIBs 

but can acquiescence really be given when SIBs are effec<vely presented fait accompli by the 

state and its ins<tu<ons as being universally beneficial and common-sensical (Mayr, 2008)? 

The ins<tu<onal opera<ng environment of SIBs creates blurry boundaries between market, 

state and community domains (Brandsen, van de Donk and Puders, 2015) and leads to 

tensions for VS organisa<ons between servicing Government requirements and responding to 

investor influence while at the same <me sustaining the individual organisa<on’s original 

social mission. The structure-agency debate is par<cularly relevant here (Coule and Patmore, 

2013). Tradi<onally, VS organisa<ons gained legi<macy with their donors and volunteers via 

their mission and values, a representa<on of the ‘original’ innate charity characteris<cs 

(Knutsen, 2012).  Over recent years, a propor<on of VS organisa<ons are now also involved in 

the delivery of contracted-out public services, a development that requires a legi<macy to the 

state through service-level agreements, contract monitoring and output targets (McGovern, 

2017). VS organisa<ons which operate within the SIB market now also have to consider a third 

party, with legi<misa<on to investors. VS organisa<ons therefore need to decide whether 

they are willing to engage in funding structures that take financial actors and their profit 

opportuni<es into account (Golka, 2019). As shown in the reframing of the SIB literature, 

ins<tu<onal market logics were dominant giving a posi<on of power to SIB investors. The 

ques<on for the VS is whether the gains taken from engagement with SIBs provide enough of 

an objec<ve to forge such coopera<ve <es with financial ins<tu<ons or whether the 

coordina<on problems (value, compe>>on, coopera>on) (Beckert, 2009) of engaging within 

the SIB market are too conten<ous. 

 



  125 

Skelcher and Smith (2015) frame this tension in terms of hybridisa<on - referring to the 

complex structures and organisa<onal forms that VS organisa<ons take on to balance 

compe<ng priori<es.  Although a large propor<on of UK SIB providers have been registered 

chari<es with a specific ‘public benefit’ status in law, it is somewhat inevitable that the SIB 

literature was unable to represent SIB providers in any cohesive way. Perhaps the challenge 

facing the VS (and VS studies) is the diversity in the types of organisa<ons that make up the 

sector. This makes the iden<fica<on of a set of ‘shared’ characteris<cs, common to all VS 

organisa<ons, a difficult task (Knutsen, 2012). Dollery and Wallis (2001) (drawing on the work 

of Weisbrod, 1988) iden<fy two broad theories: a “demand” model, that posi<ons the VS as 

responding to the government/market failure; and a “supply” model, that is the outcome of 

social entrepreneurship through altruis<c and idealis<c factors.   However, Dollery and Wallis 

(2001) are cau<ous about trea<ng VS organisa<ons as falling into two broad categories and 

give an example of another type, described by Weisbord (1988) as ‘for profits in disguise’. 

Within the SIB opera<ng environment, the aspects of care for and valuing others, tradi<onal 

to the logics of the VS, are being co-opted by social investors to jus<fy their move into the 

welfare space. This leaves lidle room for the VS to posi<on itself as dis<nct or as an equal 

partner in the SIB ecosystem without some form of pushback.  

 

One element of confron<ng the one-sided dominance of financial actors in spaces more 

tradi<onal to the VS, is by understanding the condi<ons that have enabled the private sector 

to gain such posi<ons of power via mechanisms such as SIBs (Golka, 2019), and how these 

mechanisms are framed. However, a lack of underlying ideological thread for VS engagement 

in SIBs is perhaps a manifesta<on of the wider VS struggle to find its own dominant 

ins<tu<onal logic, rather than an inevitable next step in the financialisa<on process of the 

social world. By choosing not to conform to norma<ve market organising principles and 

establishing its own ‘rules of the game’, VS organisa<ons may find a possible way out of 

becoming another vic<m of the neoliberal struggle and be able to reaffirm itself as an 

ins<tu<onal alterna<ve.  
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Chapter 7: Ins-tu-onal Logics of SIBs and the Local VS at the Meso- 
Level 

 
7.1 Introduc2on 
Chapter 6’s frame analysis iden<fied the ways in which SIBs are presented as a mechanism 

designed to align the strengths and values of private, state and voluntary sectors. But the SIB 

grey literature fails to iden<fy what VS strengths and values make the sector’s involvement a 

cri<cal part of SIB development. The VS is either reduced to merely deliverers of services on 

behalf of private investors or is portrayed as a group of organisa<ons from a sector which 

requires behavioural/cultural change to bring it more in line with ‘professional’ business-like 

prac<ces. There was lidle evidence of the ‘win-win-win’ (Ronicle, Stanworth and Hickman, 

2019) scenario that SIBs originally promised: any reciprocal benefits for the VS are absent, 

beyond the promise of money from investor to VS organisa<on. Beckert’s (2009) three 

coordina<on problems of value, compe>>on, coopera>on come to mind; VS organisa<ons are 

considered a valued part of the SIB ecosystem only if their behaviour cooperates with 

ins<tu<onal market norms and expecta<ons. 

 

The literature review iden<fied emerging concerns about the unintended consequences of 

NPM prac<ces on the VS (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015, Neyland, 2018, Dayson et al. 2020).  

With the absence of a VS voice in literature promo<ng SIBs at a UK na<onal level, it is difficult 

to gain clarity on either VS mo<va<ons for engagement with SIBs or whether the underlying 

narra<ves which represent the VS in the SIB market resonates with organisa<ons opera<ng 

within the sector. Does co-op<ng SIBs as a funding mechanism mean charitable leaders have 

bought into NPM prac<ces through the market logic of SIBs, where cost-benefit mechanisms 

theore<cally lead to beder social outcomes? How does the introduc<on of financial 

measurements for social outcomes align with current values, iden<ty, and the opera<ng 

environment of the VS?  

 

This chapter builds on the discussion from chapter 6 with the aim of exploring the VS voice 

that is absent from frame analysis findings.  Where the frame analysis focused on the 

literature aimed at the advancement of SIBs at a na<onal macro-level, this chapter focuses on 

the meso- level to explore the linkage between the na<onal SIB narra<ve and local VS 
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perspec<ves. Con<nuing through the lens of new ins<tu<onalism, it explores VS leaders’ 

views on the introduc<on of SIBs to gain a sense of whether the logics of SIBs are impac<ng 

the VS opera<ng environment. ‘Impact’ of SIBs on the VS could be approached from mul<ple 

methodological and philosophical angles, for example, the impact on the VS financial 

opera<ng environment through the analysis of charity accoun<ng data, or the impact on a 

specific charity through the evalua<on of an individual SIB. However, this study is interested in 

the ins<tu<onal logics that help to shape belief systems and behaviours within the VS (Coule 

and Patmore, 2013), therefore ‘impact’ in this sense refers to how the VS interprets the SIB 

phenomena at a local, opera<onal level and whether the state/market narra<ves found in the 

SIB literature are themselves influencing how the VS constructs its own social reality.  

 

The chapter focuses on the city of Sheffield as a case study. The study used a mixed method 

approach to data collec<on that encompassed Q methodology and focus groups.  The aim 

was to explore whether voluntary sector actors were ra<onalising the ins<tu<onal logics of 

the SIB agenda at local opera<onal level, to inves<gate how state and market narra<ves have 

influenced VS strategies when delivering services on behalf of the state. Q Method and focus 

groups were u<lised with local VS leaders to explore the linkage between the macro-level 

narra<ves of SIBs and the meso-level prac<ces of local VS organisa<ons. Interpreta<on of the 

data helped to explore whether VS leaders have subsumed the ins<tu<onal logics into their 

organisa<onal strategies or felt that these logics are imposed and causing tensions with 

established VS belief systems and prac<ces. 

 

7.2 Chapter outline and research approach 
This chapter represents phase 2 of the research design.  

 

A more in-depth outline of the 

epistemological decisions that 

have been made about the 

research approach considering 

methods, validity, limita<ons and 

scope can be found in Chapter 5 

Research Design and Methods. 
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Sheffield as a case study 

The increased diversity of organisa<ons opera<ng within the VS can cause problems for 

researchers trying to study trends or phenomena across the sector as a whole. Iden<fying a 

set of common shared characteris<cs is challenging when organisa<ons differ in terms of size, 

mission, funding mechanisms and organisa<onal form (MacMillan, 2013). An exploratory case 

study methodology was the most appropriate fit to inves<gate VS actors’ ra<onalisa<on of 

the ins<tu<onal logics of the SIB agenda as it enabled analysis of the linkages between macro-

level policy choices made by na<onal Government, and the meso -level opera<ng 

environment of the VS (Serpa and Ferreira, 2019). By focusing on the local VS in Sheffield, the 

scope of poten<al data could also be reduced “in order to make the empirical world 

amenable to inves<ga<on” (Johansson, 2007, P.49).  

 

SIBs have been designed to “create new, localized, experimental markets” (Neyland, 2018, 

pp.495) and Sheffield provided an interes<ng intrinsic case (Silverman, 2005) for inves<ga<on 

of how this new market had impacted the landscape for the local VS. In 2018 Sheffield City 

Council was the recipient of the largest grant share of the Government’s Life Chances Fund 

aimed at “transforming the way public services are delivered” (Office for Civil Society, press 

release 2018, found online: hdps://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledge-28-

million-to-support-children-and-young-people). However, at the point of wri<ng this study, 

Sheffield City Council had succeeded in developing only one of the five proposed SIBs for the 

city, making Sheffield a special and relevant case to study. According to Yin (2009) selec<ng a 

case to study needs to consider the availability, quality and relevance of case study data. As a 

researcher who lived in Sheffield and worked as a local VS leader, I had good networks and 

access for the availability and quality of data.  

 

Over chapters 7 and 8, the research design incorporates a mul<case study approach, using 

Sheffield as the case link, but studying the phenomenon of SIBs and local VS through different 

parts that collec<vely examine the main case study research ques<on (Stake, 2006). This 

chapter u<lises Q Method and focus groups involving VS leaders to explore how the 

development of a new SIB market plays out at VS local level ac<vity. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledge-28-million-to-support-children-and-young-people
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledge-28-million-to-support-children-and-young-people
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VS Leaders 

The Q method and focus groups used purposive sampling (Silverman, 2005) of twenty-two 

local VS leaders. Skelcher and Smith (2015, pp.439) refer to organisa<ons as the social en<<es 

where the logics of sectors interact with the agency of actors; “actors exercise agency as they 

make sense of the rela<onship between the norma<ve expecta<ons of an ins<tu<onal logic 

and the organisa<onal context in which they find themselves”. As the central logic of an 

ins<tu<on gives iden<ty and meaning to its actors, ins<tu<onal logics can therefore help to 

explain the interac<ons between norma<ve societal structures, organisa<onal forms and 

individual behaviour. These interac<ons are subjec<ve, based upon the meaning and 

interpreta<on that actors translate into their opera<ng environment.  

 

As this was a case of interest, no adempts were made to generalise beyond Sheffield. Further 

limita<ons to the research methods were that purposive sampling had been used, therefore 

the VS leaders who par<cipated were not a representa<ve sample of the en<re Sheffield VS. 

Instead, the mul<case study approach focused on par<cularisa<on, paying aden<on to the 

Sheffield situa<on rather than represen<ng cases in general (Stake, 2006).  As a local VS 

leader with ‘insider’ posi<onality my approach was to u<lise my knowledge of the local VS to 

access key individuals who I felt would hold unique insights into Sheffield VS as a case study. 

The opportunity to take part in the research was promoted widely across Sheffield VS 

networks and peer groups. Thus, rather than generalisability of the case, the quality of the 

case study can be found in ‘insider’ depth of understanding and insights (Chavez, 2008).   
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Table 7.1: Q Method par3cipants and focus group composi3on’s 

 

Focus 
Group 

No. of 
Participants 
(P) 

Background* 
P1 

Background 
P2 

Background 
P3 

Background 
P4 

Background 
P5 

1 4 CEO 
Young 
people 

Interim CEO 
VCS 
infrastructure 

CEO 
Social equality 

Deputy CEO 
Mental 
health 

 

2 5 CEO 
Older adults 

CEO 
Animals 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

CEO 
Disabilities 

CEO 
Race equality 

3 4 CEO 
Young 
people 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

CEO 
Homelessness 

CEO 
Local area 
anchor 

 

4 5 CEO 
Horticulture 

CEO 
Race equality 

Chair 
Mental health 

Deputy CEO 
Young 
people 

CEO 
Women 

5 4 Chair 
Mental 
health 

CEO 
Homelessness 

CEO 
Mental health 

CEO 
Substance 
misuse 

 

 

 

 

Q Method 

A more in-depth outline of Q Method can be found in Chapter 5 Research Design and 

Methods. The sec<on that follows provides a briefer overview of the Q Method methodology. 

 

The first stage of data collec<on was conducted using Q Method, a research methodology 

that blends qualita<ve and quan<ta<ve techniques to unearth social perspec<ves on a 

par<cular issue (Webler, Danielson and Tuler, 2009). The inten<on of the Q Method is to 

dis<nguish several dis<nct perspec<ves on a topic by asking par<cipants to rank-sort a series 

of statements about a subject. VS leaders were asked to rank-sort twenty-two statements that 

represented different VS narra<ves derived from the SIB grey literature, adributable to state, 

market or voluntary sector ins<tu<onal logic. Par<cipants undertook individual Q-sorts one 

week before taking part in a subsequent focus group: this gap allowed for an understanding 

of their subjec<ve opinions before they could be influenced by the researcher or the group 

discussion. The Q-sort was conducted in accordance with McKeown and Thomas (2014) and 

followed a five-step methodological process. Analysis was conducted using factor analysis to 

iden<fy paderns in the data where individuals had sorted the statements in similar ways 
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(Rhoads, 2014). The factor interpreta<on revealed three social perspec<ves on VS 

engagement with SIBs.  

 

Focusing on meso-level belief systems and behaviours of the local VS as a collec<ve, through 

an ins<tu<onal lens, meant the ques<ons posed were subjec<ve and therefore required a 

methodological approach that encompassed the examina<on of social perspec<ves. Q 

method provided a framework for exploring the aatudes of VS leaders as a group, looking at 

the portrayal of the VS in the SIB grey literature, as well as iden<fying meso-level collec<ve 

perspec<ves about what SIBs may mean for the VS opera<ng environment. McKeown and 

Thomas (2014, p.5) point out that the value of the Q method is that “it enables entry into 

subjec<ve worlds and provides the tools for making those subjec<ve meanings objec<ve”. 

Although the findings are subjec<ve, the factors are grounded in concrete behaviour which 

supports further explora<on through the focus group discussions (Brown, 1980). 

 

Focus Groups 

A more in-depth outline of the focus group method can be found in Chapter 5 Research 

Design and Methods. The sec<on that follows provides a briefer overview of the focus group 

methodology. 

 

Focus group method was selected to accompany the Q Method as it is a guided and 

interac<onal technique that would unearth VS leaders reasoning behind their Q sort 

selec<on, their percep<ons of SIBs and their aatudes to the VS opera<ng environment 

(Powell and Single, 1996). Focus groups are not a medium for capturing language as a 

“neutral conveyor of informa<on” (Smithson, 2000, P.105) but are interpre<ve, providing an 

opportunity for seeing how the ins<tu<onal logics of the VS were reinforced or challenged in 

a group seang. A series of five focus groups were conducted (see table 7.1) following 

Krueger’s (2014) five characteris<cs to focus groups. The groups took place one week a\er 

each par<cipant had completed their Q Sort to allow <me to collate and conduct ini<al 

analysis on par<cipant responses to ‘focus’ the discussion and elaborate on the key themes. A 

discussion guide was developed based on findings from the frame analysis and Q Sort that 

allowed an open but semi-structured schedule (Krueger, 2014). 
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The focus groups were conducted virtually using Microso\ Teams, in part due to ongoing 

Covid restric<ons but also to make it easier for VS leaders to make the <me to adend. On 

average, the sessions were around 90 minutes in length. Sessions were scheduled purposely 

with a small number of adendees, capped at 5 par<cipants per group, to ensure conversa<on 

could flow without the need for virtual hands or asking people to mute their microphones 

(Falter et al. 2022). Recruitment had focused on local VS organisa<ons that were involved in 

delivering services on behalf of the state and people within those organisa<ons that held 

senior leadership roles, who were responsible for strategic decision making. As a result, 

par<cipants were mainly CEOs or Managing Directors of their organisa<ons. Par<cipants also 

included two Chairs of Trustees who governed smaller organisa<ons that did not have a paid 

leadership role within the organisa<on, and two Deputy CEOs for organisa<ons that worked 

more regionally where the Deputy held a Sheffield focus. One CEO had completed the Q Sort 

but was unable to adend a focus group. Their data was included in the Q Method factor 

analysis. An overview of the composi<on of the focus groups is outlined in table 7.1, including 

par<cipant’s roles and the mission of their charity. 

 

Findings and Discussion 

Discussions have been interspersed with the findings throughout the chapter, to build 

meanings and draw conclusions across both the sets of findings to gain a sense of where the 

logics of SIBs might be impac<ng the VS opera<ng environment at local level.  

 

The Q Method and focus group data was triangulated to focus on whether VS leaders were 

interpre<ng the ins<tu<onal logics into their organisa<onal strategies or feel that these logics 

were being imposed and causing tensions with established VS belief systems and prac<ces. 

Findings are presented as follows: 

 

1. VS Knowledge and Understanding of SIBs - drawing on Beckert’s “Social Order of Markets” 

(2009) theory to explore whether the na<onal discourse around the introduc<on of SIBs as 

a funding mechanism was resona<ng at local VS level.  

 



  133 

2. Three Social PerspecGves – revealed through the Q Method factor analysis on VS 

engagement with SIBs, the three social perspec<ves iden<fied collec<ve interpreta<ons of 

the ins<tu<onal logics found in the SIB grey literature. 

Factor 1: VS Dis<nc<veness 

Factor 2: Voluntary Failure 

Factor 3: Cogni<ve Dissonance  

 

Many of the issues iden<fied under point 1. VS Knowledge and Understanding of SIBs, had 

cross-cuang themes which were reinforced during discussions on the three factors. Each 

factor is discussed in turn, with a Composite Q Sort table to highlight the posi<oning of 

statements, and findings presented in rela<on to the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs and relevant 

literature. 

 

7.3 VS Knowledge and Understanding of SIBs 
According to Beckert (2009), the crea<on of new markets requires key market actors to align 

their ac<ons to enable an exchange of ‘goods’ to take place. The coordina>on of ac<ons can 

only take place if all market actors have clear expecta<ons about their role in the given 

market and the role of the other key actors; and a belief that the expected outcomes are 

sufficiently in their interest. Sheffield City Council’s Life Chances funding had the goal of 

crea<ng a new, localised SIB market in Sheffield, with local VS organisa<on’s becoming key 

market actors. The findings from the frame analysis found a lack of clarity around the VS 

iden<ty and role in the SIB na<onal market, along with dominant ins<tu<onal logics from 

market and state. As in Akerlof’s (1970) “Market for Lemons”, asymmetric informa<on is a 

significant part of building stable market expecta<ons, therefore VS leader’s level of 

knowledge and understanding of SIBs has a role to play in local market development.  

 

Statements explicitly men<oning SIBs were included in the Q Sort to understand whether VS 

leaders felt strongly (either posi<vely or nega<vely) about SIBs: 

• S4. Social Impact Bonds (SIBs) provide opportuni>es for VS organisa>ons  

• S18. Social finance tools, such as SIBs, are predominantly about providing alterna>ve 

funding to the VS 
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At the start of the focus groups par<cipants were given a brief explana<on about the SIB 

structure and asked what they knew (if anything) about SIBs as a VS funding mechanism. Both 

the Q Method and the group discussions highlighted that there is a real lack of local VS 

knowledge around SIBs as a funding and commissioning model. In the Q Sort, 55% of 

par<cipants placed statements 4 and 18 into the neutral column, with the remaining 45% 

placing them in the -/+1 column. Brown (1980) iden<fies those statements placed towards the 

middle as “lacking significance” and that a score of 0 tends to be of “equivalent insignificance 

from individual to individual” (p.22). Responses in the focus group generally matched the 

scoring of the Q sorts, with discussions amongst par<cipants agreeing that they had very 

limited knowledge. Par<cipants who did have some prior knowledge described informa<on 

about SIBs as being quite confusing and complex.  

 

“Literally my knowledge is that slide that you've just shown. I tried to do a bit of 

homework beforehand and actually what you just said clarified what I just read. 

Because when you read the government-speak it kind of bobbled my head a bit.” 

F1: Deputy CEO, Mental Health 

 

“Zero experience and when I got your email and you said that you don't need to know 

about them, I thought ‘phew’.” 

F4: Deputy CEO, Young People 

 

No par<cipant had experience of directly delivering a SIB but four had been involved in 

partnerships looking at SIB development which for various reasons did not receive the 

support of local commissioners. These par<cipants agreed that the process seemed quite 

complicated and, rather than forging closer working rela<onships with the private and state 

sectors, it felt like a process that created divides, par<cularly between the VS and the local 

authority.  

 

“As much as I found it [SIB development] an interes>ng process, I did find it 

complicated and a bit confusing.” 

F4: CEO, Women 
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Two CEOs had been part of the same SIB development partnership and reflected on their 

similar experience: 

 

“I'm gebng PTSD bloody thinking about it. We were told we didn't need to partner, we 

could submit one by ourselves and then at three o'clock, the day before, we were told 

we needed to partner. So in terms of process, it was great in terms of the people we 

were working with in the room, but the process was a shambles quite frankly.” 

F5: CEO, Substance Misuse 

 

“There wasn't a very good connec>on between the investor and the public sector and 

ourselves as a bidder in any way whatsoever. I think that was one of the big things we 

took away from that. As if the local authority didn't really know what it was doing 

either.” 

F5: CEO, Homelessness 

 

In the Q Sort, only one par<cipant felt that SIBs provided opportuni<es for the VS (S4), 

however during focus group discussions par<cipants iden<fied several poten<al benefits. The 

most popular was the opportunity to enlist the private sector into sharing ownership of 

society’s social problems. Private sector involvement was discussed as having the poten<al to 

share the risks of outcome achievement; as a chance to get the local authority ‘out of the 

way’ of outcome development; and as an access point to pockets of exper<se that VS 

organisa<ons wouldn’t normally have. 

 

“I quite liked the idea that the service provider and the investor would work on the 

outcome together so that they could do something different from a prescribed tender 

from a local authority.” 

F5: CEO, Homelessness 

 

“The fact that it may also be accompanied by specific pockets of exper>se that you 

don't currently possess. I guess that's part of the USP, it links you in with investors. It's 

a bit like Dragons Den, isn't it?” 

F3: CEO, Young People 
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Other benefits focused on SIBs being a new funding model that can bring addi<onal money 

into the system, with poten<ally larger pots or longer-term funding. 

 

“If you could do a deal directly with the social investor, there is a genuine opportunity 

to get perhaps some more money into the system but in a much befer way.” 

F2: CEO, Older Adults 

 

Many of the par<cipants felt that SIBs were simply out of their reach. As local VS 

organisa<ons this was largely down to their organisa<onal size and lacking the internal 

infrastructure to develop and fully pursue a SIB. The reasons for this were described as a lack 

of ability to scale, the complexity of SIB financial structures and challenges around adaching 

financial value to some charitable causes.  

 

“We are a small user-led organisa>on and yes, we've grown a lifle bit in the last few 

years. But you know, at the end of the day it is very, very difficult without the resources 

and the capacity to do these things.” 

F5: CEO, Mental Health 

 

“They will be very applicable to certain parts of the system. Very applicable. But I said 

I'd be shocked if they were applicable to the vast majority of organisa>ons.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

“I would say for a small charity like all of ours, it feels really difficult to access SIBs 

because there seems to be so much knowledge and infrastructure behind it, whereas I 

think for a large charity, a SIB could poten>ally be, in the short term, a golden goose.” 

