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Transforming the Social Entrepreneur  
New texts on social entrepreneurship focus on the way social entrepreneurs transform society (see Nicholls, 2006; London and Morfopoulos, 2010).  There are few (if any) texts on the way social entrepreneurship transforms our understanding of leadership.  In a recent study, Graham Duncan explores how his own assumptions about leadership and social entrepreneurship were transformed by a social enterprise project.  It led to a further 3-year project, part-funded by the Big Lottery, to embed community learning through a new approach to community development using Appreciative Inquiry techniques and Open Space events.
Introduction
Rev’d Graham Duncan has spent much of his adult life working to provide new opportunities for employment to members of his local community.  He works at St Mary’s Church in Sheffield, UK using newly refurbished conferencing facilities to generate income for the community of Sharrow.  He started his study by saying:
Most of my working life had been spent working with vulnerable people in social enterprises. I had organised teams of homeless people into a landscaping business, set up a craft workshop, and finally renovated an old supermarket to create a second hand furniture shop offering full-time employment to young people who were homeless and unemployed.  These projects had been successful in transforming people’s lives, though the progress was often slow and hard won.
Graham decided to undertake an Action Research project, assisted by two colleagues (Aroose and Saffiena).  They set out to establish an employee-owned social enterprise involving Pakistani women in a ‘food factory’.  His first encounter with writing on social entrepreneurship offered encouragement:
I was attracted to this discourse and loved the promise of certainty and control implied by the objective language and economic terminology – it offered the clarity which I yearned for – in contrast to the muddle and confusion of my everyday working life.
He found that the work of Somers (2005), Nicholls (2006), Collins (2006) and Todres et al. (2006) talked “confidently of value propositions, social impact metrics, robust mechanisms, double bottom lines and social capital.”  Six months later, he and his colleagues were on a point of giving up the project.  It had not worked in the way they expected.  All three blamed the women’s attitude: they did not want to change.
He discussed this ‘complete failure’ with his dissertation supervisor who reassured him that it provided a unique opportunity to learn about the nature of leadership and social change.  Graham went in search of work that would help him make sense of his experience and discovered the work of Wenger (1998).  This transformed his understanding of cross-cultural issues, and the different worlds he was trying to bring together.  He undertook a series of interviews with the women and found, to his surprise, that they had made big changes.  He came to appreciate the power of discourse, mindset and social identity in shaping how they, and he, experienced ‘communities of practice’.
His journey involved a gradual shift from a leader-centric view of leadership ( ‘heroic’ social entrepreneurship) in which he sought to inspire and lead others, to a critical / cultural perspective on leadership in which he generated discourses with people so they could envisage an alternative future for themselves and their communities.
Graham’s Journey
Graham had a ‘heroic’ goal.  He noticed that women from many ethnic communities participate in family businesses, but that this was not the case amongst Pakistani women.  He envisaged a cooperative ‘food factory’ as a way for Pakistani women to “gain skills that women in other ethnic groups benefit from” and (in his wildest dreams) “transform the economic landscape” of their community. 
Graham took an idea from Denning (2001), a ‘springboard story’ that he believed would help the women understand how they could establish a business.  He regarded this story-telling approach as:
…an alternative epistemology (or way of knowing). This epistemology employs narrative, relationships, the use of imagination and empathy:  things that are much closer to the lived experience of the women…
He chose the rags to riches story of Kirit Patak, who arrived in England penniless and became an Indian pickle millionaire.  It did not work.  The women did not respond with either enthusiasm or the understanding that he and his colleagues expected.  Despite periods of progress (a weekend during which they took over £3000 on a food stall; a period during which the women enthusiastically undertook their own research to identify a good stall location) the women kept raising issues that felt insurmountable.  They were not willing to sell produce in public (this would conflict with their family and religious values).  They did not want ownership of the enterprise (they eventually admitted they went along with this idea to please Graham).
Graham began to question academic studies that claimed that “social enterprises fail because they lacked…clarity and planning (particularly financial planning).  He noticed that:
…there was very little that warned of the fact that managing is about dealing with real flesh and blood people who seethe with contradictory thoughts and, most disconcertingly, emotions…
He noticed also that the women had poorly developed social networks (which social science suggests are vital in the search for employment as well as enterprise creation).  Their lack of English language skills meant they could not engage with information provided by Government or business support institutions, nor could they hope to correspond with Companies House, VAT Agencies and other regulatory bodies without a great deal of external (and costly) support.  Graham’s efforts to provide useful examples had limited resonance because the women’s experience of growing up in Pakistan prevented them from sharing the cultural lessons that Graham had drawn from the examples he chose. 
Frustration grew between St Mary’s staff and the women in the food factory.  It was not until Graham later interviewed the women that he made a number of discoveries.  From the women’s point of view, they had made substantial (and beneficial) changes in their lives: they found new ways to enjoy life; they had lost their fear of ‘English staff’; some had become role models within their families.  All had increased their confidence, not simply through learning skills, but also through supervising new members of the food factory.  They were learning business skills incrementally, and were realistic about what could be achieved quickly.
So Graham looked to studies of ‘discourse’ to develop an appreciation of the role his own assumptions had played in the ‘failure’ of the food factory project.  Firstly, the women had no language of their own to understand the concepts and examples he put to them.  Experiencing “employment” was a sufficiently big challenge for the women: owning an enterprise was not yet a possibility they could envisage.  Graham switched from bringing stories to them and started looking for ways to help the women generate their own stories.  To clarify his learning, he discussed the impact of ‘rocking the boat’:
…when you are in a boat and someone starts to rock it: everyone shouts and panics and clings on: no sailing or progress is made. The metaphor was a fantastic one for illustrating how language was guiding our thinking as well as the women’s.  Our discourse had developed in ways that were counterproductive and unhelpful.
In the final stages of the project, Graham started using Appreciative Inquiry to generate stories and share them with staff at St Mary’s.  He is now delivering a series of Appreciative Inquiry workshops to generate new ‘springboard stories’ that the women can feed back into their community.  One of these, created by the women, is ‘Arshi’s Story’.  This reflects situations in which the women find themselves.  Aroose and Saffiena now ask groups of Pakistani women to give advice to Arshi on how she can change her life.  By the end of the project, Graham reported that:
…we are now participating very differently…We are aware of the myth of management objectivity and of the way that our humanity with its discourses, mindsets and identity inescapably guides actions which may be rationalized, but are not necessarily rational...
No longer does Graham automatically assume ‘western’ entrepreneurship norms will work.  Nor does he expect cultural reference points that he takes for granted to be meaningful to those who do not (and cannot) share his upbringing.  Instead, the research team now elicit stories from the women so that they can develop their discourse.  Having done so, they discuss how these provide alternative futures for Arshi.  In the years ahead, Arshi may start thinking about employee ownership again.  However her story develops, it will remain rooted in the experiences of the Pakistani women in the Sharrow region of Sheffield.
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Questions
Having read the case consider the following questions:
1. What theory of leadership informed Graham’s approach to social entrepreneurship at the outset of the project? Have you ever presumed that this approach to leadership is most effective?
2. Assess the extent to which ‘follower-centric’ views of leadership provide an explanation for Graham’s changing view of social entrepreneurship. What insights do follower-centric views provide into your own experiences?
3. In what circumstances might leader-centric theories maintain their applicability?
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