F2: CEO, Older Adults 

 

For all the discussions on the poten<al benefits of SIBs, there were significant concerns 

around the ideology behind the introduc<on of SIBs as a new funding mechanism in health 

and social care, with wide-spread views that their introduc<on had financial rather than social 

outcomes as their goal. Although par<cipants had iden<fied that there was poten<al for SIBs 
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to bring more money into the system, this did not sit comfortably with the idea of investors 

and financial intermediary firms taking interest payments on outcomes or fees for financial 

modelling.  Par<cipants queried investor mo<va<ons, feeling a sense of irony that the VS was 

being asked to co-opt business prac<ces while investors´ social responsibility creden<als were 

not ques<oned. 

 

“I'm really, really worried about the idea of social impact bonds and anything that 

mone>ses or marke>ses what we do.” 

F2: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

“I think they [investors] are poten>ally beneficial partners, if they're open to a true 

partnership helping shape what the outcomes are, not just paying chunks of money to 

the investor which lines their pockets and they get 30% of the cut for monitoring and 

interest.” 

F4: Chair, Mental Health 

 

Interes<ngly, Big Issue Invest was viewed more favourably than other investors such as 

Bridges Fund Management. Perhaps this was because Big Issue Invest is an arm of the wider 

na<onal Big Issue charity, giving them ‘insider’ status. 

 

“Ins>nc>vely I would be more trus>ng of Big Issue Invest, for example, than Bridges or 

another. Perhaps those social funders have got a bit of work to do, really to sort of 

build confidence in what they're offering and why.” 

F2: CEO, Older Adults 

 

Par<cipants felt there was a real lack of evidence that SIBs led to any transforma<ve social 

impact and that actually the focus was more on opportuni<es for investor involvement in 

health and social care and financial evidencing rather than on the needs of the beneficiaries. 

The CEO of a Race Equality charity compared the costs of the SIB model (par<cularly investor 

fees) to interna<onal aid payments:   
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“The key ques>on here for me is, do the beneficiaries want that process? No. As a 

charity, what we're looking for is a direct payment. That means we want the outcome 

payer to link directly with the beneficiary. When we get a middle person and they 

choose to do that, it's always a tricky experience…..The money that should come 

straight to the beneficiary is a very >ny percentage of the star>ng money and this 

happened as well to a bigger dimension between what the Western world does to 

Africa.” 

F4: CEO, Race Equity 

 

There was a sense that SIBs are another costly policy model focused on bringing market 

structures to health and social care, adding another layer between the outcome payer and 

the beneficiaries the funding is trying to serve. 

 

“Look what happened when they tried to introduce a business model in proba>on. I 

think they're now just unpacking it, pubng it back to where it was. And how much 

money was wasted.” 

F4: CEO, Women 

 

Par<cipants were also asked about Sheffield’s local SIB plans and whether they were aware of 

the £19m Life Chances funding received by Sheffield City Council to pump-prime the local SIB 

market. Most admided they did not know about the funding or were not aware that it was 

focused on developing a local market for SIBs. There was also a sense of frustra<on that most 

of the funding was handed back to central government due to a lack of momentum in the 

development of the five planned SIBs. 

 

“I didn't know they [Life Chances] were for SIBs. I was aware of the South Yorkshire 

Housing project and I knew it was government funded, but I wasn't aware that it was 

kind of >ed up with SIBs at all really.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

 



  139 

“I'm even more horrified to hear that money in the city goes back and nobody goes 

back and says ‘we can’t u>lise it now’. The rest of us are starved in our organisa>ons.” 

F1: CEO, Social Equality 

 

These ini<al focus group discussions iden<fied that par<cipants had a real lack of knowledge 

and understanding about SIBs. Academic literature highlights that SIB informa<on is 

dominated by financial language (Carter, 2019, Lowe, et al. 2018, Fraser, et al. 2018) and at 

Sheffield’s VS opera<onal level this is leading to confusion and a sense that SIBs are not 

appropriate for local VS organisa<ons.  Beckert (2009) describes the coopera>on problem 

arising between market actors when there is incomplete knowledge about the inten<ons of 

their exchange partners. This was evident in the statements about the local authority’s role as 

commissioners of SIBs and the handing back of the Life Chances funding.  

 

The state logic appeared to be rejected, with the percep<on that local authority 

commissioners were detrimental to VS engagement with SIBs. This antagonis<c rela<onship 

between state and VS also featured in the Q method where the statement ‘the VCS has a 

significant say in its role with Government (15)’ was a point of consensus across all iden<fied 

social perspec<ves, scoring consistently low.   In contrast, and perhaps somewhat surprising, a 

more posi<ve view was provided of the role of the investors in SIBs and their introduc<on as a 

partner for the VS. Rather than reject market logics en<rely, par<cipants appeared to accept 

the SIB discourse that investors bring addi<onal exper<se and an ability to support the VS in 

social outcome seangs. However, par<cipants were somewhat conflicted about investor 

mo<va<ons, specifically because of their ability to claim interest on their investment, as 

outlined by the quote from F4 Chair of Trustees, who worried the investor mo<va<on was 

more about lining their pockets than helping to shape social outcomes. 

 

Throughout the discussions par<cipants described their organisa<ons, and the organisa<ons 

of the other par<cipants, as local or small chari<es in direct contrast to larger VS 

organisa<ons. This dis<nc<on will be inves<gated further under Factor 1 in the Three Social 

Perspec<ves but, specifically in rela<on to SIB roles, this reinforced the concept that SIBs were 

not appropriate for their own organisa<on. As outlined in the frame analysis, the financial 

terminology of SIBs is helping reinforce the rules that determine who are legi<mate players in 
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the market. Williamson’s (1973), ‘Informa<on Impactedness’ is relevant here, where one 

market player has deeper knowledge than another, leading to issues around hierarchies in the 

market. In this instance, local VS leaders are adribu<ng a legi<macy to investors and larger VS 

organisa<ons. This was backed up by the neutrality score of the SIB statements in the Q 

Method. The lack of informa<on presented through a logic that VS leaders can relate to was 

perhaps an influencing component to disengagement with the SIB process for local VS 

providers in Sheffield, showing that “SIB alignment may be easier to achieve at a policy level 

rather than a delivery level” (Lowe et al. 2018. P.366). 

 

7.4 Factor 1: VS Dis2nc2veness Argument 
 

The core-perspec<ve in Factor 1 was VS dis<nc<veness, par<cularly in rela<on to posi<oning 

the sector as separate and dis<nct from private and state organisa<ons. The VS as ‘dis<nct’ 

has been a feature of much of the debate in VS studies and commentary (Billis and 

Glennerster, 1998; MacMillan, 2013; Dayson et al. 2022). Market/government failure theory 

suggests that the very existence of the VS is to provide a dis<nct ins<tu<onal alterna<ve that 

meets needs that are not met through market forces or governmental services (Billis and 

Glennerster, 1998). Yet, the absence of a coherent narra<ve of VS dis<nc<ve features in the 

frame analysis showed that the grey literature failed to determine any underlying ideological 

thread of the VS’s role within SIBs. 

The discourse found in the SIB grey literature around VS engagement and imposed 

market/state institutional logics has potential for causing tensions with the concept of VS 

distinctiveness. Recent discussions on the influences of New Public Management (NPM) 

through contracting of the VS to deliver state services has prompted questions on whether 

VS distinctiveness is under threat, or at least fundamentally shifting (Milbourne and 

Cushman, 2015). In the focus groups, discussions identified that VS leaders were aware of 

these differing institutional rules and could interpret the actions of market/state actors as 

‘playing’ to these rules, whereas the actions of the VS were seen as ‘genuine’. As 

demonstrated in this statement by the CEO of a Social Equality charity, where they described 

the VS as the ‘real people’: 
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I think we have a different way of doing things. We do things our own way and I think 

we fundamentally are really different, and I think corporate bodies and ins>tu>ons 

have a certain way they do things, and the voluntary community and faith sector are 

the real people.” 

F1: CEO, Social Equality 

 

Table 7.2 Composite Q sort for Factor 1 

-2 -1 0 1 2 

S19. VS 
organisations 

should become 
more ‘business like’ 

S12. VS activity can 
be paternalistic 

S7. Evidencing 
social impact is a 

priority for VS 
organisations 

S2. Being 
innovative is a key 
strength of the VS 

S11. Lack of 
resources is a 

significant 
challenge for the 

VS 
S8. The VS could 
learn a lot about 
measuring social 

outcomes from the 
private sector 

S10. Financial 
incentives for the 
VS lead to better 
social outcome 

delivery 

S9. Partnerships 
with local/national 

Government 
provide 

opportunities for 
VS organisations 

S6. Social problems 
are too costly for 
the state to fully 

respond to 

S3. Social 
enterprises are 
part of the VS 

S22. The VS exists 
due to the failures 

of the state and 
private sectors 

S14. There is too 
much replication of 

VS organisations 

S4. Social Impact 
Bonds (SIBs) 

provide 
opportunities for 
VS organisations 

S20. Some social 
causes attract 
more wealthy 

supporters than 
others 

S17. Being flexible 
is a key strength of 

the VS 

 S13. The VS 
struggles to attract 

professional 
personnel in 

comparison to 
statutory and 
private sector 
organisations 

S21. Growth and 
‘scaling-up’ are 

important parts of 
VS strategy 

S16. Tailoring 
services to people’s 

needs is a key 
strength of the VS 

 

 S15. The VCS has a 
significant say in its 

role with 
government 

S1. Being reliant on 
grants and 

donations is 
unsustainable for 
VS organisations 

S5. Providing value 
for money is a key 
strength of the VS 

 

  S18. Social finance 
tools, such as SIBs, 
are predominantly 

about providing 
alternative funding 

to the VS 
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Factor 1 perspec<ve of the Q Sort featured strong feelings about the VS’ key strengths and 

values. Statements 2, 5, 16 and 17 all scored rela<vely highly in the composite Q Sort and 

statements about the VS in rela<on to the private sector (8 and 19) scored very low.  

Discussion during the focus groups iden<fied four important aspects to VS dis<nc<veness:  

 

1. Adaptability 

2. Exper<se in social outcomes 

3. Working at the Grassroots 

4. Mo<va<on 

 

1. Adaptability 

In the Q method adaptability was represented by S17, which came out high in the composite 

Q sort. However, in the focus groups adaptability was not seen as a universal strength across 

the whole sector and only assigned as a specific strength of smaller, local organisa<ons 

compared to larger na<onal chari<es. The flexible nature of the VS was linked to a focus on 

community needs (S1) combined with limited resources (S2) and a constantly changing 

funding environment. 

 

“If something is not working, we can change it because there's a flexibility in there. It's 

not like we're some juggernaut rolling down the hill like these big organisa>ons are, it 

doesn’t take much to turn us around and try something else, and I think that's a kind 

of value as well.” 

F1: CEO, Young People 

 

“That constant ability to adapt and change and flex and try and shave costs here and 

try and extend reach there - I think that is a key element of how we can spread fairly 

few resources, we can spread them quite thinly and quite widely, but actually reach a 

lot of people. I think we're good at doing a lot with a lifle and I think that is down to 

innova>on.” 

F1: Deputy CEO, Mental Health 
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VS adaptability was par<cularly put in direct opposi<on of the bureaucra<c nature of the 

statutory sector and their focus on risk aversion. 

 

“I think a lot of the >mes the risk aversion that we have is inherited from the statutory 

partners rather than our organisa>ons, who would be more willing to progress things. 

Not in a reckless, cavalier fashion, but because things can usually be done in voluntary 

sector organisa>ons more speedily with less layers of bureaucracy.” 

F2: CEO, Race Equality 

 

2. Exper<se in social outcomes 

S8, which came out low in the composite Q sort, highlighted how the VS Dis<nc<veness 

perspec<ve disagreed that investors are the experts at developing social outcomes.  

 

“There's that kind of corporate type way of doing things, then there's that bofom-up 

type way, because I think we would think about somebody’s needs very differently 

from the corporate eye or from the eye of somewhere else, and we design something 

that actually would meet that need. You know it might be something that they could 

never ever think of. 

F1: CEO, Social Equality 

 

In the focus groups, par<cipants felt that social outcome development was a key exper<se 

that VS organisa<ons could bring to the SIB model - with investors learning from VS 

organisa<ons rather than VS organisa<ons becoming more like businesses (S19). This was 

discussed in rela<on to the challenges of aligning financial payments with social outcomes. It 

was felt that a lot of the important work that VS organisa<ons do to support vulnerable 

people is not easily quan<fied or conducive to a financial profile.  
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“I think there are some benefits in working with the private sector, but I'm not 

convinced that they bring the exper>se around delivering outcomes. They'll bring other 

exper>se but not specifically around the issues that are the intractable, or the wicked 

issues as we used to call them. If there was an easy answer we would have found it by 

now.” 

F2: CEO, Race Equality 

 

Par<cipants in the focus groups felt that the VS achieved social outcomes by directly 

responding to state and market failure. Discussions iden<fied that the posi<oning of investors 

(who are ul<mately financial agents) as the experts in measuring social outcomes ignores 

capitalism’s role in causing the intractable social issues that SIBs are aiming to respond to.  

Equally, par<cipants felt that state involvement in seang the measurement of social 

outcomes was problema<c, in part due to the influences of poli<cal structures and broader 

power dynamics with its ci<zens. However, Factor 1 perspec<ves scored S22 very lowly, 

indica<ng that responding to state and market failures should not be the only reason for VS 

existence.    

 

“We exist as an organiza>on as a response to state failure, because that's kind of the 

story of how we arrived. Whether we're actually needed or not is a different debate. 

We work in an area of complete market failure. So there's no private sector coming in 

to do what we're trying to do in terms of heritage deficit and the rest of it.” 

F2: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

“The way that we work with people in so many situa>ons creates befer outcomes. 

Because there's trust, there's removal of those statutory kind of power structures. All 

the kind of things that can exacerbate someone’s difficul>es and situa>ons.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

A further belief of this viewpoint was about the different mo<va<ons for measuring 

outcomes. In the Q Sort, S7 was scored as neutral: however an ongoing theme in the focus 

groups was geang feedback and evidence because of their importance in shaping services 

that meet people’s needs, rather than as tools to draw down funding. 
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“People choose to access our services as opposed to being told that they have to. We 

probably get more authen>c feedback from the people that use our services.” 

F4: CEO, Women 

 

3. Working at the Grassroots 

Exper<se in developing social outcomes was linked to the posi<onality of the VS within the 

heart of communi<es. Arguably this was the only VS asset highlighted in the SIB literature, but 

it was linked with gaining access to poten<al beneficiaries rather than truly understanding 

local community needs. 

 

“There's a reason why the situa>on on the ground is worse now in many places than it 

has ever been, because we've just had the stuffing kicked out of us, the social context. 

We are dealing with the day in and day out consequences of that. The very extreme 

end of a dysfunc>onal society.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

Par<cipants didn’t just argue this dis<nc<on in rela<on to the state and private sector but in 

rela<on to larger, na<onal chari<es as well. 

 

“I think that it's the small and high quality of our interac>ons and the personal service, 

the personal interac>on between people and how we care. It is absolute quality and 

it's not about economies of scale. We say if we can't walk to our sites and we stop 

knowing people's names when we get there, then we've got too big in terms of our 

area.” 

F2: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

“We tried to put all these bloody outcome frameworks and targets and performance 

related bollocks in and it didn't work. It didn't make anybody's lives befer, because 

actually we’re just rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic…. Your larger organisa>ons 

will not come out and say that because they can’t, because they don't want to bite the 
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hands that feed them, because they sit at round tables at government and because 

they are told they're not allowed to discuss it.” 

F5: CEO, Substance Misuse 

 

4. Mo<va<on 

Factor 1 viewpoint highlighted the importance of the VS being dis<nct and therefore not 

becoming more business-like (S19). Par<cipants felt that mo<va<on was perhaps the most 

dis<nc<ve characteris<c of the VS that marked the difference with private businesses and 

brought a different kind of value.   

 

“The mo>ve by which we work is very, very different and more innova>ve because it is 

based on those people that we're delivering to as opposed to profit or other stuff like 

that.” 

F1: CEO, Young People 

 

The ‘non-profit’ status of VS organisa<ons was especially important when delivering services 

to people in need. Par<cipants constructed a very an<-market logic, where the VS is valued 

for its ‘non-profit’ difference to the private sector - a focus on public interest rather than the 

bodom-line.  

 

“Yes, we need to raise money to do it. But I think there's a determina>on to make the 

issue the primary thing, rather than it to be sold by what's the cost we can put against 

this in order to maximise profits or whatever it is.” 

F5: CEO, Homelessness 

 

“So many businesses just focus on relentless pursuit of growth, cost down, profits up. 

That's not right for chari>es in terms of our model.” 

F5: CEO, Substance Misuse 

 

This dis<nc<on was not just made in terms of the sector or the organisa<ons which operate 

within the VS but also in terms of the staff and leadership. Mo<va<ons of altruism and work 
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that has meaning contrasted with perceived mo<va<ons in the private sector of a pursuit of 

careers with big financial rewards. 

 

“I just resent this sort of ‘becoming more business-like’ mantra. You know, we're not 

businesses. If we were businesses, we would be offering a business. You know, we 

could all do that. All of us around this call [focus group], but we're choosing to use our 

skills in a different way and for a different benefit.” 

F2: CEO, Animals 

 

“People who work in the sector or volunteer in the sector, they're doing it because they 

want to make a difference and actually, their mo>va>on for working is not purely 

around profit.” 

F2: CEO, Disabilices 

 

“That's why we do this job, isn't it? As actually we believe our work has meaning 

because it's given without there being all these precondi>ons of big salaries or profit.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

This concept of dis<nc<veness was a narra<ve that did not appear in the frame analysis, with 

the grey literature failing to determine any underlying ideological thread for VS engagement 

in SIBs. One explana<on for the omission is that this is a manifesta<on of the wider VS 

struggle to find a coherent iden<ty with so much diversity in organisa<onal forms, charitable 

missions, opera<ng environment and funding strategies (Knutsen, 2012, Brandsen, van de 

Donk and Puders, 2015).  But as the Q Method and focus group data demonstrated, 

par<cipants felt strongly that, regardless of organisa<onal differences, the VS was dis<nct in 

rela<on to private and state sector organisa<ons. The sense that the VS was the ‘real people’ 

links to the Billis and Glennesters (1998) argument about the VS compara<ve advantage over 

other sectors, with the VS’s ambiguity leading to organisa<ons that are flexible, beder at 

understanding user needs, innova<ve and sensi<ve to the communi<es they serve. 

The VS distinctiveness perspective was not only about distinction in comparison to the state 

and private sector but also local versus national VS distinction. Participants frequently used 
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language that referred to the group as a collective, with phrases such as ‘all of us on this call’ 

or ‘our organisations…’ This collective distinction was especially present when outlining the 

perceived differences between their own local organisations compared to larger VS 

organisations.  This perspective mirrors Dayson, et al. (2022) findings in their study on the 

distinction of smaller voluntary organisations providing welfare services, where smaller VS 

distinctions come from their embeddedness within the local community (working at 

grassroots), ability to make decisions quickly (adaptability) and staff that operated with a 

familial and care centred ethic (motivation). 

Macmillan (2013) views dis<nc<on arguments as a tool for strategic posi<oning and highlights 

that these strategies also operate internally to the sector, as well as externally. By collec<vely 

posi<oning themselves as dis<nct due to their VS status, size and local focus, par<cipants 

could be viewed as legi<mising their organisa<onal role within Sheffield’s VS. However, this 

legi<misa<on does not extend to their posi<on within the development of a local SIB market, 

with the Q Method’s neutral score on SIBs and focus group discussions highligh<ng that the 

local VS leaders in this study felt SIBs were not for them but for larger VS organisa<ons.  

 

It would be easy to presume that the reported con<nual shi\ing of boundaries around the VS 

status and a shi\ towards priva<sa<on of welfare services to make gains in 

professionalisa<on, legi<macy and resources (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015) would have led 

to the local VS being primed for a SIB market. Golka (2019) outlines that actors’ field 

environments are ins<tu<onally structured and coopera<on between actors is central for a 

financialisa<on process, such as the development of a SIB market, to take place. On the 

surface, the SIB grey literature presents a narra<ve that SIB markets are closely aligned with 

local VS organisa<ons, as a route to embeddedness within local communi<es. Through an 

ins<tu<onal lens, however, the absence of any recogni<on of VS dis<nc<veness, par<cularly 

of smaller voluntary organisa<ons as found in Dayson, et al’s. study (2022), has led to VS 

leaders struggling to iden<fy a role and sufficient interest for their own organisa<on in the 

development of SIBs.  

 

At local level VS dis<nc<veness appears to be working in opposi<on to a financialisa<on 

process, reinforcing local ins<tu<onal VS rules and leading to local VS organisa<ons exercising 
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some form of agency by op<ng out of the SIB market. At the macro na<onal level, the coming 

together of the market and state logic to drive the SIB agenda is working in opposi<on of 

established meso-level VS belief systems and prac<ces. One of the central arguments for 

investor involvement in SIBs is their exper<se in bringing a technocra<c approach to beder-

quality social outcomes. In contrast, SIB VS narra<ves portray organisa<ons which need to 

make changes to their behaviour and prac<ces to be able to deliver beder-quality social 

outcomes. This narra<ve suggests that in order to be legi<mate players in the SIB market, the 

VS needs to stop opera<ng in a way that makes it a dis<nct ins<tu<onal alterna<ve and align 

more to private sector prac<ces. However, changing behaviours to align with private sector 

prac<ces does not always achieve the desired effect, as highlighted in the literature review 

around the challenges in the reforms to the UK proba<on services (Walker and Lawson, 

2018). Rees, Taylor and Damm (2013) found similar challenges in their explora<on of the 

experience of different sector providers in the UK Work Programme. They concluded that 

achievement of quality social outcomes were not so much aligned to a delivery organisa<on’s 

sector but rather the posi<oning of the organisa<on within the programmes supply chain. 

This would suggest that rather than being predetermined by the ins<tu<onal logics of an 

organisa<on’s given sector, the ability to achieve successful outcomes is heavily influenced by 

posi<ons of power and organisa<onal agency within the social care programme.  

 

7.5 Factor 2: Voluntary Failure 
The jus<fica<on for VS behaviour change found in the SIB grey literature aligns with Salamon’s 

(1987) theory of ‘Voluntary failure’, where he outlines that VS dis<nc<on arguments largely 

serve to present a more posi<ve percep<on of the VS, whereas these dis<nc<ons can result in 

ins<tu<onal disadvantages. The main point of Salamon’s theory is that stronger rela<onships 

with government could help the VS to alleviate its inherent weaknesses, which he 

characterises under four broad areas:  

1. philanthropic insufficiency 

2. philanthropic par<cularism 

3. philanthropic paternalism  

4. philanthropic amateurism  
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In the focus groups, par<cipants acknowledged that the VS as an ins<tu<onal alterna<ve to 

the private sector or state did provide challenges specific to the sector.  

 

The Q Sort, Factor 2 perspec<ve reflected these challenges but mainly focused on the 

challenges of funding and resourcing VS ac<vity. Statements 1 and 11 scored highly in the 

composite Q Sort, along with statements about the VS geang beder at measuring and 

evidencing social outcomes (7 and 8).   

 

Table 7.3 Composite Q sort for Factor 2 

 

-2 -1 0 1 2 
S15. The VS has a 

significant say in its 
role with 

government  
 

S10. Financial 
incentives for the 
VS lead to better 
social outcome 

delivery  
 

S20. Some social 
causes attract 
more wealthy 

supporters than 
others 

S9. Partnerships 
with local/national 

Government 
provide 

opportunities for 
VS organisations 

S1. Being reliant on 
grants and 

donations is 
unsustainable 

S22. The VS exists 
due to the failures 

of the state and 
private sectors 

S4. Social Impact 
Bonds (SIBs) 

provide 
opportunities for 
VS organisations 

S13. The VS 
struggles to attract 

professional 
personnel in 

comparison to 
statutory and 
private sector 
organisations 

 

S8. The VS could 
learn a lot about 
measuring social 

outcomes from the 
private sector 

S2. Being 
innovative is a key 
strength of the VS 

S21. Growth and 
‘scaling-up’ are 

important parts of 
VS strategy  

 

S12. VS activity can 
be paternalistic 

 

S17. Being flexible 
is a key strength of 

the VS 

S5. Providing value 
for money is a key 
strength of the VS  

 

S11. Lack of 
resources is a 

significant 
challenge for the 

VS 
 S6. Social problems 

are too costly for 
the state to fully 

respond to 

S19. VS 
organisations 

should become 
more ‘business like’ 

S7. Evidencing 
social impact is a 

priority for VS 
organisations 

 

 

 S18. Social finance 
tools, such as SIBs, 
are predominantly 

about providing 
alternative funding 

to the VS 

S16. Tailoring 
services to people’s 

needs is a key 
strength of the VS 

S14. There is too 
much replication of 

VS organisations 

 

  S3. Social 
enterprises are 
part of the VS 

  

 

 



  151 

1. Philanthropic amateurism  

Part of the legi<misa<on of private sector involvement as the experts on social outcome 

development in SIBs is as a response to a perceived lack of a professional workforce in the VS. 

Salamon (1987) labels this as a percep<on of Philanthropic Amateurism. This view was 

represented by S13 in the Q Sort, which scored as neutral (middle 0 column) in Factor 2. 

However, in the focus groups this view caused a strong reac<on from par<cipants, where they 

felt this was an externally imposed percep<on and part of a poli<cal ideology of business over 

charity. 

 

“The word I hear a lot from those not in the know is ‘amateurs’ - the opposite to 

professional is amateurs and there's no way the work that we all do could be classed 

as amateurish.” 

F3: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

“There is such huge poli>cs around it and the poli>cs in this Government, even in the 

previous one, gets smoothed by that semi so-called professionalism of the corporate 

sector over the charity sector and if that gets played out then sort of alarm bells go off 

in my head.” 

F4: Chair, Mental Health 

 

“In lots of contexts, if you say you're a charity, it's almost like a dirty word. It's like 

basically what you're saying is you're a bit shit.” 

F4: CEO, Horcculture 

 

Although Factor 1 perspec<ve iden<fied that one of the posi<ve dis<nc<ons of the sector is 

staff altruism and accep<ng lower pay for a more fulfilling role, the Voluntary Failure 

perspec<ve outlines that this also brought with it challenges around the percep<on of 

amateurism within the VS workforce. This was described by par<cipants as coming on 

mul<ple fronts from donors, the wider public, grant makers to statutory commissioners. The 

more tradi<onal view was of a sector en<rely run by well-meaning volunteers and that every 

dona<on should fully be spent on front-line ac<vity. This is balanced against a more modern 

public percep<on of a sector filled with large, na<onal chari<es that have significant 
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marke<ng budgets, able to run large-scale fundraising campaigns. Grant providers and 

commissioners were seen to be focussed on the evidence of organisa<onal professionalism 

and quality to obtain funding. 

 

“We've got one point saying, ‘you're not professional enough’ and another side saying 

‘you're too professional, where are the volunteers?’. So, I think the way we have moved 

on has not always necessarily been appreciated and understood by those people who 

have s>ll got a very tradi>onal view of charity.” 

F1: CEO, Young People 

 

“I think some>mes that is what people think: the charity sector with some organic 

knifed flapjacks, floa>ng around in chari>es….There is that relentless judgment on 

chari>es - fat cat CEO’s? Yeah, chance would be a fine thing, wouldn't it? You know the 

stuff around Kids Company that we're not governed properly. This stuff that all the 

money should go to the beneficiaries, not understanding that actually you need some 

people in there to be doing some stuff, you can’t just run with volunteers.” 

F4: CEO, Women 

 

Focus group par<cipants described a real lack of respect from statutory partners to the extent 

that some commissioners gave the impression that VS organisa<ons should feel lucky to get 

funding or even have a seat at the table. 

 

“We are in the midst of a couple of funds at the moment that have come out very 

quickly and I think that some of the ways in which the charity sector has been dealt 

with in those funds has been really disrespeccul. It's like, where's the conversa>on 

been?...Oh, you've changed your mind. Oh great. So all that work we put in is no 

longer of interest to you. Like you know there's just this total lack of respect. And a lack 

of understanding of the skills that we hold as a sector.” 

F4: CEO, Horcculture 

 

Not all par<cipants felt the amateur status was to the sector’s detriment though, par<cularly 

in terms of engaging with the communi<es they are trying to serve. This quote from the 
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Deputy CEO of a Young People’s charity uses the concept of a ‘lanyard’ as a reflec<on of the 

fact that working at the grassroots means VS organisa<ons need to be seen as being a part of 

the communi<es they are suppor<ng. 

 

“I actually quite like the fact that some>mes I feel like ‘oh, I'm not too professional’. I 

think that that's more open to showing the human side and you can connect with 

people befer. There was a taxi driver, I always remember, a couple of years ago, that 

was saying to me, ‘oh all the lanyards these days’ and he was saying he feels like he's 

not part of society because he doesn't have a lanyard and that's his way now of 

categorizing class: students have lanyards, people that work for the council have 

lanyards… And actually I'm a non-lanyard!” 

F4: Deputy CEO, Young People 

 

2. Philanthropic Insufficiency  

Most of the SIB literature featured analysis on the mo<va<ons of why investors and the state 

would want to be a part of the SIB market. Mo<va<ons for VS involvement was iden<fied as 

having access to new funding. Salamon describes philanthropic insufficiency as VS limita<ons 

on “its ability to generate an adequate level of resources” (1987, p.42) sustainably and at a 

sufficient scale. In the Q Sort S11 consistently scored highly across all three of the factor 

perspec<ves, with all par<cipants agreeing that a lack of resources was the main challenge for 

the VS.  

 

Both the SIB literature and focus group discussions iden<fied that one of the advantages of 

SIBs was the poten<al to make available a regular and reliable source of funding for VS 

providers. Promoted as a new income stream, SIBs could therefore respond to the VS’ 

constant challenge of seeking enough resources to deliver the quality and scale of services 

required for beneficiaries. Par<cipants in the focus group tended to agree that a diverse 

funding strategy was required that combined different funding streams to reduce the risk of 

overreliance on one funder. 
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“There are so many chari>es that have folded over the years despite doing amazing 

work - you know from producing really good evidence - because the funding stream 

came to an end and they couldn't find a replacement for it.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

“We are more vulnerable because our money doesn't come from the people we 

service, it comes from people who have another third op>on. We're not in a direct 

service rela>onship and that makes us more vulnerable to poli>cal and donor funding 

interests in a way that the corporate sector isn’t. And to a certain extent, the statutory 

sector.” 

F4: Chair, Mental Health 

 

The SIB narra<ve that the VS needs to change is not only about the push towards charitable 

trading and business-prac<ces but also <es in with a rhetoric of the sector’s over-reliance on 

grants and dona<ons as a main revenue stream. Where the Factor perspec<ve differed was 

around how and where funding should be sought. S1 referred to overreliance on grants and 

dona<ons, which was iden<fied as a compromise statement in the Q Sort where perspec<ves 

ranked the statement very differently. The Voluntary Failure perspec<ve ranked this statement 

the highest, thus in full agreement that grants and dona<ons as an income source were 

unsustainable. Par<cipants talked about moving away from grant income to a more social-

business income model. However, in the discussions, all par<cipants admided that grants 

have been a regular and important source of income for their organisa<ons, par<cularly at 

crisis points either internal to the organisa<on or because of outside forces, such as the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  

 

“I think we've benefited hugely from grants, although we no longer rely upon them at 

all. But we benefited from it because it was a number of things, it was a statement of 

trust, it was an investment upfront and it gave us, at various points, important 

stability.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 
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“We trade and we lost quarter of a million last year [due to lockdowns as a result of 

the Covid 19 pandemic] and we had to make it up by applying for grants. We survived 

because we accessed grants and one was around loss of income and then I think we 

got a lofery grant to help keep the core services going.” 

F3: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

3. Philanthropic Paternalism 

Salamon’s (1987) Philanthropic paternalism extends the theme of funding and resourcing VS 

ac<vity. But where ‘insufficiency’ relates to the size and sustainability of available funding, 

‘paternalism’ focuses on where the VS receives its resources and how much influence those 

in command of these resources can wield on the end beneficiaries.  Represented by S12 in 

the Q Sort, the Voluntary Failure perspec<ve ranked paternalism as rela<vely low in the VS. 

During the discussions par<cipants reflected on trying to balance organisa<onal needs, such 

as being viewed as professional and bringing in resources to keep services running, whilst 

ensuring that serving beneficiary needs is maintained as the primary focus.  

 

“Occasionally we can be paternalis>c and we think we know befer than the 

beneficiaries themselves because we like the power to speak on their behalf.” 

F4: Chair, Mental Health 

 

“I think some>mes there's that thing about do we do something that's really short 

term? Because actually you're almost sebng up something as a response, and we do 

this all the >me, and then things stop and actually it's like does that make it worse or 

not. Or we carry on doing it and squish it into something that isn't actually really 

sustainable.” 

F2: CEO, Disability 

 

Overall, par<cipants felt that any VS paternalism was linked to where the sector received its 

funding. But rather than the wealthy donors or private charitable trusts that Salamon (1987) 

referred to in his voluntary failure theory, Factor 2’s Voluntary Failure perspec<ve linked this 

with funding received from the state. 
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“We filled up too much of the gap and we have become as paternalis>c as some of the 

statutory organiza>ons.” 

F5: CEO, Substance Misuse 

 

“Duplica>on and paternalism - I’m not really sure that the Government is in a befer 

place than we are on those fronts. It looks a lifle different, but I'm not sure that 

necessarily we desperately need them to help us sort those things out.” 

F4: CEO, Horcculture 

 

4. Philanthropic Par<cularism 

Salamon’s (1987) VS ‘par>cularism’ relates back to Factor 1’s Dis<nc<veness Argument. 

Focusing on and specialising in support for par<cular popula<ons is seen as a main strength 

of the VS. However, Salamon argues that this can lead to gaps in support for some subgroups 

or wasteful duplica<on of services where they are not needed.  Factor 2’s perspec<ve 

appeared to agree with Salamon, with S14 that focused on too much VS replica<on scoring on 

the higher end of the scale. However, focus group discussions did not back-up this statement 

and par<cipants felt that a choice of service and plenty of people needing support jus<fied 

the number of organisa<ons working towards the same charitable mission. 

 

“I think that there's an argument about duplica>on that I think, par>cularly for 

minori>zed communi>es, if we slavishly follow this no>on of duplica>on, then 

exclusion is compounded. Look at our organiza>on and some of the stuff that we do. 

Other organisa>ons do very similar things, but the fact that it's led by people who look 

like us and have a shared experience has a value. And it's not duplica>on, it's variety. 

It's about acknowledging the specific inclusivity needs of par>cular communi>es.” 

F2: CEO, Race Equality 

 

“Commissioners maybe just want to deal with one contract, which you know, I 

understand the afrac>veness from their point of view. But actually, where's the choice 

for people?” 

F4: CEO, Women 
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“I don't think I've seen less people come through our door because so and so's doing 

something similar. You know, where there is disadvantage, there is disadvantage, and 

there are people there that need to be served.” 

F1: CEO, Social equality 

 

Where par<cipants did feel there was duplica<on this was from a strategic, organisa<onal 

perspec<ve of having to compete for posi<oning and funding, rather than based on the level 

of beneficiary needs. 

 

“We can be quite backstabbing though. You get quite defensive of your patch and 

what you do and stuff like that.” 

F1: CEO, Young People 

 

“I'd think there is duplica>on. Partly because we haven't got enough resources to kind 

of grow.” 

F4: Chair, Mental Health 

 

The Voluntary Failure perspec<ve iden<fied that elements of Salamon’s Voluntary Failure 

theory do exist for today’s VS. But focus group par<cipants felt that challenges around 

genera<ng resources (philanthropic insufficiency) meant the sector lacks economic weight, 

which has lead to externally imposed percep<ons of amateurism, paternalism and 

par>cularism. Salamon sees the VS not as en<rely independent from the state but as a 

feasible form for third-party governance (Boedke and Prychitko, 2003). Par<cipants in the 

focus group could see the value in developing closer partnerships with Government but that 

currently these partnerships held inherent power imbalances, with the VS lacking agency in 

how rela<onships with state func<oned. It is worth remembering that Salamon’s original 

theory was developed back in 1987, before the huge drive in the UK to outsourcing from state 

to the VS (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). The shi\ from funding provided through grant 

mechanisms to the implementa<on of service delivery contracts has marked a transi<on in 

state assump<ons: of trust in VS organisa<ons to deliver their own priori<es to one that sees 

VS organisa<ons as a means of delivering government priori<es (McGovern, 2016). 
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The growth of social investment and funding tools such as SIBs are a poten<al way that VS 

organisa<ons can respond to philanthropic insufficiency by developing strategies for longer-

term survival through pooling charitable, private and public sector resources (Jones et al. 

2016). In fact, Salamon himself seems to have caught the social investment bug. In his 2014 

book ‘Leverage for Good: an introduc<on to the new fron<ers of philanthropy and social 

investment’, he describes social investment as a ‘Big Bang’ for philanthropy “similar in kind, if 

not exact form, to the one thought to have produced the planets and stars of our solar 

system” (p.25). 

 

SIBs may offer some form of sustainable and scalable income for VS organisa<ons involved in 

their delivery but do they offer much else in terms of responding to other Voluntary Failures, 

externally perceived or otherwise? The opportunity to bring a more technocra<c process to 

measuring charitable impact through an “investor-centred” (Salamon, 2014, p.119) approach 

to performance measures brings the VS’ perceived ‘amateur’ status more in line with the 

‘professional’ business world. But according to Salamon (2014) in order for this new approach 

to health and social objec<ves to succeed, VS leaders need to shi\ focus from developing a 

team of staff mo<vated by altruism and values to one that can understand and interpret 

financial performance mechanisms: “The en<<es involved in social-purpose ac<vi<es are 

typically non-profit organisa<ons, small-scale mom-and-pop enterprises, faith-based chari<es, 

coopera<ves, mutual socie<es and courageous individual social entrepreneurs. Few are 

schooled in the basics of finance” (Salamon, 2014, p122). 

 

In the SIB grey literature, the benefits of SIBs for the end beneficiary are presented as support 

that is delivered in an individualis<c way through a choice of interven<on and/or provider.  

The market logic see’s beneficiaries as ‘consumers’ of services with SIBs providing a 

marketplace that increases their choice. To achieve this, a variety of VS providers are needed 

to compete for access to the SIB marketplace.  This consumer choice could go some way in 

minimalizing paternalis<c ins<tu<onal disadvantage. Salamon related Philanthropic 

Paternalism (1987) to the influence and power held by private donors or charitable trusts on 

where and for whom they choose to give their money. Paternalism in VS ac<vity was 

described by focus group par<cipants as driven by the state through commissioner choices 

and close contract monitoring requirements. Thus, paternalis<c tendencies from the 
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perspec<ve of focus group par<cipants are more to do with the roots of VS funding than with 

VS ac<vity, from private donors/charitable trusts to state departments. Private investors in the 

SIB market exhort similar paternalis<c tendencies through the power and influence in where 

they make their investments, and which causes derive the most dividends.  

 

New Public Management outsourcing of state services to the VS was underpinned by the 

belief that VS organisa<ons were less bureaucra<c and more cost effec<ve than both the 

private and public sector (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). The status of the VS and its 

associated dis<nc<veness “seen as their closeness to beneficiaries with specialist needs, 

flexibility and ability to innovate whilst maintaining a values base and sense of mission to 

permeate their work” (Rees and Mullins, 2016, p.10.) appears to be viewed more as an 

ins<tu<onal disadvantage in the SIB arena. VS organisa<ons need to decide whether they 

comply with abandoning elements of their perceived dis<nc<veness to reduce some of these 

ins<tu<onal disadvantages to access funding. It appears that in terms of the Sheffield market 

for SIBs, this is a step too far. 

 

7.6 Factor 3: Cogni2ve Dissonance 
 

Curley, et al. (2021) outline that the contradictory pulls on the VS - maintaining sector 

dis<nc<veness whilst reducing philanthropic insufficiency - creates a strategic dilemma for VS 

leaders. VS’ dis<nc<veness arguments and presumed drive for public good means VS 

organisa<ons are expected to behave in a par<cular way. This behaviour encompasses how VS 

organisa<ons serve their beneficiaries but also includes how they seek and use their finances, 

regulated through standards such as the Code on Fundraising Prac<ce (Fundraising Regulator, 

2019) and Charity SORP (Charity Commission, 2015). Unlike the private sector, the VS is not 

viewed as a compe<<ve marketplace where organisa<ons are vying for strategic posi<on, but 

a sector where organisa<ons should partner and collaborate with each other for the greater 

good. Collabora<on as a norma<ve ac<on is strengthened through mandatory requirements 

in statutory funding contracts, with VS organisa<ons monitored by contract managers on how 

connected they are across health and social care pathways via partnerships with other VS 

organisa<ons, the NHS and other statutory departments opera<ng in the same area. But, 

Government commissioning regimes, scarcity of resources and cuts to public expenditure has 
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created a funding environment where VS organisa<ons are ac<vely compe<ng with each 

other to gain access to Government funding (Benson, 2015). Curley, et al. (2021) believe this 

tension: whether to collaborate or compete for resources, is causing cogni<ve dissonance, 

with VS leaders struggling to balance the two conflic<ng ideas. 

 

In the Q sort, Factor 3 perspec<ve appeared to be a manifesta<on of the conflic<ng 

expecta<ons on the sector between Factor 1’s VS Dis<nc<veness perspec<ve and Factor 2’s 

Voluntary Failure perspec<ve. Like Factor 1, dis<nc<veness statements that depicted the VS’ 

key strengths (S2, S5, S16, S17) featured highly on the scale, and statements that overtly 

depicted a private sector logic (S8, S10, S19, S21) were low on the scale. From the Cogni<ve 

Dissonance perspec<ve, the rela<onship with the state was not a straight-forward 

rela<onship and this was the only perspec<ve that felt that the VS existed due to the failures 

of the state and private sector (S22). 
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Table 7.4 Composite Q sort for Factor 3 

 

-2 -1 0 1 2 
S13. The VS 

struggles to attract 
professional 
personnel in 

comparison to 
statutory and 
private sector 
organisations  

S4. Social Impact 
Bonds (SIBs) 

provide 
opportunities for 
VS organisations  

S7. Evidencing 
social impact is a 

priority for VS 
organisations 

S17. Being flexible 
is a key strength of 

the VS  
 

S2. Being 
innovative is a key 
strength of the VS 

S10. Financial 
incentives for the 
VS lead to better 
social outcome 

delivery  

S21. Growth and 
‘scaling-up’ are 

important parts of 
VS strategy 

S20. Some social 
causes attract 
more wealthy 

supporters than 
others  

S5. Providing value 
for money is a key 
strength of the VS 

S16. Tailoring 
services to people’s 

needs is a key 
strength of the VS 

S15. The VCS has a 
significant say in its 

role with 
government  

 

S8. The VS could 
learn a lot about 
measuring social 

outcomes from the 
private sector  

 

S9. Partnerships 
with local/national 

government 
provide 

opportunities for 
VS organisations 

S22. The VS exists 
due to the failures 

of the state and 
private sectors 

S11. Lack of 
resources is a 

significant 
challenge for the 

VS 

 S19. VS 
organisations 

should become 
more ‘business like’ 

S18. Social finance 
tools, such as SIBs, 
are predominantly 

about providing 
alternative funding 

to the VS 

S1. Being reliant on 
grants and 

donations is 
unsustainable for 
VS organisations  

 

 S6. Social problems 
are too costly for 
the state to fully 

respond to 

S12. VS activity can 
be paternalistic  

 

S3. Social 
enterprises are 
part of the VS 

 

  S14. There is too 
much replication of 

VS organisations 

  

  
 

In the focus groups, the strategic dilemma for VS leaders around whether the sector was a 

collaborator or compe<tor, was highlighted by par<cipants that felt they had to present their 

organisa<on as different things to the external world, depending on who they are talking to. 

There was a sense that chari<es, (partly due to the ‘not-for-profit’ label) had to jus<fy their 

existence much more than private businesses do, par<cularly in rela<on to VS mo<va<on, 

structure, and income strategies, rather than simply their charitable mission. 

 

“I get asked what we are quite regularly and I always say it depends on who I’m talking 

to. I have called us a social enterprise because we've got trading arms and my 

goodness, I run them commercially. I want every penny out of it because every penny 
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goes back into the community in one way or another. And then to other people, I just 

say we're a charity because we are. We've got a charitable number and we're also a 

company limited by guarantee.” 

F3: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

The duality of registered charity status and company limited status was seen as a 

manifesta<on of how VS organisa<ons have compe<ng iden<<es. These iden<<es closely 

aligned to where and how organisa<ons sought their funding. A Deputy CEO of a Mental 

Health charity described this duality as “trying to get your square peg in a round hole” when 

determining how to represent your organisa<on to different types of funders. 

 

“It’s the eternal bafle really. We do outputs, we do outcomes. And it's always dictated 

by who is going to give you some money, so you can prove how good you are. It's kind 

of a bit ugly really.” 

F3: CEO, Homelessness 

 

Overall, the more tradi<onal funders were viewed as complicit in the dis<nc<veness 

argument of the VS, with equitable rela<onships between VS organisa<ons and individual 

grant providers/founda<ons.  However, par<cipants had observed a change in language from 

these tradi<onal VS funders; a change that mirrored the language used in the social 

investment market. Rather than the financially dominated language of Social Impact Bonds, 

funders are focusing more on ‘social impact’, with one par<cipant outlining: 

 

“They don't call it a grant, they call it an investment in us, and actually, there's a kind 

of language in that that's slightly different because they don't expect us to report on it, 

but they are interested in what the impact is we're having and how we create and how 

we relate that impact. But we don't have to report how every single penny is spent.” 

F1: CEO, Young People 

 

A common theme throughout the focus group discussions was the VS posi<oning and 

rela<onship with the state. Across all Q Sort factor perspec<ves “the VCS has a significant say 

in its role with Government (S15) was a consensus point, scoring consistently low. The 
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Cogni<ve Dissonance perspec<ve iden<fied the VS as a form of replacement for the role of 

the state (S22) but that this was not due to the increasing costs of social problems (S6). 

 

“Would we not want a charity sector or voluntary sector if the state or statutory 

services were befer resourced, were befer funded, provided a befer service, and my 

answer in principle would be, I s>ll believe it is a) not realis>c, and b) you would s>ll 

have a charity sector because there will always be causes and issues.” 

F4: Chair, Mental health 

 

The significance in the focus groups placed on the rela<onship between the VS and statutory 

services was unsurprising considering the expansion over previous decades of the VS as 

delivery providers for the state through service contracts. Over 90% of focus group 

par<cipants were from organisa<ons that received funding from the local authority, largely 

through contracted out services.  

 

“We are 90% reliant upon statutory funding, we've tried to really shiY from being a 

charity funded by statutory funding through and through. I'm constantly having to kind 

of push back against any posi>on of condi>ons and stuff, because that's not who we 

are.” 

F3: CEO, Young People 

 

The conten<ous rela<onship with the state was par<cularly seen as one where VS 

organisa<ons were having to compromise on their values to access funding for their services.  

 

“If you look at the new managerialism approach to substance use and public health 

outcome frameworks, we've gone from a ‘get them into treatment, keep them in 

treatment’ to ‘get them out, keep them out’. Our incen>ves are about gebng people 

out of treatment and keeping them out and drug related deaths are higher now than 

they have ever been in the en>re history of drug related deaths.” 

F5: CEO, Substance Misuse 
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Similar to how the VS’ role is depicted in the SIB grey literature, par<cipants described a very 

top-down process where funding priori<es and social policy decisions are set separate to VS 

input, with VS organisa<ons being brought in at the delivery stage. 

 

“I actually blame them [Government] for the problems that we're actually trying to 

solve, and they don't listen to us, they really do not listen to us. It's not too costly, 

because people's lives are being ruined by them.” 

F3: CEO, Local Area Anchor 

 

In contrast to the sector’s rela<onship with the state, and somewhat unexpectedly following 

previous discussions between par<cipants highligh<ng concerns regarding investor 

mo<va<ons in SIBs, par<cipants saw a real poten<al with working alongside the private sector 

and the bringing together of the strengths of both VS and private sector ways of doing things.  

 

“I strongly believe that the third sector and businesses should be working very closely 

and understanding each other. If this happened, then we will see more outcomes on 

the ground.” 

F4: CEO, Race equality 

 

However, this op<mism was cau<ous as par<cipants did not believe that the model of a SIB 

was the best way to untap the poten<al of bringing sectors together. There were s<ll concerns 

around power dynamics and an ongoing lack of trust. The narra<ve of VS organisa<ons 

opera<ng more like businesses made some par<cipants frustrated.  

 

“You know people invest in things just directly. You know it doesn't have to go through 

a bond or through a third organiza>on and philanthropic type of stuff.” 

F4: CEO, Mental Health 

 

“It makes the assump>on, doesn't it, that businesses are fantas>c, and we should 

follow them. Whereas actually, businesses are folding all the >me. To me, the 

businesses that feel sustainable oYen have a lot of heart or a lot of character that 

people want to support and invest their >me or their energy in.” 

F4: Deputy CEO, Young people 
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The close technical monitoring of SIBs feeds into the wider narra<ve of a lack of trust in the 

VS sector to know what they are doing in terms of delivering social outcomes. The pitching of 

investors as holding the key to delivering ‘real’ impact through their ability to quan<fy and 

monitor social outcomes inevitably reduces the VS status from one of experts into simple 

deliverers. The private sector can appear to be brought in to sort out the ‘failure’ of VS 

organisa<ons who were unable to fix costly social problems. This inevitably reduces the status 

and agency of VS organisa<ons, including them in SIBs primarily due to their connec<ons and 

access to the communi<es they serve.  

 

“I'd like to be trusted. I would like a funder to say ‘you know how to make these lives 

befer, here's the funds, go and do that’.” 

F3: CEO, Race equality 

 

To regain some sense of independence, many of the par<cipant’s organisa<ons had turned to 

charitable trading as an addi<onal funding stream.  

 

“In the current fundraising climate, I think if you're not trading as a charity, then you're 

poten>ally missing a trick. Because I think it's really hard out there.” 

F4: CEO, Horcculture 

 

The SIB grey literature did not describe SIB providers as chari<es or VS organisa<ons and 

instead used terms such as socially conscious businesses and social enterprise. Both Factor 1 

and Factor 3 Q sort perspec<ves agreed that ‘Social Enterprises’ were very much seen as part 

of the VS (S3). When asked about this statement in the focus groups, par<cipants said they 

viewed social enterprise as referring to charitable trading: an ac<vity conducted by chari<es 

rather than ac<vi<es of private businesses delivering ‘social good’. There were views that the 

drive for charitable trading was due to external forces and the push for the VS to be more 

business-like in its opera<ons and funding strategies, causing confusion about what VS 

organisa<ons were there to achieve. 
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“Does it look like we're more sustainable being a social enterprise? Is that what it is? 

That the name in it, people think it's linked to wealth and being more sustainable than 

just saying you're VCS. It's in the name.” 

F1: CEO, Social equality 

 

“We started social enterprises largely because they serve the purpose of the 

organiza>on. They are a bloody nightmare in many ways to run and to manage. They 

are a whole different level, whole different agenda and if you're doing that in order to 

run your charity, I just really fear that your charity becomes warped around that 

business agenda rather than what it's really about.” 

F5: CEO, Homelessness 

 

Central to Curley, et al’s. (2021) study on the VS and cogni<ve dissonance is the idea that VS 

leaders “disassociate with compe<<on as an organisa<on’s opera<ng strategy, despite being 

ac<vely faced with compe<<on.” (p.2). When asked in the focus groups about compe<<on 

within the VS, par<cipants made some acknowledgement of its existence for the sector but 

posi<oned compe<<on as an external drive either forced on their organisa<on or as a 

pursued strategy of other VS organisa<ons, par<cularly larger chari<es.  

 

“Two things, one is about the way that we're forced to compete, and whether that 

delivers value, and the other is what is value and what are our values. So, there's this 

assump>on that we're all compe>ng and you get one narra>ve that compe>ng is a 

good thing because we get a befer price, which is bullshit in my opinion. The other is 

this thing of you get economies of scale and I think that we don't deliver economies by 

scale in our sector at all.” 

F2: CEO, Local area anchor 

 

“The outsourcing organisa>ons are all sucking up a lot of the services. The voluntary 

sector has been sucked into that. I think that's where I think some of those ‘business-

like’ corporate type chari>es move or those larger organiza>ons do that. But then the 

backlash, of course - what does that look like from the general public point of view?” 

F4: CEO, Mental Health 
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The Cogni<ve Dissonance perspec<ve played out the tricky alignment VS leaders grapple with 

in terms of how the VS internally views itself and its own dis<nc<veness, versus how the 

external world, par<cularly the funding world, influences the posi<on of the VS. Since the 

1990’s the VS has seen a rapidly changing opera<ng environment prompted by key changes in 

Government policy (Rees and Mullins, 2016). To some extent, collabora<on between VS 

organisa<ons has been undermined by formal compe<<ve funding processes (Benson, 2015). 

In par<cular, statutory funding made available to the VS delivered via commissioning and 

procurement regimes has significantly affected the process of gaining charitable funding, 

based largely on private sector prac<ces. The scale of funding means many chari<es are 

opera<ng under considerable pressure to meet Government’s policy agenda (Mitchel and 

Moody, 2000), including encouragement to be more entrepreneurial and engage in market 

structures (Huckfield, 2021). More recently, following the 2008 global financial crisis, the field 

of ‘social investment’ has grown rapidly (Nicolls, 2010) and with that, the influence of 

financial organisa<ons into the field of the VS. Factor 3 perspec<ve played out how far VS 

leaders bought into the state’s rhetoric of who and what the VS should be, and how much the 

players within the financial system are influencing this.  

 

The focus group discussions iden<fied that VS leaders were conscious of the careful line they 

needed to tread between retaining their core values and grassroots connec<ons 

(dis<nc<veness), whilst obtaining funding to deliver their ac<vi<es (Philanthropic 

insufficiency). The concept of ‘compe<<on’ rested uneasy as an overt prac<ce for the local VS 

leaders. As Curley, et.al outline, “Prac<<oners’ understanding of collabora<on and 

compe<<on are embedded in the percep<on that collabora<on is norma<vely good, and 

compe<<on is a reality of circumstances yet not an aspira<on.” (2021, p.14). But the pursuit 

of charitable trading was iden<fied through the Q method and focus groups as a key funding 

strategy for local VS leaders. On the one hand VS leaders saw trading as an opportunity to 

retain some form of independence away from the influences of funders and commissioners. 

But on the other hand, the very nature of trading was co-op<ng private business prac<ces, 

regardless of whether the ‘profits’ were put back into charitable ac<vi<es. 

 

It is not only the logics of market that were viewed as a threat to maintaining the VS’ values 

base. The statutory contrac<ng environment has brought an increasingly bureaucra<c 
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approach to the VS with the introduc<on of technocra<c requirements on repor<ng 

charitable outcomes and drive for efficiencies in charitable ac<vity, seen by some as coercion 

into the logics of state (Rees and Mullins, 2016). Focus group par<cipants felt there was 

conten<on between what outcomes state actors wanted measured in order to drive their 

policy agendas, and what VS organisa<ons felt their primary objec<ve was. A key example of 

this was highlighted by the CEO of the substance misuse organisa<on who described being 

performance managed on how many people they could keep out of addic<on treatment to 

reduce state deficits, with an unintended consequence being the rise in drug related deaths. 

Di Maggio and Powell (1983) view this as a process of isomorphism where organisa<ons 

display approved characteris<cs and conform to dominant, state-driven logics to gain 

legi<macy into an organisa<onal field.  

 

Milbourne and Cushman (2015) iden<fy that VS leaders are opera<ng with an element of 

agency when resis<ng the pressure to conform to external ins<tu<onal logics of state and 

private sector. Knutsen’s (2012) study looking at the influence of external ins<tu<onal logics 

on nonprofit organisa<ons (NPOs) conceptualised a new ins<tu<onal logic phenomenon - 

“adapted ins<tu<onal logics”, where NPOs embody a wide range of logics linked to the 

different streams of funding, like in the case of charitable trading. VS leaders in the focus 

group iden<fied this adap<on by emphasising different elements of their opera<ng strategies 

depending on the audience they were pitching to. This resonates with Coule and Patmore’s 

findings that “non-profit actors draw upon the compe<ng ins<tu<onal logic available to them 

to frame and service their maintenance and transforma<on-driven interests.” (2013, p.989.). 

In fact, Brandsen, van de Donk and Puders (2015) would argue that the VS (referred to in 

their study as the ‘Third Sector’) should not even be conceptualised as a domain in its own 

right, but as a ‘hybrid domain’ made up of market, state and community domains.  

 

7.7 Conclusion 
 

It would appear from the Q Sort perspec<ves and focus group discussions that on the surface 

Social Impact Bonds are having lidle influence on the ac<vity of Sheffield’s VS. There was a 

dis<nct lack of engagement, understanding and interest in the SIB agenda from par<cipants. 

However, the introduc<on of SIBs, their dominant ins<tu<onal logics and the associated 
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discourses found in the grey literature clearly resonated with the VS leaders in terms of an 

ideological shi\ in the posi<on of the sector and how it was externally viewed. SIBs are a very 

clear manifesta<on of where macro-level perspec<ves from state and market players are 

influencing the meso-level opera<ng environment of the VS. This is twofold: on the 

mechanisms of how money is provided to the VS, and how VS ac<vi<es for beneficiaries is 

structured, measured and valued. These influences were causing tensions for VS leaders, as 

they were seen as a threat to presumed VS established belief systems and prac<ces, with 

state and market players trying to further shape and mould the sector into opera<ng within a 

market and delivering state priori<es. VS leaders felt that state and market ins<tu<onal logics 

were being imposed and were trying to exert some form of agency through either pushing 

back against them or framing their ac<vity in a way that appeased different audiences. 

However, with ongoing challenges around genera<ng sustainable resources and without 

established ins<tu<onal rules of their own, externally imposed percep<ons of voluntary 

failure means the sector lacks economic weight and has o\en been reac<onary to the whims 

of state funding policies. 
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Chapter 8: Ins-tu-onal Logics of SIBs and the Local VS at Micro-Level 
 
8.1 Introduc2on 
This chapter con<nues the focus on the city of Sheffield as a case study. Where chapter 7 

iden<fied that local VS leaders from the focus groups have opted out of the SIB marketplace, 

the VS leaders had lidle experience of SIBs in prac<ce and therefore findings were limited in 

providing any insights into the mo<va<ons for VS actors in engaging in the SIB agenda or into 

coordina<on problems at a micro-level. Chapter 8’s case study therefore focuses on a 

Sheffield SIB that, despite significant <me in development, failed to launch. Through focused 

interviews with members of a local SIB provider partnership, this chapter explores the micro-

level perspec<ve of individual actors and their interac<on with each other, to understand 

mo<va<ons for engagement and ul<mately why this SIB failed to launch despite years in 

development. This chapter aims to understand why some VS organisa<ons are engaging in 

the SIB agenda and whether the VS actors involved are reconceptualising the ins<tu<onal 

logics behind SIBs to exert organisa<onal agency. In doing so, it further inves<gates central 

research ques<on two: how ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs affect the VS’s collec<ve iden<ty, and 

central research ques<on three: how VS actors ra<onalise the ins<tu<onal logics of the SIB 

agenda at local opera<on level. 

 

Chapter 8 will also draw on discussions from the ini<al exploratory interviews (explored in 

Chapter 3) to make comparisons between the experiences of interviewees in the featured 

Sheffield case (labelled in this chapter as SIB1) and VS leaders who have successfully launched 

SIBs. Two exploratory interviews have been selected for this chapter as they feature: 

• The first and only successfully launched SIB from the Sheffield Life Chances Fund. The 

VS leader interviewed was the lead provider from a large Housing Associa<on. To 

dis<nguish this SIB from others discussed, it is labelled SIB2. 

• A SIB successfully launched in a different city, that was conceptualised by a VS 

organisa<on rather than state commissioner. The VS leader interviewed is from a 

regional charity. To dis<nguish this SIB from the others discussed, it is labelled SIB3. 

 

Ronicle, et al’s. (2017) LOUD model is used throughout chapter 8 to underpin the analysis of 

the reasons for the failure of the Sheffield SIB. The LOUD model was developed through 
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research on 25 SIBs, where five were launched and 20 failed to launch. ‘LOUD’ is an acronym 

for four factors that Ronicle, et al. (2017) iden<fied determined whether a SIB is likely to 

launch: collec<ve Leadership, clear Outcomes, shared Understanding and Data.  

 

8.2 Chapter outline and research approach 
 

 

This chapter represents phase 3 of the research design. A more in-depth outline of the 

epistemological decisions that have been made about the research approach considering 

methods, validity, limita<ons and scope can be found in Chapter 5 Research Design and 

Methods. The following sec<on provides a condensed overview of the methodology. 

 

Sheffield as a case study 

SIB1 under inves<ga<on for this case study was the second planned Life Chances Fund SIB for 

Sheffield City Council (see figure 8.1) that targeted two inter-sec<oned cohorts into one SIB: 

people experiencing severe mul<ple disadvantage (Lot 1: SMD) and people adending hospital 

for an emergency alcohol detox (lot 2: Alcohol). Interviews were conducted with key agents 

from the three providers: two VS organisa<ons and one NHS organisa<on, along with the local 
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authority commissioner. The VS leaders interviewed were represen<ng na<onal chari<es, 

allowing the opportunity to explore the views found in chapter 7, that SIBs are more suited to 

larger chari<es whose corporate prac<ces can seem more aligned to private companies.  

 

Figure 8.1: Structure of SIB1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Focused interviews were conducted with the Project Lead and Project Manager from two VS 

organisa<ons which were part of the provider partnership for the intended SIB1. For broader 

understanding of the context of the SIB failure, focused interviews were also conducted with 

a General Manager from an NHS organisa<on which completed the provider partnership and 

with a local authority officer responsible for the commissioning of SIB1.  

 

Focused Interviews 

The focused interviews were an opportunity to develop a fuller understanding of the micro-

level perspec<ves of VS leaders around SIB development. The interviews focused on the 

mo<va<ons of individual VS agents and their interac<on with the other partners for one of 

the proposed Life Chances SIBs. Interview responses were treated as ac<vely constructed 

narra<ves (Silverman, 2005) by each interviewee. This methodological decision felt 

appropriate to the aims of the study in that interviewees were reflec<ng on an event that 

happened two years prior and that analysis was focused on the interac<on between the 

different SIB players. Ronicle, et al’s. (2017) LOUD model was u<lised to aid data analysis, with 

themes iden<fied using Nvivo so\ware.   
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Chapter structure 

Before findings are presented, this chapter starts with an overview of SIB1 to provide 

structure, <melines and context to the interviews. As in chapter 7, discussions are then 

interspersed with the findings throughout the chapter.  

 

SIBs come in many various forms and therefore it is difficult to draw conclusions about SIBs in 

general from this chapter’s findings based on the bespoke characteris<cs of a single SIB 

(Maier, Barbede and Godina, 2018). However, the triangula<on of chapter 7 and 8 data and 

the methodological approach will provide a level of validity to the case study findings; though 

there are no claims of generalisa<on as this is a study focused on understanding the case in 

Sheffield.  

 

This chapter also draws on my own experience as an insider researcher (Chavez, 2008), as I 

was part of a local VS consor<um bid, in my role as a local VS Managing Director. The 

consor<um bid was involved up to the Shortlisted Bidder stage (see figure 8.2) but was not 

selected as the preferred bidder. The insider researcher status provided me with access to all 

the commissioning documents up to the Shortlisted Bidder stage, along with an in-depth 

understanding of the <meline, context, process and partnership mee<ngs. This knowledge 

has been drawn on to help shape the following SIB1 overview sec<on and supported the 

forma<on of the interview guide. It also provided opportuni<es to contextualise some of the 

empirical findings that would not have been available to a researcher who did not have this 

insider status. 

 

8.3 SIB1 Overview 
The Government’s Life Chances fund was launched by the Department for Digital, Culture, 

Media and Sport (DCMS) in July 2016, closing in March 2025. The Cabinet Office’s Life 

Chances Fund Guidance describes the fund’s main purpose as: 

 

 “an £80m fund, which aims to help those people in society who face the most 

significant barriers to leading happy and produc>ve lives. The £80m has been 

commifed by central government to contribute to outcome payments for payments by 
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results (PbR) contracts which involve socially minded investors - i.e. towards Social 

Impact Bonds (SIBs). These contracts must be locally commissioned and aim to tackle 

complex social problems.” 

Cabinet Office. (2016) Life Chances Fund Guidance Notes, p1 

 

In May 2018, Sheffield was publicly announced as the recipient of the largest amount of Life 

Chances Funding, receiving £19,294,766 to develop five SIBs that would tackle a range of 

issues including mental health, alcohol addic<on, homelessness, and youth unemployment 

(Office for Civil Society, 2018). However, Sheffield Local Authority discussions about the 

u<lisa<on of SIBs as a funding mechanism had been taking place for a number of years prior 

to the Life Chances fund announcement. A 2016 presenta<on by the then Head of Policy for 

Sheffield City Council, iden<fied social investment as the desired largest contributor to a local 

public service reform investment fund (Tucked, March 2016, Innova<ve Financing of Public 

Service Reform). The first planned Sheffield Life Chances SIB (SIB2) <tled ‘Promo<ng 

Independence’ was aimed at transi<oning people from long-term 24/7 mental health 

accommoda<on into their own homes. This was presented to Local Cabinet Members for 

sign-off in March 2018 (Sheffield City Council, 2018) and went ‘live’ in May 2019 (see 

exploratory interviews in chapter 3).  

 

The second planned Sheffield Life Chances SIB is the focus of this chapter.  SIB1 was 

‘commissioner-led’ (Good Finance) in that it was ini<ated by Sheffield City Council with 

delivery organisa<ons invited to bid to deliver the contract and its associated outcomes. 

Ini<ally commissioners invited poten<al providers to submit an Expression of Interest (EOI) for 

either Lot 1: SMD and/or Lot 2: Alcohol. Sheffield City Council received two EOI’s for Lot 1; a 

consor<um bid incorpora<ng five local VS providers (one being my own organisa<on) led by a 

local VS infrastructure organisa<on and a partnership bid consis<ng of two na<onal providers 

that delivered services in Sheffield. Both bidders were shortlisted. Lot 2 received one EOI 

from the local NHS provider that already held and delivered the main substance misuse 

contract commissioned by Sheffield City Council. Figure 8.2 outlines the procurement process 

following the Expression of Interest Stage, taken from the tender documenta<on provided by 

Sheffield City Council for the Outline Solu<on Stage. 
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Figure 8.2: Procurement process 

 

Sheffield City Council invited shortlisted providers to enter conversa<ons about the details of 

their offer. At this point commissioners iden<fied their preference to combine Lot 1 and Lot 2 

into one single SIB with one investor due to cost efficiency savings (only paying interest on 

one investment rather than two). Bidders therefore needed to form a partnership with a 

bidder from the other ‘Lot’ to combine Lot 1 and 2 into a single SIB. The NHS provider was 

the only bidder for Lot 2 and following mee<ngs with both Lot 1 bidders, chose to form a 

partnership with the bidders from two na<onal providers to submit an Outline Solu<on. This 

was the bid that was shortlisted for the Detailed Dialogue and Co-design (DDC) stage and is 

the subject of the focused interviews (SIB1). Figure 8.1 gives an overview of the SIB model 

following the contract award, with interviews conducted with both na<onal chari<es, the NHS 

provider and the Commissioning Officer. Figure 8.3 provides a <meline of the key stages in the 

lifespan of SIB1, iden<fied through procurement documents, my own reflec<ve diary and by 

interviewees. 

 

Figure 8.3: SIB procurement 3melines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.4 Partner mo2va2ons 
Chapter 7 iden<fied a general lack of engagement and interest in SIBs at the meso-level of the 

Sheffield VS. However, VS leaders recognised the dominant ins<tu<onal logics and associated 

discourses found in the SIB literature as influen<al to the local VS opera<ng environment. The 

influence of state and market players was viewed by VS leaders as causing tensions for 
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established VS belief systems and prac<ces.  This raised ques<ons about VS organisa<ons who 

have chosen to engage in the delivery of SIBs and how they ra<onalise the mo<va<ons of the 

state and market with their own mo<va<ons of u<lising SIBs as a funding mechanism. 

 

In Roberts’ (2020) ar<cle focusing on the influence of macro public administra<on priori<es 

on meso- and micro levels of administra<on, he outlines that the implementa<on of polices 

at a micro-level is o\en constrained by the high-level choices of Government. Therefore, 

when exploring the case of SIB1, we must firstly understand the mo<va<ons for the launch of 

the Life Chances Fund. The ICF interim report (2020) of the Life Chances Fund iden<fied 

seven na<onal objec<ves: 

 

1. To increase the number and scale of SIBs in England;  

2. To make it easier and quicker to set up a SIB;  

3. To generate public sector efficiencies by delivering beder outcomes, and to understand 

how cashable savings are;   

4. To increase social innova<on and build a clear evidence base for what works; 

5. To increase the amount of capital available to voluntary, community and social enterprise 

(VCSE) providers to help them compete for public sector contracts;   

6. To provide beder evidence of the effec<veness of the SIB mechanism and the savings 

resul<ng; and  

7. To grow the scale of the social investment market. 

ICF. (2020) Evaluacon of the Life Chances Fund – interim report, p1 

 

Like the frame analysis findings, most of these objec<ves are dominated by a market logic, 

overtly outlining the aim of the fund as developing and evidencing more SIBs. The excep<on’s 

being Objec<ve 3 that incorporates a state logic of focusing on public sector efficiency savings 

and Objec<ve 5 that outlines an increase in funding to the VS, although this is intrinsically 

linked to a market logic of enabling VS providers to beder compete for public sector 

contracts.  These macro-level objec<ves outline na<onal Government mo<va<ons for the Life 

Chances Fund as predominantly about scaling the UK SIB market. Beckert (2009) states that 

to understand market coordina<on problems, aden<on should be paid to the exchange 

opportuni<es at a micro-level and the subsequent ac<ons of market players caused by the 
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introduc<on of macrostructures. Thus, were the mo<va<ons of the individuals involved in 

SIB1 nested within the macro-level objec<ves of the Life Chances fund? 

 

As with Beckert’s (2009) requirement for stable expecta<ons for all market actors, Ronicle, et 

al’s. (2017) LOUD model iden<fies that a crucial component to a successful SIB is the SIB 

leadership team agreeing on why a SIB model is the best approach to respond to the policy 

‘problem’. This shared understanding relates to how the policy problem can be addressed; 

whether provider ac<vi<es are credible; and that no alterna<ve op<on to the SIB model is 

available.  Explored later in this chapter, in SIB1 interviews, partners showed a shared 

understanding of policy issues around alcohol addic<on and people experiencing mul<ple 

disadvantage, but tensions arose in terms of whether a SIB was the most appropriate funding 

model to address the needs of the target beneficiaries. On the surface, overt mo<va<ons for 

the partners differed according to the sector the interviewees were represen<ng. However, all 

interviewees showed underlying mo<va<ons of using the SIB as an opportunity to seek 

legi<misa<on for their organisa<ons role within the system (Coule and Patmore, 2013).  

 

Sheffield City Council (SCC) 

For the local commissioner, mo<va<on was aimed at levering in addi<onal resources from 

central government during a period where local authority budgets were strained.  

 

“We got interested in the idea of Social Impact Bonds, partly because they were 

star>ng to be talked about as kind of the next big thing, partly because we knew that 

public sector budgets were in a disastrous state and it was kind of a way…looked like a 

poten>al way of, I guess, levering resources for things that as a Council we weren’t 

going to be able to do any more.” 

SCC Commissioning Officer 

 

The commissioning officer described standard contract-based commissioning as having the 

uncertainty of whether their funding was delivering the social impact it was aimed at. They 

saw SIBs as an opportunity to focus on outcome-based commissioning and monitor the 

ac<vity of providers to ensure they were geang value for money. This ra<onale mirrored 

chapter 6’s state logic and supports VS leaders Cogni<ve Dissonance perspec<ve from chapter 



  178 

7, where there is a perceived lack of trust by the state towards the VS knowing how to shape 

and deliver social outcomes. However, the commissioning officer also admided that another 

mo<va<on for pursuing SIBs was that they were seen in commissioning circles as the “new 

thing” and that the Life Chances funding was an opportunity for learning how “to do SIBs”. 

 

“If you want to get Government money, you need to know how to do these things 

because all the opportuni>es that they are pubng out at the minute seem to be, if you 

do it as a social impact bond, you have got the poten>al to get some money from us. 

So, there was a lifle bit of ‘let’s get on the wagon and try this stuff out’ rather than sit 

around and wait.” 

SCC Commissioning Officer 

 

NHS Provider 

The NHS provider was perhaps the least mo<vated in engaging with the SIB and described 

their involvement as a process of being “talked into a SIB”. Prior to the announcement of Life 

Chances funding, the NHS provider was invited to several “off the record” conversa<ons about 

whether they would be interested in looking at a SIB related to alcohol detox’s in Sheffield.  

 

“I had never heard of a social impact bond. I was very very scep>cal and thought this 

doesn’t sound quite…there is something not quite right and it sounds, my first 

impression was that this is some kind of tax avoidance, tax something…I don’t know 

what…but that I’m not being told the whole truth here I don’t think.” 

General Manager, NHS Provider 

 

As the lead provider of substance misuse services in Sheffield, the NHS General Manager felt 

that the only way the Lot 2: Alcohol service would work as a SIB was with their organisa<on as 

a key partner. There were mul<ple mee<ngs with different people from SCC to try to “sell” the 

SIB to the NHS provider. Ul<mately, the NHS provider felt they agreed to get involved in the 

SIB because they were told that it would bring significant addi<onal funding for alcohol 

support. 
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VS Providers 

Mo<va<on for the VS providers was very similar for both organisa<ons, despite having 

different charitable missions. As na<onal chari<es, both organisa<ons were delivering SIBs in 

other parts of the country with rela<ve success and felt there was “an understanding of SIBs 

anyway” within their organisa<ons. The Manager from the na<onal charity iden<fied part of 

the mo<va<on was about the dialogue that comes with the SIB development process and lack 

of a strict service specifica<on. Both organisa<ons made a strategic decision to engage with 

the SIB as it targeted their key beneficiaries and was an opportunity for bringing in addi<onal 

resources for their organisa<ons.  

 

“We can go for a SIB and go ‘something isn’t working here and we are not achieving 

these outcomes, so we are going to try something really different’... Whereas within a 

normal ITT tender process you have to say what your solu>on to that is before you 

start, not knowing whether or not it is really going to work.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

To foster a shared understanding a SIB project needs to be viewed as a viable op<on, specific 

to the local area context (Ronicle, et al. 2017). For the local authority, overt mo<va<ons 

aligned with Objec<ve 3 of the Life Chances fund and many of the state ins<tu<onal frames 

from Chapter 6’s frame analysis:  squeezed local authority budgets due to austerity; SIBs as a 

mechanism for outcome measures, and commissioners being beder able to monitor 

providers on the impact of their funding. But Sheffield City Council also appeared to be 

seeking legi<misa<on from central Government by wan<ng to be seen as a local authority 

engaging in this new model of funding (Lowndes, 2008), at a <me where SIBs were being 

strongly promoted by na<onal Government.  

 

The lack of mo<va<on from the NHS provider from the outset was interes<ng in that the 

bureaucra<c structure of the NHS as an ins<tu<on, on the surface, would appear to clash with 

SIBs target providers of social-minded businesses (as iden<fied in the frame analysis). The 

NHS General Manager gave the ul<mate mo<va<on as bringing in more resources for their 

pa<ents needing alcohol addic<on support. However, the fact that the NHS provider felt 

coaxed into the SIB by SCC, highlighted how importantly they viewed the rela<onship with 
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SCC. As the current holder of the main substance misuse contract with SCC, not engaging in 

this new, innova<ve ini<a<ve may have put into ques<on the NHS providers ‘professional 

credibility’ (Ronicle, et al. 2017) within the local substance misuse service system. So, 

although as an NHS organisa<on they do not fall under the VCSE category, ul<mately 

mo<va<ons encompassed a focus on their compe<<ve standing within the substance misuse 

local market: aligning with Objec<ve 5 of the Life Chances fund aims. 

 

In some ways the VS organisa<ons had a shared mo<va<on with the NHS provider, in that 

overtly they described engaging in the SIB due to the opportunity of increased resources for 

their beneficiaries and services. VS mo<va<ons were perhaps more complex in that both VS 

providers were ac<vely pursuing SIBs in other parts of the country but were somewhat 

scep<cal about their appropriateness for Sheffield and for this cohort. Elements of their 

scep<cism was based on the rela<onship with the local authority and whether SCC would 

cooperate by gran<ng the VS actors legi<macy to fully operate within the SIB process. Yet, the 

VS providers also saw SIBs in general as a strategic opportunity to give their organisa<on a 

par<cular compe<<ve standing with the state and readdress power imbalances they felt were 

inherent in standard commissioning processes (McGovern, 2017). Again, aligning with 

Objec<ve 5. These themes will be explored further through data analysis presented under the 

following sec<ons. 

 

8.5 Partner inter-rela2ons 
In chapter 7, VS leaders felt that state and market ins<tu<onal logics were being imposed and 

as organisa<ons they were trying to exert some form of agency through a push back against 

the structure of the SIB agenda. This contradicts the central premise of SIBs as a funding 

model that aligns the strengths and values of private, state and voluntary sectors. Ronicle, et 

al. (2017) recognise that the complexity of SIB development lies in this alignment and the 

establishment of new, trus<ng rela<onships between individuals from organisa<ons involved 

in developing the SIB. They call these inter-organisa<onal rela<onships between members of 

the SIB leadership team ‘strategic’ rela<onships. In the Sheffield SIB there were five 

organisa<ons that formed the strategic rela<onship: Sheffield City Council (SCC), the Investor, 

the NHS Provider and two na<onal chari<es (see figure 8.1). The LOUD model emphasises the 
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importance of the individuals from each of these organisa<ons trus<ng one another and 

opera<ng in harmony, and where this does not happen, the SIB is likely to fail.  

 

When describing the development process, the providers (both VS and NHS) spoke about 

instances where trust was absent or damaged. Firstly, the VS providers outlined that one of 

the main challenges to establishing collec<ve leadership from the outset was down to the 

procurement process being commissioner-led. Although the VS partners had previous 

experience of developing and delivering SIBs, they felt a complete lack of agency in the 

nego<a<ons of SIB1 and significant power imbalances with SCC. To them the rela<onship with 

the commissioner was similar to standard commissioning processes: being held at arm’s 

length as ‘providers’ and not consulted with when challenges arose.  

 

“I think you have some local authori>es and commissioners where you have that trust 

and collabora>on, and you have others where it is a subcontrac>ng rela>onship. The 

more we went on in this SIB it was a contrac>ng rela>onship and that’s why when we 

got to the challenges, it was a case of ‘we’ll [SCC] deal with that, you are not going to 

know that this is happening, but we will tell you if it goes wrong’.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

 

The NHS provider was par<cularly scep<cal about the SIB from the outset and felt SCC had 

talked them into it. The NHS General Manager believed that SCC were not transparent about 

remunera<on for the SIB investor, finding out late in the process that interest needed to be 

paid on the upfront investment. 

 

“Nobody was open about it, despite the fact that I asked, ‘what is in it for you? [the 

investor] - if it’s not to do with tax, what are you gebng from it?’, and it wasn’t un>l 

way, way down the line that we found out that ‘oh, we have got to pay interest!’ That’s 

interes>ng, nobody told us about that.” 

General Manager, NHS Provider 
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Along with a lack of trust between the providers and commissioners, tensions also rose 

between one VS organisa<on and the NHS provider when, separate to the SIB process, the 

main substance misuse services were put out by SCC to compe<<ve tender. The implica<on 

was that the two organisa<ons were now in direct compe<<on, and open and trusted 

discussions about the SIB development became s<fled. 

 

“There weren’t necessarily any issues around working together, we had lots of joint 

mee>ngs and there were lots of conversa>ons suppor>ng each other, sharing ideas, 

that kind of stuff. I think the difficulty came for us when the main contract was going 

out and actually, we then became compe>tors.” 

General Manager, NHS Provider 

 

“We are in direct compe>>on for a £5 million contract. One of the guiding principles as 

a [SIB] partnership was that we were open and transparent, we were honest, that we 

shared informa>on. But then having a compe>>ve procurement process running 

alongside that could basically make or break some organisa>ons, doesn’t create an 

environment where that can happen. But the SIB was meant to have been completed 

before all of that happened.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

During the interviews there were very few signs of trust between the different strategic leads 

other than between the two VS leads. It is worth recognising that the interviews took place 

a\er the SIB had failed to launch, therefore it is difficult to know whether trust was ever 

established or whether trust had broken down as a result of the failure. Never-the-less, in 

terms of strategic rela<ons, SCC appeared to revert to more transac<onal contrac<ng 

rela<onship’s (Fitzgerald, et al, 2019) between the purchaser of services (commissioner) and 

their suppliers (the VCS and NHS providers).  

 

In their LOUD model, Ronicle, et al. (2017) outline that the collec<ve leadership approach can 

be affected by commissioners’ resistance to new, more collabora<ve ways of working. In this 

case, the commissioner did not use the SIB model as an opportunity to shi\ the dynamics of 
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previous working rela<onships with providers, and instead adempted to use the SIB structure 

as a func<onal subs<tute for building trust (Granoveder, 1985).   

 

The SIB ‘collabora<ve approach’ was also impacted by the dynamics between the providers, 

par<cularly between one VS organisa<on and the NHS provider who operated within the 

same service field. The opera<ng norms between these organisa<on’s was one of cau<ous 

collabora<on whilst simultaneously compe<ng for funding within a quasi-market (Curley, et 

al. 2021). Again, this supports the Cogni<ve Dissonance perspec<ve in chapter 7, where VS 

leaders were balancing the need to collaborate alongside compe<ng for resources. As 

Ronicle, et al. (2017) point out in their model, SIBs “challenge the exis>ng way of doing 

things” (p.6) which can go against current organisa<onal rela<onships established on the 

underlying principle of ‘open compe<<on’. Beckert’s (2009) ‘problem of compe<<on’ 

iden<fies that suppliers establish market structures that can protect them and help them gain 

advantages over their compe<tors. The decision by SCC to u<lise a SIB model that combined 

two ‘lots’ forced the VS organisa<on and NHS provider into a more collabora<ve structure 

where informa<on openness about salaries, opera<ng costs and delivery models were central 

to the success of the SIB. Five-months into SIB development, SCC announced a compe<<ve 

tender process, separate to the SIB, but instrumental to the two providers core services. As a 

market coordina<on problem, compe<<on can lead to contested distribu<onal challenges 

that can reflect the “inequali>es of actors in the market field” (Beckert, 2009, p.258). 

Essen<ally the NHS and VS organisa<on were expected to collaborate for the SIB, whilst 

simultaneously taking part in a highly compe<<ve process where the NHS provider held a 

posi<on of power as the incumbent. 

 

“I think the power imbalance and the influence that the NHS organisa>on had in the 

forums that they are in locally, at a poli>cal level, always dispropor>onately affected 

decision making.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

8.6 Other factors 
Alongside overcoming the hurdles of strategic rela<onships, Ronicle, et al. (2017) highlight 

that resistance to SIB development can come from organisa>onal rela<onships, between the 
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SIB leadership team members and their own internal stakeholders. This was par<cularly 

relevant to SCC where elected members of the Council get final sign-off for anything involving 

significant public funds. 

 

“There was a Sheffield-Labour group view about public services and who should run 

them and these kind of whizzy sounding Government ini>a>ves to have social 

investment and all that kind of stuff. It all sounds like ‘investors, investors, investors’ it 

sounds like an accountancy ‘scheme’…Most people were really suspicious of it and you 

had to really persuade them and then in the end they weren’t really persuadable, 

unfortunately.” 

Commissioning Officer, Sheffield City Council 

 

“The April start was delayed, and we are aiming for September 2019. It got closer and 

closer to September, everything from our side was ready to go. We literally had job 

adverts ready to go, the financial profile had been signed off, Life Chances were 

comfortable, it was just clicking the send bufon was the issue – basically the Council 

sign-off. We kept being told that things needed to go to mee>ngs, needed to go to 

Commifee…” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

Aside from the dynamics between the SIB leadership team, the development of the SIB 

ul<mately challenged the organisa>onal norms within the local authority. The ins<tu<onal 

framework of local governance is embedded with conven<ons and tradi<ons that legi<mise 

local poli<cal ac<on (Lowndes, 2008). For a Labour-led Council like Sheffield, this can include 

cynicism on ini<a<ves championed by a Conserva<ve Government:  

 

“They didn’t quite get it. It sounded too complicated... So they were like, ‘Yes, 

Government might like it but we don’t really like Government, so why would we want 

to shout about how wonderful it is gebng into bed with Civil Servants and Ministers 

about all this stuff” 

 Commissioning Officer, Sheffield City Council.  
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At a micro-level, the commissioning officer and their team had bought into the launch of the 

SIB, but ul<mately, at the meso-level, Sheffield City Council rejected the macro-level logics of 

central Government. 

 

The LOUD model also iden<fies that the inclusion of the investor as a partner in the SIB model 

adds another layer of complexity. Investors need to be sa<sfied about the level of financial 

risk adached to achieving the service outcomes. Therefore, SIB models require clear 

Outcomes that are financially adributable to a cohort of target beneficiaries (Ronicle, et al. 

2017). Again, this seemed to be a challenge for SIB1, partly due to the procurement process 

pursued by SCC of combining two ‘lots’ aimed at two specific target cohorts into one SIB.  

 

“It was so overly complicated it was just hard to work out how it was going to work. 

The Governance arrangements about bringing them together and why there was a 

need for that.” 

Project lead, Na<onal Charity 

 

Beckert (2009) points out that complex products, in this case people with complex needs, 

creates a ‘value problem’ where the adribu<on of a product cost can be conten<ous: “the 

more the value of products becomes detached from the fulfilment of purely func>onal needs, 

the more they depend upon symbolic assignments of value that must be constructed by 

market actors.” (p.256). For SCC, the further they got into the detail of the outcome 

development, the harder it was to jus<fy running the services as a SIB, as SCC did not 

ul<mately save any money. Both the VS interviewees iden<fied that, from the outset, they 

had felt that Lot 1: SMD was not suited to the funding model of a SIB. They sensed that the 

target cohort was too complex for financially measured outcomes-based commissioning; the 

commissioning process was overcomplicated by the combina<on of the different ‘lots’ and 

they were scep<cal about the mo<va<ons of SCC. 

 

“We are talking about a group of people who have got complex needs and you need to 

be really flexible in how you respond to that. Not be driven by trying to get an outcome 

in order to get some funding to pay back an investor. I regularly said ‘why are we doing 
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this like this?’, but it just felt that someone had decided. But it didn’t seem logical to 

me that it was required. It was about the funding mechanism, wasn’t it.” 

Project lead, Na<onal Charity 

 

Ronicle, et al’s. (2017) LOUD model recognises the influence that environmental factors can 

play on SIB development. The detailed dialogue stage of the process was lengthy, and the 

original ‘go live’ date of September 2019 passed. Then, in March 2020, due to increased 

numbers of Covid-19 infec<ons, the UK was subject to a na<on-wide lockdown. It was 

recognised at this <me that it was not possible for people to self-isolate or follow sanita<on 

guidance while sleeping rough or living in shared homeless accommoda<on. On 26th March 

2020 the Ministry for Housing, Communi<es and Local Government (MHCLG) instructed local 

authori<es in England to move all rough sleepers and people staying in communal shelters 

into contained accommoda<on under the ini<a<ve ‘Everyone In’ (Boobis and Albanese, 2020)  

 

“Between the August and November of that year, all the rough sleepers were taken 

into hotel accommoda>on and because they were taken into hotels the need for the 

complex needs SIB had changed.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

Along with the changes in Government policy for the target cohort, Covid-19 also impacted 

how statutory budgets and resources were being priori<sed with an emphasis on hospitals 

and the health system. 

 

“Covid, I think, really did put a stamp on it. Partly because rules changed around CCG 

(Clinical Commissioning Groups) budgets, they couldn’t take money out of their big 

contracts because the contracts all got suspended and they were saying that they 

couldn’t commit to moving money around out of hospital contracts.” 

Commissioning Officer, Sheffield City Council 

 

The environmental influence of Covid 19, was given by SCC as the ul<mate factor for the SIB 

failing to launch. However, this occurred following 11-months of detailed dialogue between the 

SIB leadership team with a clear lack of collec>ve Leadership. Regardless of Covid-19, there 
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were challenges across all the LOUD model factors. All three providers expressed a sense that 

SCC had lost mo<va<on about the SIB prior to shi\s in policy caused by the pandemic, 

sugges<ng that SIB development was already failing at this point.  

 

“I mean obviously Covid and the pandemic didn’t help by any means in terms of 

financial difficul>es and demand on staff. But actually, I didn’t feel it was moving very 

quickly before that. As I said it had been going on for years.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

“The decision to actually go ahead was completely taken out of our hands. The CCG 

and the Council decided it was too much of a risk so they pulled it. Obviously this leY 

us absolutely gufed that we spent, what felt like…I don’t even know how long it 

was…it felt like 2 years. 18 months to 2 years of hard work and so much >me for 

actually nothing to happen.” 

General Manager, NHS Provider 

 

I think that the Council and the project team changed so much over >me, that what 

that meant was that the ini>al people that started this project, that was wholly and 

100% bought-in, pushing for this to work, leY and the mo>va>on of the Council nose-

dived and the influence that the Council representa>ves had within the SIB wasn’t as 

strong as what it needed to be to convince the Boards at the Council to pass this off. 

Project lead, Na<onal Charity 

 

 

SIBs are only a viable funding mechanism if someone is willing to pay for the outcomes, giving 

the ul<mate decision of whether a SIB goes live to the SIB ‘buyer’, which in most UK SIB 

models are statutory organisa<ons (Maier, Barbeda and Godina, 2018). 

 

8.7 Agency of VS leaders 
In chapter 7, VS organisa<ons were shown to hold a form of agency through the 

organisa<onal strategies they pursued to either opt-in or out of the SIB market. However, 

par<cipants in chapter 7 felt that larger, na<onal chari<es held higher levels of agency with 
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regards to pursuing SIB opportuni<es, as larger VS organisa<ons have the ability to scale, the 

internal infrastructure to pursue SIBs and the technical capabili<es of adaching complex 

financial values to charitable causes (McGovern, 2016). As chari<es opera<ng in mul<ple 

loca<ons, the na<onal VS organisa<ons in SIB1 had already ‘opted-in’ to the SIB market by 

delivering SIBs in other loca<ons.  In comparison to local VS organisa<ons, the na<onal 

chari<es had gained experience outside of Sheffield meaning they already had the internal 

infrastructure and technical capabili<es for pursuing the Sheffield SIB. Williamson (1973) 

describes this as “first-mover advantage” (p.317) where the specific experience gained from 

winning original bids places organisa<ons at a cost advantage in rela<on to other 

organisa<ons compe<ng in the same market. 

 

The na<onal chari<es in SIB1 iden<fied that a reason for choosing to pursue the Sheffield SIB 

was about their exper<se and posi<on within the Sheffield homelessness and substance 

misuse pathway, with a sense that a SIB in this area would not work without their local 

knowledge and involvement. This supports the VS dis<nc<veness argument found in the focus 

groups, of VS organisa<ons holding exper<se in delivering social outcomes at the local, 

grassroots. But where chapter 7 par<cipants aligned this dis<nc<veness with smaller, local 

chari<es, chapter 8 par<cipants ar<culated the same strengths for na<onal chari<es 

opera<ng at local level. The dis<nc<veness argument also came out strongly from the 

Housing Associa<on in the SIB2 scoping interviews who felt that “it is befer that someone 

from within is doing it. Someone coming in on top of a model or a provider, you haven’t got 

any sort of trac>on in delivering this stuff”. Although overtly this dis<nc<veness is framed as 

being focused on what is best for the local SIB beneficiaries, it is also being used as a tool for 

strategic posi<oning (Macmillan, 2013), op<ng-in to the Sheffield SIB to ensure no one else is 

coming in to deliver on their ‘patch’ and gain posi<oning within the market they are opera<ng 

in.   

 

So, to some extent na<onal chari<es hold an advantage over local organisa<ons. Larger 

chari<es that deliver local contracts can u<lise perceived legi<macy at both local and na<onal 

level as a compe<<ve advantage in bidding for SIBs. They can claim local dis<nc<veness 

arguments over other na<onal chari<es who are not currently delivering in the local area, 
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whilst gaining first-mover advantage over their local counterparts as organisa<ons opera<ng 

across mul<ple UK loca<ons (Benson, 2015). 

 

However, what was clear from SIB1 was that this first-mover advantage may benefit na<onal 

chari<es in ini<ally compe<ng with other chari<es to become providers of SIBs, but this does 

not necessarily grant them a higher sense of agency in the ongoing development of SIBs, 

par<cularly in their rela<onships with statutory commissioners. A good example of this was 

found in the access to data relevant to the development of SIB1 metrics. Underpinning the 

concept of SIBs as a public sector funding model is bringing in tools and techniques from 

private sector management prac<ces to respond to social problems (Lowe, et al. 2018), the 

key factor being the ability to align the achievement of social outcomes to financial incen<ves. 

Substan<al amounts of data on the eligible cohort are therefore required to calculate the 

scale and <ming of outcome projec<ons (Ronicle, et al. 2017). The VS providers discussed 

their frustra<on at being granted access to a target cohort feasibility study, only a\er 

successfully passing the EOI stage. It was therefore difficult for them to plan an evidenced-

based outcome model as part of their compe<<ve bids. Even a\er access was granted, 

according to one of the VS leaders, the study lacked any level of scru<ny around target 

outcomes.  

 

The lack of access to beneficiary data could be construed as a prime example of Williamsons 

(1973) ‘informa>on impactedness’ where it is difficult for the VS organisa<ons to gain 

informa<on parity to set financial targets and compete in the market. In contrast, the VS 

leaders themselves felt they held significant amounts of valid data from their experience 

delivering similar SIBs in other areas of the country. But par<cipants suggested that the VS 

evidence was not seen as valuable by SCC or the NHS provider. 
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“We have a SIB that has been established for a number of years and was one of the 

first SIBs within the country and par>cularly within the substance misuse sector, and 

we were crea>ng a SIB here [Sheffield] on a similar basis. They [SCC and the NHS 

provider] could have asked us what our outcomes were, what the payment mechanism 

was for it, how we got to that point, shared the feasibility study for it. But the offer 

was made but never taken up. I think that was the thing, the value wasn’t seen.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity 

 

From the outset, SCC ensured they retained elements of control over the development 

processes by choosing a commissioner-led model of procurement. This established a dynamic 

of the VS organisa<ons ‘bidding’ to deliver SCC’s priori<es and being compliant to the local 

authority’s requirements (Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). This dynamic played out 

throughout the SIB process: the forced partnership between providers of two different lots, 

the control over the one investor, the withholding of informa<on on beneficiary numbers, and 

the ul<mate decision to drop the SIB all-together. In comparison,  the VS leader from SIB3 

described a model that moved away from the more tradi<onal delivery contract, meaning 

they were able to nego<ate as a trio of provider, investor and commissioner: “when you are 

trying to set up a SIB, [the tender process] should be done differently than a very tradi>onal 

way of doing it, with the commissioner versus provider versus investor arrangement, which is 

just not a way to do SIBs for me. It should be more collabora>ve and more about working 

together rather than tradi>onal contrac>ng.” (SIB3 scoping interview). 

 

The level of agency discussed by the strategic partners in SIB1 was very different to those 

experienced by the VS leaders in both SIB2 and SIB3 in the scoping interviews. For SIB3, this 

appeared to have been in part down to who was driving the SIB. SIB3 originated from the 

charity, their strategy being to proac<vely build rela<onships with the investor first and only 

then did they approach the local authority. SIB3 VS leader describes having “to hold the 

commissioner’s hands through the whole process”, gaining commissioner buy-in by puang 

everything in place, calcula<ng the cost savings and making it easy for the commissioner to 

sign up. It was also suggested that this reduced any compe<<ve processes with other VS 

organisa<ons, as the SIB was very much owned by the charity. 

 



  191 

In contrast, as part of SCC’s Life Chances fund poryolio, SIB2 was commissioner-led and 

meant the Housing Authority had to enter a compe<<ve process, similar to SIB1 and led by 

SCC to gain delivery access. But once awarded, the VS lead from the Housing Associa<on 

describes a very different experience to the providers of SIB1.  

 

“It absolutely felt so much more collabora>ve because of the way that they procured it 

- they built in nego>a>ons… you could iterate as you went along. That felt a lot more 

collabora>ve, because we said strongly ‘don’t over-specify this, because if you over-

specify you are going to derail it’. I think our infrastructure of co-design really helped 

us as a partnership, refine the model. But I think being really clear upfront about why 

we are in this, let’s ask ourselves that ques>on about why do we want to do this. So 

just gebng each other aligned, really quickly was helpful.” 

SIB2 scoping interview 

 

“The whole point of the SIB from the very start was around the collabora>on, the 

partnership working, the openness, the transparency, the doing this together. When it 

got to a point where difficult ques>ons were being asked, we weren’t seen as part of 

the solu>on to that. We weren’t seen as somebody who could come in and try and 

influence and support this decision making within the Council.” 

Manager, Na<onal Charity, SIB1 

 

It is important to consider why the experiences of the VS providers from SIB1 and SIB2 were 

so very different, when the process was being led by the same local authority. One element 

appears to be the complexity of the Sheffield SIB case: the combining of two lots, the mul<ple 

provider approach, and the difficulty of determining the beneficiary outcomes. “In terms of a 

SIB, this is a prefy simple SIB, people move out of 24-7 mental health care, and it is sustained” 

(SIB2 scoping interview). Other organisa>onal and environmental factors around the failure of 

SIB1 have been iden<fied previously in this chapter. However, this does not explain the 

significant disparity in the sense of agency felt by the VS providers during the process of the 

different SIB developments.  
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Ronicle, et al. (2017) outline in their LOUD model that individuals can have a significant role in 

the success of a SIB. An example from their research outlines a leader who “had passion for 

the interven>on and professional credibility, but he was able to construct a >ght senior 

leadership team in the central driving organisa>on (strategic element) bring other 

stakeholders from the organisa>on along with them (organisa>onal element).” (p.7). In the 

focused interviews, the SCC Commissioner outlined that a large factor underpinning their 

decision to take up SIBs as a local authority was the addi<onal funding it brought from central 

Government. However, the Life Chances funding was originally promoted by the Head of 

Policy for Sheffield City Council, who had been championing SIBs since 2016 and foresaw 

social finance as a significant part of local public service reform (Tucked, March 2016, 

Innova<ve Financing of Public Service Reform). SCC’s Head of Policy oversaw the 

development of the first Life Chances SIB (SIB2) but le\ SCC during the Alcohol and Complex 

Needs SIB development, leaving the SCC Commissioner (interviewed for SIB1) overseeing the 

ongoing SIB poryolio. SIB1 providers felt this shi\ed SCC mo<va<ons away from building a 

collabora<ve process between provider and investor, ul<mately changing the dynamics of the 

partnership and reducing commissioner understanding of SIBs to simply a model for geang 

addi<onal funding in for local authority priori<es.  

 

“I remember having really quite produc>ve mee>ngs about how the partnership could 

work. I think that changed and I think it was also due to the fact that the personnel 

driving it changed so much and to be honest, and I think they would say this 

themselves, some of the people driving it didn’t understand it, they didn’t understand 

what a SIB was. 

Project lead, Na<onal Charity 

 

8.8 Conclusion 
In terms of VS impact and agency, there are clearly elements of na<onal VS organisa<ons 

having a greater ability of pursuing SIBs for their organisa<on, par<cularly around first-mover 

advantages (Williamson, 1973) and having the professional capability to engage with SIBs 

(McGovern, 2016). However, this chapter’s findings iden<fied that the parameters of VS 

agency in SIBs is ul<mately determined by the state rather than the VS organisa<on itself, 

regardless of their size. The Life Chances Fund Objec<ve 5: ‘To increase the amount of capital 
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available to voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) providers to help them 

compete for public sector contracts’ (ICF. 2020), lays this out clearly. Engaging in SIB delivery is 

op<ng in to compete in a market that is constructed and controlled by the state. Statutory 

commissioners of SIBs wield a significant element of power with the ability to: 

 

• grant access to the SIB market through their choice of procurement processes. 

In the SIB1 example access was granted to the na<onal provider partnership over a local 

provider consor<um using a standard compe<<ve procurement process, which research 

has shown to favour large organisa<ons over small (Dayson, Baker and Rees, 2018).  

• determine the value of VS organisaGons engaged in SIB development. 

In the SIB1 example VS organisa<ons were seen by SCC as simply deliverers of services 

rather than equal partners with valuable exper<se is how to develop the SIB, respond to 

barriers and measure outcomes (Rees and Mullins, 2016).  

• affect relaGons between SIB providers around collabora<ng or compe<ng. 

In the SIB1 example the decision to combine ‘lots’ forced providers to collaborate and 

then ul<mately compete with the <ming of the wider substance misuse service tender 

(Curley, Daniel, Walk and Harrison, 2021). 

• wind-up or shiK the SIB market through changing state priori<es and policy. 

In the SIB1 example SCC decided in September 2020 not to take the SIB forward, leaving 

no recourse for the providers or investor who had commided a significant amount of <me 

and resources to the SIB development. In July 2021, SCC launched the Changing Futures 

programme with £3.267m of funding from the Ministry of Housing, Communi<es and 

Local Government and the Na<onal Lodery (Corbishley, 2021). The target beneficiaries for 

Changing Futures were the same cohort as lot 1: SMD but this <me SCC were u<lising a 

grant funding mechanism rather than a SIB. None of the interviewed providers from SIB1 

are involved in the Changing Futures programme, but three of the five unsuccessful 

consor<um bid providers are recipients of the programmes grant funding.  

 

Even for VS organisa<on’s that have proac<vely pursued SIBs this has not automa<cally led to 

their organisa<on gaining a compe<<ve advantage in public sector contracts. The regional 

charity interviewed for SIB3 were extremely posi<ve about the opportuni<es and poten<al of 
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SIBs for the VS, par<cularly around experiencing a certain amount of control and agency. The 

ini<al scoping interviews for Chapter 3 were conducted in April 2019 and a review of the 

regional charity’s accounts showed an income of £6.96m from Government contracts in 

March 2019, including through the mechanism of SIBs. In November 2021 that income had 

dropped to £0, with an accompanying statement on their website outlining that due to 

changes in the commissioning landscape and consistently smaller budgets, they had made 

the decision to step away from large mul<-service commissioning. In their view ‘chasing 

contracts’ with local authori<es was doing a disservice to their beneficiaries and causing 

mission dri\. The biggest VS champion of SIBs from all the VS organisa<ons spoken to for this 

research, has opted out of the market. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 

9.1 Introduc2on 
This thesis has examined Voluntary Sector (VS) engagement within the UK Social Impact Bond 

(SIB) policy agenda. SIBs were introduced by the UK Government in 2010 as a collabora<ve 

way of achieving social change along with cashable savings for public expenditure. SIBs are 

modest in scale in comparison to the wider social investment market (Albertson, et al. 2018) 

and make up a rela<vely small part of the funding landscape for VS organisa<ons (see Chapter 

3: exploratory research). Yet SIBs have received a dispropor<onate amount of aden<on from 

policy makers, research ins<tutes and think-tanks due to their purportedly innova<ve 

approach to harnessing private investment ostensibly to reduce state social expenditure 

(Golka, 2019).   The intensive and extensive interest in SIBs means they are a noteworthy 

phenomenon to study in terms of understanding the opera<ng environment of the VS, 

par<cularly for the evolu<on of state-VS rela<ons. Although VS organisa<ons have been 

presented by SIB advocates as a key partner in the SIB model, there has been limited 

empirical evidence about VS aatudes to the SIB market, a clear gap in knowledge that this 

thesis aimed to address.  

 

Through an ins<tu<onal lens, this thesis explored issues of iden<ty, dis<nc<veness and 

independence for VS organisa<ons in how they navigate a funding environment increasingly 

influenced by the logics of market. In doing so, it provided empirical contribu<ons to 

knowledge around the VS’s rela<onship with the state, the evolu<on of the VS’s role in 

delivering state social outcomes and VS leaders’ aatudes to highly market-based and 

financialised state-ini<ated funding models. The thesis has contributed to key VS theory by 

finding that Salamon’s Voluntary Failure Theory (1987) is limited in its applica<on on 21st 

century VS organisa<ons which are delivering social outcomes on behalf of the state. Findings 

iden<fied that Salamon’s voluntary failures con<nue to pose challenges for VS organisa<ons. 

However, contrary to Salamon’s view that closer <es to Government would held to reduce VS 

failures, instead this study found that the market-based commissioning processes which give 

access to state funding con<nue to embed longstanding and intrinsic power asymmetries 

between the state and VS organisa<ons.    
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This thesis has taken a novel approach to research methods, contribu<ng to the knowledge of 

methodological strategies for the study of the VS by adop<ng a mixed-method design to 

explore the UK SIB market from a meso-macro-micro perspec<ve (Roberts, 2020, Serpa and 

Ferreira, 2019). Firstly, a frame analysis was conducted on the grey literature about SIBs to 

iden<fy the ins<tu<onal logics driving the implementa<on of a SIB market at na<onal macro-

level. Secondly, Q method and focus groups were u<lised to explore the linkage between the 

macro-level narra<ves of SIBs and the meso-level prac<ces and belief-systems of local VS 

organisa<ons. Finally, focused interviews explored the micro-level perspec<ve of individual 

agents and their interac<on with each other during the development of a real-case local SIB 

which failed to launch. 

 

9.2 Research Ques2ons 
The thesis has responded to the following research ques<ons: 

1. What ins<tu<onal logics are driving the UK Government’s framing of the na<onal SIB 

agenda? 

2. How do the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs affect the Voluntary Sector’s collec<ve iden<ty? 

3. How are voluntary sector actors ra<onalising the ins<tu<onal logics of the SIB agenda 

at local opera<onal level? 

The main findings of the thesis for each research ques<on are summarised below. 

 

RQ1: What insGtuGonal logics are driving the UK Government’s framing of the naGonal SIB 

agenda? 

Chapter 6 built on the literature review through a frame analysis of a selec<on of SIB grey 

literature reports published during the period 2010-2020: the aim of the frame analysis was 

to unearth the ins<tu<onal logics framing the introduc<on of a SIB market at macro-level. 

This chapter reaffirmed findings from other studies (namely Fraser, et al. 2018) that there is a 

coming together of market and state narra<ves within the literature of SIBs. The findings of 

this thesis suggests that SIBs have been framed as a funding tool which, through the power of 

market mechanisms, delivers cost-effec<ve and sustainable social good. The frame analysis 

found that state narra<ves were o\en u<lised to ‘so\en’ explicit market logics and legi<mise 

the central posi<oning of financial actors in the field of health and welfare support. Investor 

involvement was framed as going beyond mere providers of finance and was argued as 
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bringing exper<se in the seang, measuring and quan<fying of social outcomes. This finding 

further contributes to the literature focused on the role played by new ins<tu<onalism and 

ins<tu<onal logics in policy development (Mayr, 2008, Lowndes 2009, Coule and Patmore, 

2013) and on the embedding of new market actors (Beckert, 2009).  Golka (2019) iden<fied 

that market and state logics support a social process which enables financial intermediaries to 

“claim ownership of and financial rewards for the behaviour change of individuals”. (p.76). In 

this study, findings suggest that financial intermediaries are gaining an increasingly central 

posi<on in the provision of social welfare, a space previously occupied by VS organisa<ons. 

 

In direct contrast to state and market logics, chapter 6 found that the ins<tu<onal framing of 

VS involvement in SIBs encompasses a narra<ve which ques<ons the exper<se, role and 

iden<ty of the tradi<onal VS, sugges<ng a sector failure to tackle complex social problems. As 

a part of this narra<ve, VS organisa<ons are encouraged to engage in more professional and 

entrepreneurial prac<ces to sustainably deliver on their missions.  SIBs were introduced 

during a period when VS organisa<ons were facing significant cuts to funding (McHugh, 

Sinclair, Roy, Huckfield and Donaldson, 2013) and have been promoted as an opportunity for 

smaller chari<es to access service contracts (Dayson, Baker and Rees, 2018). However, the 

frame analysis iden<fied that, in most of the grey literature analysed, terms such as ‘social 

enterprise’ or ‘socially minded businesses’ were favoured over the more tradi<onal ‘voluntary 

sector’ or ‘charity’ terminology when referring to SIB delivery partners. This finding builds on 

wider VS theory around a shi\ in paradigm of VS status in rela<on to the state, with 

compliance to more professionalised service delivery contracts signalling a side-lining of 

values for tradi<onal VS organisa<ons (McGovern, 2016, Milbourne and Cushman’s, 2015, 

Dayson, et al. 2022).  

 

The UK Government presented their role in the introduc<on of market mechanisms to state 

ac<vi<es as one of enabling actors (Aalbers, 2016) to find efficient ways to tailor supply to 

demand (see Chapter 4).  Through this ra<onale the VS was posi<oned as ‘demand’ actors in 

the SIB ecosystem (McGovern, 2016), with SIBs promoted directly to VS organisa<ons as a 

poten<al way of offseang their ‘failures’ (Del Giudice and Migliavacca, 2018). This frame 

aligned with Salamon’s (1987) voluntary failure theory, in par<cular ‘philanthropic 

insufficiency’, with claims within the grey literature that SIBs are a mechanism for adrac<ng 
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private capital to produce sustainable funding from new sources into the VS. Yet findings from 

the Q Method, focus groups and interviews (Chapter 7 and 8) failed to reveal any evidence 

from VS leaders of opportuni<es for sustainable funding for the VS through the introduc<on 

of a SIB market.  

 

 

RQ2: How do the insGtuGonal logics of SIBs affect the Voluntary Sector’s collecGve 

idenGty? 

Chapter 7 explored the VS voice that was found to be absent from the SIB grey literature.  

Where the frame analysis focused on the literature aimed at the advancement of SIBs at a 

na<onal macro-level, chapter 7 used Q-Method and focus groups with local Sheffield VS 

leaders to explore, at a meso-level, whether VS leaders were interpre<ng the ins<tu<onal 

logics of SIBs into their organisa<onal strategies or felt that these logics were imposed and 

causing tensions within established VS belief systems and prac<ces. 

 

Findings iden<fied that, contrary to the na<onal framing of the VS as ‘demand’ agents in the 

SIB ecosystem iden<fied in chapter 4, there was a dis<nct lack of engagement, understanding 

and interest in the SIB agenda from the local VS leaders who par<cipated in the research. 

Rather than viewed as a transforma<ve tool in terms of bringing together strengths and 

knowledge of different sectors, local leaders in the focus groups felt that SIBs added yet 

another layer of complexity to securing statutory funding and was a tool imposed on the 

sector by the state.  This finding contributes to discussions around the professionalisa<on of 

the VS (Milbourne and Murray, 2017) and the impact of ideological public administra<on 

reforms. New commissioning and procurement regimes such as SIBs, introduced by 

Government to sa<sfy Government priori<es, hold an expecta<on that the VS will fall in line 

and professionalise their prac<ces with an implicit assump<on that the VS is unprofessional 

(Benson, 2015, Rees and Mullins, 2016).  

 

Golka (2019) believes that the introduc<on of financial actors to the welfare state in models 

such as SIBs may transform how VS organisa<ons act, perhaps becoming more closely aligned 

to private sector prac<ces. Findings from the focus groups iden<fied that VS leaders were 

more open than an<cipated to working with the private sector but under the right condi<ons. 
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Inconsistent with the SIB grey literature frame of a failing sector that needs to co-opt 

business-like prac<ces, the VS leaders felt a strong sense of sector dis<nc<veness (Billis and 

Glennerster, 1998; MacMillan, 2013; Dayson et al. 2022) intrinsically linked to their collec<ve 

values. VS leaders felt that the private sector had a lot to learn from the VS in how to achieve 

social good. However, this dis<nc<veness o\en appeared contradictory: the Q-Method 

perspec<ves unearthed the on-going pressure of genera<ng sustainable resources, leading to 

VS leaders already co-op<ng market logics through strategies such as charitable trading. This 

adap<on to the logics of state and market (Knutsen, 2012) is o\en referred to in VS literature 

as ‘hybridity’ - a consequence of VS organisa<ons’ adempts to maintain their dis<nc<veness 

whilst seeking external legi<macy in their search for new and sustainable sources of income 

(Brandsen, van de Donk and Puders, 2015, Skelcher and Smith, 2015). In the focus groups, 

these opposing pulls on VS leaders caused what Curley, et al. (2021) refer to as ‘cogni<ve 

dissonance’, leading to a strategic dilemma in terms of how VS organisa<ons collec<vely 

iden<fy themselves. 

 

Focus group par<cipants iden<fied that a significant cause of tension to established VS belief 

systems and prac<ces was of how the sector is externally viewed, par<cularly by statutory 

organisa<ons, resul<ng in ques<ons around sector independence.  In the focus groups the 

rela<onship between the VS and the state came across as dysfunc<onal, with con<nuing 

challenges around power dynamics and a sense of imbalance between the value the state 

prescribes the VS, with the value the VS prescribes itself. Exis<ng VS research shows the 

sector has consistently had to adapt to a fluctua<ng environment impacted by changes in 

Government policy (Benson, 2015, Huckfield, 2020, McGovern, 2016, Rees and Mullins, 

2016). This thesis provides a contribu<on to this complex rela<onship between the VS and 

state through the lens of SIBs. The Q method and focus groups iden<fied that the dissonance 

around sector iden<ty has been reinforced by the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs, contribu<ng to 

the on-going struggle of the VS to embrace ins<tu<onal rules of their own as a sector, 

resul<ng in state percep<ons echoing aspects of Salamon’s voluntary failure theory (1987).  

 

RQ3: How are voluntary sector actors raGonalising the insGtuGonal logics of the SIB 

agenda at local operaGonal level? 
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Chapter 8 explored this ques<on through focused interviews with two VS providers, an NHS 

provider and a local authority commissioner involved in a partnership for a SIB which failed to 

launch.  Chapter 8 explored the micro-level perspec<ve of individual actors and their 

interac<on with each other during SIB development. Unlike chapter 7, where the research 

par<cipants represented local VS organisa<ons, chapter 8 featured two na<onal chari<es. 

Despite the differences in terms of organisa<onal size and reach, chapter 8 found similar 

themes around challenges to iden<ty and agency for the VS organisa<ons, heavily linked to 

statutory rela<onships and commissioning processes. 

 

Compared to the local VS leaders, ini<al mo<va<ons of the na<onal VS organisa<ons’ 

engagement with the Sheffield SIB more closely aligned to the ins<tu<onal logics embedded 

in the SIB grey literature. In the interviews, VS leaders described the primary appeal of SIBs 

being the new, collabora<ve way of working with private and state sector agents, where their 

VS exper<se in working with the cohort would be valued, enabling gains in posi<oning and 

legi<macy for their organisa<ons in compe<ng for funding in their mission field. However, at 

an opera<onal level the SIB development process did not live up to this promise, reinforcing 

Lowe, et al’s. (2018) findings from their SIB case study that the implementa<on of SIBs 

“seemed a rela>vely harmonious concept at a macro level” but “we observed the emergence 

of tensions when this manifests itself at the meso and micro level” (p.365). Building on 

Ronicle, et al’s. (2017) LOUD model to aid interview analysis, findings from this study highlight 

an absence of alignment between sector actors when ademp<ng to create new trus<ng 

rela<onships for the development of their SIB. Instead, inherent power asymmetries between 

the state and VS heavily influenced the failure of the SIB going live.  

 

Findings from the interviews highlighted four main ac<ons on the part of the local authority 

which influenced the VS organisa<ons’ opera<onal environment. These findings contribute to 

wider discussions in VS studies and provide examples of Beckert’s (2009) coordina<on 

problems when establishing a market: 

 

a) Op>ng for a compe>>ve procurement process that legi>mised which VS organisa>ons had 

access to the Sheffield SIB market.  
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Much has been wriden about the influence of New Public Management (NPM) and the 

asser<on that private-sector management techniques in public service delivery leads to cost 

savings and efficiency gains (Osborne, 2006). As outlined in chapter 3’s literature review, the 

contrac<ng environment with the state heavily influences the opera<ng environment of the 

VS and, through an ins<tu<onal lens, this has led to a process in which statutory 

commissioners reward ‘good’ VS organisa<ons by gran<ng them access to a market for the 

delivery of services on the state’s behalf (McGovern, 2016). Coule and Patmore (2013) point 

out that ins<tu<onal logics are o\en u<lised to determine which VS organisa<ons are 

deemed as providing a legi<mate response to social needs and thereby gain membership to 

the service system. SIBs are intrinsically linked to the public sector reform agenda (Benson, 

2015) and some commentators (Albertson, et al. 2018, Dayson, Fraser and Lowe, 2018, 

Carter, 2019) had hoped that the introduc<on of SIBs and their intended collabora<ve nature 

would signal a paradigm shi\ into what Osborne (2006) describes as New Public Governance 

(NPG) - a more holis<c approach to public administra<on and management. In the Sheffield 

SIB, findings iden<fied that this was not the case. By op<ng to u<lise a highly compe<<ve 

procurement process, Sheffield City Council defined which VS organisa<ons would be granted 

access to the SIB opportunity from the outset. The outcome was that two na<onal VS 

organisa<ons were ‘legi<mised’ over their local VS counterparts. Therefore, rather than SIBs 

enabling smaller chari<es to access service contracts, the evidence from this case study is 

that the NPM prac<ces favour larger chari<es over smaller ones (Wells, 2012, Milbourne, 

2013, Dayson, et al. 2018). This finding provides an example of Beckert’s (2009) coopera>on 

problem in market development, where ins<tu<ons, in this case the local authority, sanc<on 

some organisa<ons over others by enforcing compliance to their expecta<ons through 

compe<<ve procurement processes. 

 

b) Influencing compe>>ve rela>ons between partners in the same social field. 

Curley, et al. (2021) iden<fy that VS organisa<ons are inherently compe<ng with one another, 

whilst also explicitly seeking collabora<ons with the same compe<tors. Although compe<<on 

is acknowledged by VS leaders as a part of the process of gaining access to scarce resources, 

they o\en view compe<<on as undesirable when working in partnership with other 

organisa<ons. Findings from the interviews iden<fied that this dissonance of 

compe<<on/collabora<on between the providers in the SIB partnership was heightened by 
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ac<ons taken by the local authority. Researchers note that compe<<veness has become an 

approved neoliberal characteris<c to determine ‘legi<mate’ organisa<ons in the same social 

field (Neyland, 2018, Milbourne and Cushman, 2015). Findings from the interviews iden<fied 

that the procurement process forced providers to collaborate due to the local authority’s 

decision to join different ‘lots’ into one SIB; then during the SIB development stage, the local 

authority ini<ated a simultaneous compe<<ve tendering process of the providers’ core 

services, essen<ally pitching them against each other for resources in one context whilst 

expec<ng them to collaborate in another.  

 

c) Determining whether the SIB goes live. 

During the exploratory interviews in Chapter 3, VS leaders discussed the length of <me a SIB 

was in development as a par<cular drain on their scarce resources and, even then, there was 

no guarantee of local commissioner buy-in. This is further evidenced in chapter 8; the 

Sheffield SIB took two years of development before the local authority decided to officially 

withdraw. A premise of SIBs is the transfer of risk of service failure away from statutory 

commissioners and service providers and on to the financial investor (Mulgan, et al. 2011). 

Evidence from the exploratory interviews and Sheffield case interviews suggests that SIB 

delivery partners are in fact open to the risk of significant resource input going to waste if the 

local authority changes its mind about pursuing a SIB. As Neyland (2018) points out, even 

legal structures such as Special Purpose Vehicles (SPV), established to reduce financial risk 

across all partners, do not provide much protec<on for the delivery providers if they are 

replaced (as found in the exploratory interviews) or if the local authority withdraws from the 

process (as found in the Sheffield case). 

 

d) Influencing the value that the VS organisa>ons brought to the SIB development process. 

The case study interviews with the VS leaders iden<fied that the ini<al mo<va<on for SIB 

engagement was the appeal of a stronger sense of organisa<onal agency when delivering 

services on behalf of the state, as SIBs promised a more collabora<ve approach between 

partners. However, points a-c outline how decisions taken by the local authority can 

significantly impact the VS providers’ strategic environment. A lack of agency for VS providers 

throughout the SIB development process was an ongoing theme described by the VS leaders 

in the interviews, with feelings that key data was withheld and that they were prevented from 
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influencing elements of the development process. This mirrors findings from a PIRU 

evalua<on (Tan, et al. 2015) that local input into the development of a SIB was o\en 

overlooked as it was seen to have limited use during the technical process of designing a SIB. 

Findings from this thesis outline that, for all their ini<al promises, SIBs can s<ll encompass 

unfair dealings for the VS that can limit organisa<onal independence and voice (Rees and 

Mullins, 2016). As Warner (2020) pointed out, SIB exper<se is valued through the 

understanding of capital markets rather than through the exper<se in delivering social 

returns. Regardless of their ‘innova<ve’ structures, SIBs con<nue to embed assumed 

advantages of private sector prac<ces (Buckingham and Rees, 2016), and VS organisa<onal 

agency is s<ll heavily influenced by the extent to which the local commissioners value – or 

otherwise - the contribu<on of VS providers (Benson, 2015). 

 

9.3 Implica2ons for VS Theory and Areas for Future Study 
 

SIBs as a Proposi>on 

Powell and DiMaggio (1983) iden<fied that ins<tu<ons can persist even when they serve no-

one’s interests. Analysis from this study found it difficult to secure corrobora<ve evidence of 

SIB’s proposi<on as a model which nurtures alignment around a common value proposi<on 

for the private, public and voluntary sectors (Williams, 2019). However, this research used the 

lens of ins<tu<onal logics to understand the introduc<on of SIBs as a funding mechanism and 

its impact on the VS strategic opera<ng environment. Beyond the ins<tu<onal rhetoric, 

analysis on the financial impact of SIBs, for either the public or the voluntary sector, has not 

been inves<gated. Broccardo, Mazzuca, and Frigodo’s (2019) review of the academic 

literature on SIBs iden<fies a very limited evidence-base suppor<ng SIB funded-programmes. 

As the SIB ecosystem has yet to reach maturity, more empirical studies based on wider 

primary data are needed to truly understand the impact of SIBs, as the SIB research field has 

predominantly focused on commentary, descrip<ve SIB evalua<on reports or theories around 

SIB ecosystem developments (Broccardo et al. 2019, Olson, Painter, Alberston, Fox and 

O’Leary, 2022).  

 

The UK Government’s overt objec<ve for the introduc<on of the SIB model was to use market 

forces to achieve social returns and reduce high costs to the taxpayer associated with 
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complex social problems (Fraser, et al. 2018). Chapter 4’s mapping of the intended posi<oning 

of sector actors across the SIB ecosystem iden<fied that the state views itself as an enabler of 

SIBs. As shown in chapter 2, through the Innova<on Fund and Life Chances Fund alone, the 

UK Government has invested over £100m in the development of a market for SIBs. Yet, there 

is no accessible primary data on the amount of Government funding that has been paid out 

directly to financial investors for ac<vi<es such as set-up fees or interest payments on their 

investments.  Any conclusions on whether the state is opera<ng in the role of the enabler or 

the supplier of finance for SIBs are difficult to resolve without further analysis into whether 

the SIB market is driven by public sector investment or philanthropic investment (Olson et al. 

2022). 

 

Chapter 4’s mapping of sector actors also iden<fied the intended placement of investors as 

suppliers in the SIB ecosystem but found blurred boundaries between supply and demand 

agents.  In chapter 8’s local case study, the investor was not interviewed as part of the SIB 

partnership and therefore the impact of the failed SIB for the relevant organisa<on is 

unknown. Inevitably it would have contributed <me and resources over an 18-month 

development process for lidle return, only to see an announcement, less than 12 months 

later, of their investment proposi<on being funded through a grant mechanism rather than 

via an investment through which they could yield financial returns. Studies focused on 

investor risk/return ra<os and on the impact of SIBs that have failed to go live from the 

investor perspec<ve would be a welcome addi<on to the SIB literature.  

 

Analysis from the in-depth interviews in chapter 8 iden<fied that Sheffield City Council could 

not make a financial case for reducing social care costs through their planned SIB 

mechanisms. It is therefore also difficult to draw any conclusions on the ‘value for money’ 

aspect of SIBs as a proposi<on for the state and whether a market for SIBs is sustainable 

without significant intermedia<on from Government. Ques<ons also remain about whether 

the social ac<vity of SIB programmes would s<ll be funded through other means. In the case 

of the Sheffield SIB that failed to go live, social ac<vity aimed at the same cohort has 

subsequently been funded through Government’s Changing Futures grant programme, 

including ambi<ons about improving the system through mul<-sector partners working more 

closely together (Sheffield City Council, 2023). To truly understand SIBs as a proposi<on, 
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further studies into the levels of Government funding going in and out of the health and 

social system through SIB mechanisms is needed. Equally, inves<ga<on into the outcomes of 

social interven<ons delivered through a SIB mechanism in parallel to the outcomes of social 

interven<ons delivered through a grant funding mechanisms in the same social field could 

help to understand whether SIBs are fundamentally a financial tool or are a mechanism that 

achieves social change.  

 

Voluntary Failure Theory 

For the VS, the ins<tu<onal logics behind SIBs held the promise of an opportunity to access 

larger amounts of sustainable funding to achieve their missions, whilst aligning the strengths 

of the VS to those of the private and public sector around a common value proposi<on (the 

win-win-win scenario). As iden<fied in chapter 2’s literature review, this discourse appeared 

to depict developments in the shi\ away from New Public Management (Hood, 1991) 

prac<ces into the more pluralis<c New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006) approach to 

commissioning. This is built on the belief that new social rela<ons between different sectors 

leads to the collabora<on of new ideas, which will in turn create posi<ve social impacts. 

However, in the case of SIBs, when the value proposi<on is represented through a market 

logic, the VS lacks the legi<macy of economic weight compared to investor counterparts, 

resul<ng in a lack of significant agency for the VS, embedded from the outset of SIB 

development, as iden<fied in chapter 8.  

 

This lack of VS agency in the SIB market contradicts Salamon’s theory (1987) that the 

adop<on of third-party government would be a move away from hierarchic apparatus to the 

sharing of responsibili<es, with a closer alignment of the VS with Government thus allevia<ng 

voluntary failures. VS literature over the last several decades iden<fies that one of the biggest 

challenges to the survival of the VS is its ability to maintain sufficient levels of resources to 

meet demand. The Q method and focus group findings iden<fied that Salamon’s (1987) 

‘philanthropic insufficiency’ was as present as ever despite a significant increase in state 

funding opportuni<es for the VS over several decades (see chapter 3).  Early SIB declara<ons 

of being a defini<ve answer to VS funding challenges (Del Giudice and Migliavacca, 2019) 

appear to have diminished.  
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Salamon’s Voluntary Failure theory (1987) has provided an academic underpinning for the on-

going complexi<es of VS-state inter-dependent rela<onship since it was first outlined. 

However, what advocates of Salamon failed to iden<fy is that third party governance only 

works if the Government is as open to collabora<on as the VS (Bassi, 2023). Rather than 

developing new social rela<ons, this research found that, for VS organisa<ons, op<ng into SIB 

delivery was op<ng in to compete in a market which is constructed and controlled by the 

state. This study found significant challenges for VS organisa<ons around local commissioners’ 

ability and desire to truly collaborate and share elements of decision-making in social care.  In 

2015 Salamon and Toeplar acknowledged that the VS’s current financial insecurity “seems 

almost endemic to contrac<ng arrangements” (p.16).  

  

SIBs assume, also at the core of Salamon’s original voluntary failure theory (1987), that 

private and state ins<tu<ons are efficient in comparison to the  VS (Boedke and Prychitko, 

2003). Yet in 2015, Salamon and Toeplar argue that the structure of government-nonprofit 

coopera<on is undermining VS dis<nc<ve characteris<cs through bureaucra<sa<on, over-

professionalisa<on and stringent accoun<ng requirements.   These public sector 

administra<ve arrangements are elements which are front and central to the workings of SIBs 

as a funding mechanism. Findings from this study iden<fied a sense from VS leaders that the 

overly cumbersome administra<ve procedures in current state commissioning prac<ces 

(especially dominant in SIBs) and the desire to ‘professionalise’ the VS were in conflict with 

the working prac<ces of VS organisa<ons. In a sense, the state’s strive for efficiency and a 

desire to reduce the VS’s perceived ‘philanthropic amateurism’ (Salamon, 1987) may “erode 

the dis<nc<ve roles and contribu<ons that adract governments to partner with nonprofits in 

the first place” (Salamon and Toeplar, 2015, p.17).  

 

VS Agency 

In the case of SIBs, Salamon’s original voluntary failure theory (1987) feels of its <me, and 

evidence from the literature review and research findings contradicts the concept that the 

welfare state can support and effectuate the VS (Boedke and Prychitko, 2003). Knutsen (2012) 

iden<fied that following just one theory for a sector which is increasingly mul<dimensional, 

such as Salamon’s voluntary failure theory (1987), may not be realis<c. What then is an 

alterna<ve for scholars interested in understanding the VS and state rela<ons? 
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Knutsen (2012) iden<fied that a unique feature of contemporary VS organisa<ons is the 

adap<on to the ins<tu<onal logics of state and market as a survival mechanism for VS 

organisa<ons, par<cularly in terms of financial stability.  Chapter 6 of this study highlighted 

that VS organisa<ons were already opera<ng in a highly marke<sed governance system, 

which con<nued to result in VS agents having to be responsive to the whims of state funding 

policies such as SIBs. However, chapter 7 also iden<fied the lack of enthusiasm for SIBs by VS 

leaders, with an early VS SIB advocate from the exploratory interviews choosing to step away 

from state contracts altogether as these no longer aligned with the organisa<on’s values (see 

chapter 8). SIB prac<<oners and commentators have reported that SIBs are not having as 

much impact on the ground as first thought and the value of investments is surprisingly low 

(Williams, 2019, Bell, 2021).  

 

Lowndes (2009) iden<fied that organisa<ons have the agency to co-opt or deflect new 

ini<a<ves where the ins<tu<onal rules do not align with their opera<ng environment. 

Through the study of SIBs, this research found that VS organisa<ons were gaining back a 

sense of agency when delivering services on behalf of the state by op<ng out of funding 

mechanisms which felt too removed from their values or charitable mission.  This is a 

poten<al sign of a shi\ in power dynamics; of the micro influencing the macro (Styhre, 2022), 

with VS deflec<on rather than co-op<on of SIBs resul<ng in a market struggling to achieve the 

scale envisioned.  Rather than VS organisa<ons blindly accep<ng that alignment with the state 

will alleviate VS challenges (as Salamon (1987) originally proposed), VS leaders could employ 

strategies to iden<fy where tensions between ins<tu<onal logics are likely to be the highest 

and therefore opt-out of Government policies where the logics behind a par<cular policy is in 

conflict with the VS organisa<on’s own logics. As Brandsen, van de Donk and Puders (2015) 

put it, “changes in the logic of provision may put pressure on the broader ins<tu<onal seang 

in which these organisa<ons operate” (p.761). In the case of SIBs, as the market matures, 

further research on the embeddedness of the SIB market into the VS opera<ng environment 

will answer this ques<on. 
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9.4 Methodological Contribu2ons 
The academic literature on SIBs is s<ll limited but it is growing, with scholars taking nuanced 

approaches and u<lising different methods (Broccardo et al. 2019). My final contribu<on to 

knowledge in the growing academic field of SIBs and the VS is through the chosen 

methodological approach and my own posi<onality as an ‘insider researcher’. I am the 

managing director of a local charity in Sheffield: Chapter 5’s sec<on on reflexivity, discusses at 

length my considered decision to lean into this insider status to add richer, more in-depth 

sector knowledge and ground-level reality to the research (Dean, 2017). Insider status can be 

cri<cised as a distor<ng lens that influences the research design and data analysis. This study 

took the stance that the researcher, par<cularly in social sciences, cannot stand abstract to 

their subject: a researcher’s ‘feel for the game’ (Dean, 2017) and insider status can be 

channelled to understand a subject mader more in<mately or from a par<cular standpoint 

(Chavez, 2008). I therefore make no apologies for looking at SIBs through a personal lens 

influenced by the values, culture and experience of a VS leader, as that is the ul<mate aim of 

this research: the literature review and frame analysis iden<fied a lack of VS voice in the 

development of a SIB ecosystem and this thesis had the aim of eleva<ng the VS perspec<ve 

within discussions around SIBs.  

 

Being in a posi<on of both subject and observer of the subject has required a commitment to 

managing the line between researcher and the researched (Chavez, 2008).  A mixed method 

approach was chosen, with the triangula<on of data used as a research strategy to reduce 

confirma<on bias (Greene, 2014). The texts selected for the frame analysis are wriden with 

VS leaders as one sector of the intended audiences, thus I was able to bring a great deal of 

insider knowledge which assisted the cri<cal examina<on of the VS rhetoric of SIBs and the 

unearthing of the ins<tu<onal logics driving the development of a SIBs market. The use of Q 

methodology was an intended methodological strategy to step back into the role of the 

observer through a systema<c approach to understanding VS leaders’ subjec<vity (Brown, 

2008). My insider status was more prominent during the focus groups and interviews, 

crea<ng a more natural approach that was emo<onally aduned to VS leaders. This allowed a 

certain degree of understanding in how the ins<tu<onal logics of SIBs are being reflected 

within my own professional field. As Greene (2014, p.10) puts it: “Instead of worrying over 

whether one is too much of an insider or outsider, researchers should strive to be both. There 
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is much to be gained from being close to one’s research, as there is much to be gained from 

keeping one’s distance and having an outside perspec>ve.”  

 

My approach to research design, methodology and the theore<cal framing found in chapter 

4, will, I hope, jus<fy my own reflexivity strategies for reducing the poten<al for confirma<on 

bias. That being said, my closeness to the subject mader and my social rela<ons with many of 

the par<cipants in the research means I will always be open to ques<ons of bias. As Dean 

(2017) outlines: “It [reflexivity] is about being clear and transparent, not in order to absolve 

the researcher from mistakes but to make the knowledge useful for other people to use.” 

(p.75). 

 

9.5 Challenges and Limita2ons 
 

SIBs as an emerging field 

The dis<nct field of 'social investment' has been growing rapidly since the 2008 global 

financial crisis (Nicolls, 2010). Nevertheless, SIBs are s<ll a rela<vely new phenomenon, a 

market that is yet to mature, meaning empirical research at the <me of wri<ng was 

somewhat limited (Olson, et al.2022). Limita<ons in available academic research and the 

small-scale nature of this study reduced the ability to draw any defini<ve conclusions about 

the impact of SIBs on the VS at a na<onal, meta-level. Because it is an emerging field, there 

have also been methodological challenges, par<cularly for chapter 6’s frame analysis. As is 

o\en the case with new state sponsored models, SIBs are seen as ‘novel’ and, as such, 

interest in them has been growing (Warner, 2020).  This study has been conducted over a 

period of five years with the frame analysis taking place rela<vely early in the research 

<meframe. There have been reports, assessments and evalua<ons added to the SIB ‘grey’ 

literature since the frame analysis was conducted, meaning that the text samples selected 

could appear as incomplete when viewed at a later date. But the aim of a frame analysis is to 

study a select number of texts that feel appropriate to the subject and period in ques<on, 

rather than conduc<ng a comprehensive review of all the literature. 
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Sheffield as a case 

As discussed in chapter 5, Sheffield was selected as a case of interest due to a number of 

factors which would produce rich data (Silverman, 2005). An interpre<ve approach 

acknowledges that, by focusing on the single loca<on of Sheffield, the study makes no claims 

of generalisability beyond the local VS organisa<ons which par<cipated in the case study. For 

the Q method and focus groups there was a strong reliance on recruitment of par<cipants 

from current professional networks.  Although there was an awareness to pro-ac<vely 

promote the research opportunity through networks which would reach leaders across the 

local voluntary sector, self-selec<on has inevitably limited sample diversity.  There are clearly 

avenues for further research with a broader spectrum of VS organisa<ons and within different 

geographical loca<ons.  

 

Changing ins>tu>onal landscape 

Using an ins<tu<onal lens, the research has focused on the impact to the VS of the 

development of a market for SIBs since the introduc<on of the first SIB in 2010 through to 

2022. During this period several significant events have impacted Government priori<es, 

policies and spending, notably the UK’s exit from the European Union and the Covid-19 

Pandemic (Macmillan, 2020). These na<onal and global events have le\ a mark on the 

behaviours of ins<tu<ons opera<ng within the health and social care system. Ins<tu<onal 

environments do not stand s<ll. However, to fully understand the impacts of these 

phenomena on the SIB market and implica<ons for the VS would require extensive and 

longitudinal research that is beyond the scope of this study. It promises fer<le ground for 

future studies. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1: Par2cipant Informa2on Sheet Exploratory Research 
 
Title of Research Study: Social Impact Bonds and the implica<ons for UK chari<es  
 
This is an interim scoping ac<vity, which will inform a wider doctoral study, to gain a deeper 
understanding of the experience and nature of chari<es who: 

- have been engaged in developing a Social Impact Bond (SIB) 
- started the process of developing a SIB but withdrew from taking the SIB through to 

live stage  
- made an internal decision not to engage with a SIB or SIBs in general 

 
The aim is to iden<fy any common themes and factors that are contribu<ng to chari<es 
engagement with the SIB market. 
 
It is hoped that the informa<on produced as part of this scoping ac<vity and the wider doctoral 
study will be of benefit to organisa<on’s considering Social Impact Bonds as a new form of 
income. It will help to increase the understanding of chari<es’ experience and some of the 
barriers of developing SIBs. It is also hoped that findings will be beneficial to commissioners, 
investors and other stakeholders who are engaged in the development of SIBs. Please read the 
following informa<on carefully before you decide whether or not to take part. 
 
Par<cipants, including the organisa<on they work for, will not be iden<fied in the study.  
 
Why have you asked me to take part? 
I am interested in speaking with individuals from chari<es who have been part of discussions 
around SIBs and their organisa<on.  
 
I am also interested in speaking with any wider stakeholders such as commissioners, investors 
or intermediaries who have worked alongside chari<es that withdrew from taking a SIB to live 
stage.    
 
What will I be required to do? 
You will be asked to talk about your experience of SIB internal discussions, development 
process, including any key drivers for a SIB not being progressed. Interviews should take no 
longer than 30 minutes. 
 
The interview will be transcribed, with names or iden<fying informa<on removed. It will be 
used for analysis by the researcher. You will also be given the opportunity to review the 
transcript, following the interview, should you wish to. 
 
Where will this take place? 
The interview can be conducted at your place of work or over the telephone to suit your 
requirements. 
 



  224 

How will the data be used? 
The data from your interview will be used to inform the student’s the doctoral research 
project as well as presenta<ons and academic publica<ons. When presented in the form of 
quotes etc. the data will not contain any personally iden<fiable informa<on about you such as 
your name or the name of your organisa<on. 
 
Your express consent will be requested using a formal consent form where you will be able to 
state your preferences for how the informa<on is used. 
 
Will anyone be able to connect me with what is recorded and reported? 
The student’s supervisors will know who you are as part of their role in supervising the student’s 
work. Neither the transcrip<on nor any subsequent reports will contain any personal details of 
who you are or the name of your organisa<on. If there is a risk of harm to you or someone else, 
the researcher will be required to report this informa<on to the relevant agency to provide 
assistance. 
  
What will happen to my data during the study and once the study is over? 
The data will be held securely either in a locked cabinet and/or password protected 
environment for the dura<on of the project. Data from the study may be retained by Sheffield 
Hallam University for up to 10 years a\er the study has finished and may be available to the 
public but only if it can be sufficiently anonymised to protect your iden<ty. The only personal 
data we keep will be your signed consent form. We have to keep this for seven years from the 
end of the project, so we will keep it separately in a secure file for this length of <me. 
 
What if I do not wish to take part? 
Par<cipa<on is completely voluntary. You are not required to take part and should only do so 
if you feel comfortable to proceed. All ques<ons are voluntary and you can decline to answer 
any ques<ons.  
 
What if I change my mind during the study? 
You are free to withdraw from the study. Once the interview has been transcribed you will 
have up to 14 days to withdraw the informa<on. A\er this <me, the transcrip<on may s<ll be 
used for the study. 
  
Can I ask more quesGons? 
Yes, please speak to the student researcher (Josie) or email jsoutar@my.shu.ac.uk who will try 
to answer any further ques<ons you may have. 
  
What do I do if I have any concerns? 
In the first instance you can contact either the student researcher or one of the supervisors 
for the student who will endeavour to assist you further. Further details on raising concerns 
are also detailed overleaf. The student’s supervisors are: 
Chris Dayson – c.dayson@shu.ac.uk 
Ellen Benned - Ellen.Benned@shu.ac.uk 
Peter Wells - P.Wells@shu.ac.uk 
 
Or telephone (0114) 225 3073 

mailto:c.dayson@shu.ac.uk
mailto:Ellen.Bennett@shu.ac.uk
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
  
From 25 May 2018 the General Data Protec<on Regula<on (GDPR) replaced the Data Protec<on 
Act and governs the way that organisa<ons use personal data.  Personal data is informa<on 
rela<ng to an iden<fiable living individual. Transparency is a key element of the GDPR and this 
Privacy No<ce is designed to inform you: 
• how and why the University uses your personal data for research, 
• what your rights are under GDPR, and, 
• how to contact us if you have ques<ons or concerns about the use of your personal data. 
  
Legal Basis for Research Studies: 
The University undertakes research as part of its func<on for the community under its legal 
status. Data protec<on allows us to use personal data for research with appropriate safeguards 
in place under the legal basis of public tasks that are in the public interest. A full statement of 
your rights can be found at: 
hdps://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-no<ces/privacy-no<ce-for-
research.  
However, all University research is reviewed to ensure that par<cipants are treated 
appropriately and that their rights are respected. This study was approved by the student 
researcher’s supervisors, following submission of an ethical approval form. 
  
Contact Details: 
Details of who to contact if you have any concerns or if adverse effects occur a\er the study 
are given below: 
  
You should contact the Data Protec<on Officer if: 
  
• you have a query about how your data is used by the University 
• you would like to report a data security breach (e.g. if you think your personal data has been 
lost or disclosed inappropriately) 
• you would like to complain about how the University has used your personal data 
 DPO@shu.ac.uk 
 
You should contact the Head of Research Ethics (Professor Ann Macaskill) if you have 
concerns with how the research was undertaken or how you were treated. 
a.macaskill@shu.ac.uk 
Postal address:  Sheffield Hallam University, Howard Street, Sheffield S1 1WBT.   
Telephone: 0114 225 555 
 

https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
mailto:DPO@shu.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Exploratory Interview Guide 
 

Stakeholder Target Enquiry 
Charities: 
started to develop SIB 
but withdrew before 
SIB became live 
 
Roles: 
Central to decision 
making and 
development of the 
SIB 
- CEO 
- Business 
Development / 
Operations 
- Trustee 

8 
Mix of sizes and 
geographical coverage 

• What were the main factors for the charity considering a SIB as a new source of finance? 
- new opportunity for responding to mission  
- innovation 
- partnership opportunities 
- expansion opportunity 
- felt they had to/ought to 
- imposed by commissioner 

• How far in the SIB development process did they get? 
- initial scoping 
- developing a model 
- engagement with commissioners/tender process 
- engagement with investors 
- SPV 
- full proposal 

• Did the commissioning process feel more collaborative? 
• How much resource was spent on the SIB? 

- Team involved 
- Job title/responsibility level of staff engaged in the process 
- Time period 
- Time in hours/days 

• Why did their SIB fail to become live?  
 -  scale and scope 
 -  other provider has taken forward 
 -  distribution of risk 
 -  unable to make financial case / realistic outcomes 

- board decision 
Or 
• What were some of the barriers to getting the SIB to sign-off stage? 
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- See above 
- Did it feel more collaborative? 

• How was the decision made? 
- who was involved 
- any internal wranglings? 

• Would they be willing to engage in the development of a SIB again? 
Investors: 
Worked with charities 
on the development of 
a SIB that didn’t go live 

2 • How many SIBs have they worked on that have failed to launch? 
• Are there any patterns in the development process where SIBs normally fail to get off the 

ground? 
- initial conversations 
- developing a model 
- engagement with commissioners/tender process 
- full proposal 

• Is there a preferred provider model for investors? 
- single provider SIBs 
- charities with previous SIB experience / expertise in social investment 
- charities with more structured data processes 
- organisation level / size 

Commissioners 2 • What were the main factors for the commissioner considering a SIB as a new source of 
finance? 
- responding to particular area challenge 
- innovation 
- access to new finance / pump priming 
- risk minimisation 
- access to Government funding 
- More collaborative? 

• How far in the SIB development process did they get? 
- developing a business case 
- receiving government development funding  
- engagement with the market e.g. providers and investors 
- full proposal from providers 

• Why did their SIB fail to become live?  
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 -  lack of provider interest / experience 
 -  to risky business case / distribution of risk 
 -  unable to make financial case / realistic outcomes 

Intermediaries 1-2 • How many SIBs have they worked on that have failed to launch? 
• At what stage of the development process do SIBs normally fail? 

- initial conversations 
- developing a model 
- engagement with commissioners/tender process 
- full proposal 

• Is there a provider model that is more likely to succeed? 
- single provider SIBs 
- charities with previous SIB experience / expertise in social investment 
- charities with more structured data processes 
- larger charities 
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Appendix 3: Sample Signature Matrix for Frame Analysis 
 
Document: 
Date: 
Author/publishing department: 
Purpose:  
 

Features ExplanaGon 

Metaphors Any key examples?  What effect to they have?  Points of 
interest? 

DepicGons How are actors/organisa;ons/sectors described or 
depicted? 

Tone Does the document strike an authorita;ve tone?  Is it 
nega;ve, aspira;onal, cau;onary? 

Imagery Does the author incorporate par;cular images and if so, 
to what effect? 

Ideology Are there par;cular ideologies presented - are these 
assumed or explained?  What effect do these have? 

Catch-phrases Par;cular terms used repeatedly - to what effect? 

AssumpGons made What knowledge does the document take for granted?  
What does this tell you about the posi;on of the 
document and its author? 

What is the problem as 
arGculated? 
 

Is this clear?  How is this presented? 
 

Who is responsible? Does the  document make this clear? 
 

What acGon should be taken? What does the document suggest would solve the 
problem?  Who should act? 

Outcome What might be the outcome if the ac;on is taken as 
suggested? 

AddiGonal notes  
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Appendix 4: Par2cipant Informa2on Sheet for Q Method and Focus Groups 
 
Title of Research Study: Social Impact Bonds and the implica;ons for UK chari;es  
 
InvitaGon and Purpose:  
This focus group forms part of a doctoral study, to gain a deeper understanding of the local 
context of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs). 

 
The aim is to understand the implica;ons for the Voluntary Sector (VS) of the use of Social 
Impact Bonds as a commissioning model in the UK   
 
It is hoped that the informa;on produced as part of this study will be of benefit to 
organisa;on’s considering Social Impact Bonds as a new form of income. It will help to 
increase the understanding of chari;es’ experience and some of the barriers of developing 
SIBs. It is also hoped that findings will be beneficial to commissioners, investors and other 
stakeholders who are engaged in the development of SIBs. Please read the following 
informa;on carefully before you decide whether or not to take part. 
 
Par;cipants, including the organisa;on they work for, will not be iden;fied in the study.  
 
Why have you asked me to take part? 
You have been iden;fied as a Sheffield VS leader with an understanding of the opera;ng 
environment for VS organisa;ons. You do not need any prior knowledge of Social Impact 
Bonds before par;cipa;ng. 
 
What will I be required to do? 
There will be a pre-group exercise for you to individually complete that should last around 15 
minutes. The focus group should last approximately for 1 hour. The focus group will involve 4-
5 other VS leaders from Sheffield and will be a guided discussion seeking your views on the 
narra;ves that surround the involvement of VS organisa;ons in the development and use of 
SIBs.  
 
The discussion will be recorded and transcribed, with names or iden;fying informa;on 
removed. It will be used for analysis by the researcher.  
 
Where will this take place? 
The focus group and online exercise will take place remotely, online. 
 
How will the data be used? 
The data from both the pre-group exercise and group discussions will be used to inform the 
student’s doctoral research project as well as presenta;ons and academic publica;ons. When 
presented in the form of quotes etc. the data will not contain any personally iden;fiable 
informa;on about you such as your name or the name of your organisa;on. 
 
Your express consent will be requested using a formal consent form where you will be able 
to state your preferences for how the informa;on is used. 
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Will anyone be able to connect me with what is recorded and reported? 
The student’s supervisors will know who you are as part of their role in supervising the 
student’s work. Neither the transcrip;on nor any subsequent reports will contain any personal 
details of who you are or the name of your organisa;on. Due to the focus group forming part 
of a Sheffield case study, complete anonymity cannot always be guaranteed as it is possible 
that somebody may iden;fy you through the specifici;es of your role. However, the 
researcher will do everything to ensure that any sensi;ve informa;on or comments are fully 
anonymised. If there is a risk of harm to you or someone else, the researcher will be required 
to report this informa;on to the relevant agency to provide assistance. 
  
What will happen to my data during the study and once the study is over? 
The data will be held securely either in a locked cabinet and/or password protected 
environment for the dura;on of the project. Data from the study may be retained by Sheffield 
Hallam University for up to 10 years aler the study has finished and may be available to the 
public but only if it can be sufficiently anonymised to protect your iden;ty. The only personal 
data we keep will be your signed consent form. We have to keep this for seven years from the 
end of the project, so we will keep it separately in a secure file for this length of ;me. 
 
What if I do not wish to take part? 
Par;cipa;on is completely voluntary. You are not required to take part and should only do so 
if you feel comfortable to proceed. All ques;ons are voluntary and you can decline to answer 
any ques;ons.  
 
What if I change my mind during the study? 
You are free to withdraw from the study. Once the focus group has been transcribed you will 
have up to 14 days to withdraw the informa;on. Aler this ;me, the transcrip;on may s;ll be 
used for the study. 
  
Can I ask more quesGons? 
Yes, please speak to the student researcher (Josie) or email jsoutar@my.shu.ac.uk who will 
try to answer any further ques;ons you may have. 
  
What do I do if I have any concerns? 
In the first instance you can contact either the student researcher or one of the supervisors 
for the student who will endeavour to assist you further. Further details on raising concerns 
are also detailed overleaf. The student’s supervisors are: 
Chris Dayson – c.dayson@shu.ac.uk 
Ellen BenneJ - Ellen.BenneJ@shu.ac.uk 
Peter Wells - P.Wells@shu.ac.uk 
 
Or telephone (0114) 225 3073 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:c.dayson@shu.ac.uk
mailto:Ellen.Bennett@shu.ac.uk
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
 
Legal Basis for Research Studies: 

The University undertakes research as part of its func;on for the community under its legal 
status. Data protec;on allows us to use personal data for research with appropriate 
safeguards in place under the legal basis of public tasks that are in the public interest. A full 
statement of your rights can be found at: 

hJps://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-no;ces/privacy-no;ce-for-
research 

All University research is reviewed to ensure that par;cipants are treated appropriately and 
their rights respected. This study has been approved by the University Research Ethics 
CommiJee (UREC). Further informa;on can be found at: 
hJps://www.shu.ac.uk/research/ethics-integrity-and-prac;ce 

  
Contact Details: 
 

You should  contact the Data Protection 
Officer if: 

• you have a query about how your data 
is used by the University 

• you would like to report a data security 
breach (e.g. if you think your personal 
data has been lost or disclosed 
inappropriately) 

• you would like to complain about how 
the University has used your personal 
data: 
DPO@shu.ac.uk 

You should contact the Head of 
Research Ethics if: 

• you have concerns with how the 
research was undertaken or how 
you were treated: 

ethicssupport@shu.ac.uk 

Postal address:  Sheffield Hallam University, Howard Street, Sheffield S1 1WBT.   
Telephone: 0114 225 5555 

 

https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
https://www.shu.ac.uk/research/ethics-integrity-and-practice
mailto:DPO@shu.ac.uk
mailto:ethicssupport@shu.ac.uk


 

 

Appendix 5: Sample Par2cipant Consent Form 

Social Impact Bonds and the implica<ons for UK chari<es 
 

Please answer the following questions by ticking the response that applies 
  Yes  No 

1. I have read the Information Sheet for this study and / or had 
details of the study explained to me and understand that I 
may ask further questions at any point. 

 ¨  ¨ 

2. I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study 
without giving a reason. If I change my mind I should contact 
Josie Soutar (jsoutar@my.shu.ac.uk; 07583435515) up to 14 
days after the focus group date. If I withdraw after this point 
then I understand that my data may be retained as part of 
the study. 

 ¨  ¨ 

3. I understand that I can withdraw from the focus group at any 
point or choose not to answer any particular questions. 

 ¨  ¨ 

4. Although comments and quotes from this focus group may 
be included in reports, your name will not be used. We will 
make every attempt to ensure your anonymity. However, 
complete anonymity cannot always be guaranteed as it is 
possible that somebody may identify you through the 
specificities of your role. We will ensure that any sensitive 
information or comments are fully anonymised. 

 

 ¨  ¨ 

5. I understand that my personal details such as my name will 
not be shared outside this project. 

 ¨  ¨ 

6. I agree that the data in anonymised form can be used for 
other research purposes (e.g. writing articles in journals). 

 ¨  ¨ 

7. I understand that the data from this study may be retained by 
Sheffield Hallam University for up to 10 years after the study 
has finished and may be available to the public (but only if it 
can be sufficiently anonymised to protect your identity). 

 ¨  ¨ 

8. I agree to take part in the focus group for the above study.  ¨  ¨ 

9. I agree for the focus group to be audio recorded and to 
quotes being used in writing. I understand my name won't be 
used. 

 ¨  ¨ 

 
If the researcher is taking verbal consent: "I confirm that verbal consent has been recorded and that the consent form, 
informa9on sheet and privacy no9ce have been read/explained verbally to the par9cipant" (researcher signs below). 

 
Name of researcher 
 
……………………………………… 

 
Signature 
 
……………………………………… 

 
Date 
 
……………….. 



 

 

Appendix 6: Focus Group Guide 
 
Study Aim: To understand the implicaDons for the voluntary sector of the use of Social Impact Bonds as a commissioning model in the UK   
 
Focus Group objectives:  
1. Understanding the Sheffield context of VS engagement with SIBs 
2. IdenDfying what insDtuDonal logics leaders adribute to the local VS 
3. Comparing these logics to those that dominate the SIB literature 
4. PosiDoning the local VS narraDve within voluntary failure theory 
 

Dura?on Stage Objec?ve Interac?on Resources Procedure 

10 mins 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Lead-in 
Introduce the topic and outline 
focus group aim and objec8ves 

 
 

 

R     Ps 
 
 
 
 

Check consent forms are 
completed 

 
Recorder 

 
SIB Slide 

• R thank Ps for taking part – sent through the consent forms, any 
ques8ons? 

• R clarifies why Ps have been asked to take part e.g. VS leaders  
• Brief overview of research interest and focus group purpose – 

clarify technical terms e.g. SIB – show slide with general overview 
of a SIB, including that investors seem to be valued for their 
exper8se in measuring social outcomes as well as bringing finance 

• R clarify how 8me will be spent e.g. discussion on prepared 
ques8ons, review of pre-group sentence ac8vity 

• R explains ground rules e.g. want it to feel like a discussion so no 
need for hand-up func8on, being on mute, respect of opinions, 
confiden8ality, recording and taking notes 

• Ps introduce themselves – clarify that I am here as a researcher 
and not in my other role as Flourish MD, won’t be taking part in 
the discussion 



 

 

 
10 mins 

 

Objec;ve 1: 
Understanding the Sheffield context 
of VS engagement with SIBs 

 
 

R     Ps 
 

Ps     R 
 

 
 

• R asks: what do people know about Social Impact Bonds as a VS 
funding mechanism? 
- Have you been involved in developing a SIB? 
- Were you aware of the £19m Life Chances funding that 

Sheffield City Council were successful in applying for?  

 
 

10 mins 
 

Objec;ve 2: 
Iden8fying what ins8tu8onal logics 
leaders apribute to the local VS 

 
 

R     Ps 
 

Ps     R 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

• R asks: SIBs are oqen described as bringing together the strengths 
and exper8se of the statutory sector, private sector and voluntary 
sector. What do you think are the strengths or mo8va8ons for VS 
organisa8ons gerng involved in SIBs? 
- Are SIBs the only way for strengths to be highlighted or of 

achieving the mo8va8ons? 
 

 25 mins Objec;ve 3 and 4: 
Comparing these logics to those that 
dominate the SIB literature 
Posi8oning the local VS narra8ve 
within voluntary failure theory 

 

R     Ps 
 

Ps     R 
 
 
 

 

Share sentence 
ac<vity – collated 

responses if possible 
 

• R: Before taking part in the focus group, I asked you to complete 
an ac8vity that ranked different sentences in terms of how much 
you agreed with the statement. Many of the statements were a 
representa8on of the narra8ves that surrounds the development 
and use of SIBs, par8cularly VS engagement. I’d like us to unpick 
some of these themes a bit further. 

 
One of the narra8ves from the literature is about the iden8ty of the 
VS and the role VS organisa8ons should play within a SIB structure: 
- Innova8on, flexibility and tailoring services to meet peoples needs 

are key VCS strength  
- Social problems are too costly for the state alone  
- SIBs enable more collabora8on with commissioners, a more equal 

playing field  
- Being seen as socially driven businesses rather than chari8es  
 



 

 

 One of the strong narra8ves focuses on the VS needing to change: 
- Evidence and social impact  
- Learning from private sector / being more business-like / 

trading  
- Financial incen8ves 
- Reliance on grants and dona8ons is bad  
- Opportunity for growth and scaling up  

One of the theories of why it is so important that the VS collaborates 
with Government is that this can go some way to allevia8ng certain 
failures that are inherent to the VS: 

- Lack of consistent resources  
- Lack of professionalism, over reliance on volunteers  
- Paternalis8c –  
- Duplica8on –  

 
Why do we think the VCS does exist? –  

5 mins Review and Round-up 
 

R     Ps 
 

 • R thank again Ps for taking part 
• Explain how data will be used 
 

 



 

 

Appendix 7: Par2cipant Informa2on Sheet for Interviews 
 
Title of Research Study: Social Impact Bonds and the implica;ons for UK chari;es  
 
InvitaGon and Purpose:  
This interview forms part of a doctoral study, to gain a deeper understanding of the local 
context of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs). 

 
The aim is to understand the factors that led to a proposed SIB failing to get off the ground. 
 
It is hoped that the informa;on produced as part of this study will be of benefit to 
organisa;on’s considering Social Impact Bonds as a new form of income. It will help to 
increase the understanding of chari;es’ experience and some of the barriers of developing 
SIBs. It is also hoped that findings will be beneficial to commissioners, investors and other 
stakeholders who are engaged in the development of SIBs. Please read the following 
informa;on carefully before you decide whether or not to take part. 
 
Par;cipants, including the organisa;on they work for, will not be iden;fied in the study.  
 
Why have you asked me to take part? 
I am interested in speaking with the key stakeholders of the Sheffield complex needs SIB who 
were successful in their ini;al bid for the services and began nego;a;ons with the 
commissioners.  
 
I am also interested in speaking with any of the wider stakeholders such as the commissioners 
or local authority officials who worked on developing and commissioning SIBs.    
 
What will I be required to do? 
You will be asked to talk about your experience of the SIB development process, including any 
key drivers for the SIB not being progressed. Interviews should take no longer than 30 minutes. 
 
The interview will be transcribed, with names or iden;fying informa;on removed. It will be 
used for analysis by the researcher. You will also be given the opportunity to review the 
transcript, following the interview, should you wish to. 
 
Where will this take place? 
The interview can be conducted at your place of work or virtually using Microsol Teams to 
suit your requirements. 
 
How will the data be used? 
The data from your interview will be used to inform the student’s doctoral research project 
as well as presenta;ons and academic publica;ons. When presented in the form of quotes 
etc. the data will not contain any personally iden;fiable informa;on about you such as your 
name or the name of your organisa;on. 
 
Your express consent will be requested using a formal consent form where you will be able 
to state your preferences for how the informa;on is used. 



 

 

 
Will anyone be able to connect me with what is recorded and reported? 
The student’s supervisors will know who you are as part of their role in supervising the 
student’s work. Neither the transcrip;on nor any subsequent reports will contain any personal 
details of who you are or the name of your organisa;on. Due to the interview forming part of 
a Sheffield case study, complete anonymity cannot always be guaranteed as it is possible that 
somebody may iden;fy you through the specifici;es of your role. However, the researcher will 
do everything to ensure that any sensi;ve informa;on or comments are fully anonymised. If 
there is a risk of harm to you or someone else, the researcher will be required to report this 
informa;on to the relevant agency to provide assistance. 
  
What will happen to my data during the study and once the study is over? 
The data will be held securely either in a locked cabinet and/or password protected 
environment for the dura;on of the project. Data from the study may be retained by Sheffield 
Hallam University for up to 10 years aler the study has finished and may be available to the 
public but only if it can be sufficiently anonymised to protect your iden;ty. The only personal 
data we keep will be your signed consent form. We have to keep this for seven years from the 
end of the project, so we will keep it separately in a secure file for this length of ;me. 
 
What if I do not wish to take part? 
Par;cipa;on is completely voluntary. You are not required to take part and should only do so 
if you feel comfortable to proceed. All ques;ons are voluntary and you can decline to answer 
any ques;ons.  
 
What if I change my mind during the study? 
You are free to withdraw from the study. Once the interview has been transcribed you will 
have up to 14 days to withdraw the informa;on. Aler this ;me, the transcrip;on may s;ll 
be used for the study. 
  
Can I ask more quesGons? 
Yes, please speak to the student researcher (Josie) or email jsoutar@my.shu.ac.uk who will 
try to answer any further ques;ons you may have. 
  
What do I do if I have any concerns? 
In the first instance you can contact either the student researcher or one of the supervisors 
for the student who will endeavour to assist you further. Further details on raising concerns 
are also detailed overleaf. The student’s supervisors are: 
Chris Dayson – c.dayson@shu.ac.uk 
Ellen BenneJ - Ellen.BenneJ@shu.ac.uk 
Peter Wells - P.Wells@shu.ac.uk 
 
Or telephone (0114) 225 3073 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:c.dayson@shu.ac.uk
mailto:Ellen.Bennett@shu.ac.uk


 

 

 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET: SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION 
  
Legal Basis for Research Studies: 
The University undertakes research as part of its func;on for the community under its legal 
status. Data protec;on allows us to use personal data for research with appropriate 
safeguards in place under the legal basis of public tasks that are in the public interest. A full 
statement of your rights can be found at: 
hJps://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-no;ces/privacy-no;ce-for-
research.  
However, all University research is reviewed to ensure that par;cipants are treated 
appropriately and that their rights are respected. This study was approved by the student 
researcher’s supervisors, following submission of an ethical approval form. 
  
Contact Details: 
Details of who to contact if you have any concerns or if adverse effects occur aler the study 
are given below: 
  
You should contact the Data Protec;on Officer if: 
  
• you have a query about how your data is used by the University 
• you would like to report a data security breach (e.g. if you think your personal data has 
been lost or disclosed inappropriately) 
• you would like to complain about how the University has used your personal data 
 DPO@shu.ac.uk 
 
You should contact the Head of Research Ethics (Professor Ann Macaskill) if you have 
concerns with how the research was undertaken or how you were treated. 
a.macaskill@shu.ac.uk 
Postal address:  Sheffield Hallam University, Howard Street, Sheffield S1 1WBT.   
Telephone: 0114 225 555 
 

https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
https://www.shu.ac.uk/about-this-website/privacy-policy/privacy-notices/privacy-notice-for-research
mailto:DPO@shu.ac.uk


 

 

Appendix 8: Interview Guide 
 

Stakeholder Role Enquiry 
NHS  
 
VS x 2 
 
 

Successful bidders for 
providers of proposed 
SIB  

• Tell me about the SIB you were involved in developing and what your role was? 
- background to SIB 
- clarity on individuals’ role 

• Did you know anything about Social Impact Bonds before Sheffield City Council issued the tender? 
- Engagement in any consultation 
- Understanding of SIB market 
- SIB model or a focus on the social aspect 

• How far in the SIB development process did they get? 
- initial scoping 
- developing a model 
- engagement with commissioners/tender process 
- engagement with investors 
- SPV 
- full proposal 

• Did the commissioning process feel more collaborative? 
• I understand this was a partnership, how involved was your organisation in choosing the SIB 

partners? 
• How much resource was spent on the SIB? 

- Team involved 
- Job title/responsibility level of staff engaged in the process 
- Time period 
- Time in hours/days 

• Why did the SIB fail to become live?  
 -  scale and scope / complexity 
 -  challenge with the partnership model 
 -  distribution of risk 
 -  unable to make financial case / realistic outcomes 

- commissioner decision 



 

 

• Would you consider developing a different SIB after your experience? 
Commissioner 
 
 

Built vision of 
utilising SIBs and 
successfully applied 
for Government’s 
Life Chances Fund 
 
 

• What were the main factors for Sheffield City Council considering a SIB as a new source of 
finance? 
- responding to particular area challenge 
- innovation 
- access to new finance / pump priming 
- risk minimisation 
- access to Government funding 
- More collaborative? 

• How far in the SIB development process did they get? 
- developing a business case 
- receiving government development funding  
- engagement with the market e.g. providers and investors 
- full proposal from providers 

• Why did only 1 SIB out of a proposed 5 manage to make it to delivery stage?  
 -  lack of provider interest / experience 
 -  too risky business case / distribution of risk 
 -  unable to make financial case / realistic outcomes 

 
 
 


