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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to examine the motivations, values, and job satisfaction among the 
people employed in the sector of social entrepreneurship that were obtained through 
a qualitative study of ten Croatian social cooperatives. In our analysis, we interpreted 
the experiences of working in a social enterprise from the employee perspective. Our 
findings suggest that the participants/employees of social enterprises favour intrinsic 
motivation and values related to their jobs, that they describe their working conditions in 
social enterprises positively, and that they share a perceived increase in the quality of 
life since having started working at a social enterprise. The described relations between 
motivation, job experiences, and participatory management allowed us to build upon 
and extend the existing body of research on motivation and job satisfaction in the social 
economy sector.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social entrepreneurship and economy have become increasingly prominent and 
accepted globally as economic and business models that aim at fulfilling a social 
or societal mission rather than pursuing uncontrolled growth and amassing profit 
(Perić and Alpeza, 2011; OECD, 2013). An upward trend in this development has 

1 This paper is based on the data collected for the project iPRESENT, the Installation Project of the 
Croatian Science Foundation for Research about Social Entrepreneurship (# 5332).
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been observed in particular since the last economic crisis that started in 2008 when 
the need to create a more equitable and responsible economic model and busi-
ness behaviour became more apparent. At this point, even the mainstream social 
circles have started to question the relationship between economic wealth and 
the quality of life of the majority, as well as the attitude towards resources and the 
ecosystem (Jackson, 2009; Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, 2009). The social economy 
sector is referred to as “no longer a peripheral phenomenon but a genuine insti-
tutional pillar of economy” (Bouchard, 2010: 11), “a pole of social utility between 
the capitalist sector and the public sector” in European society (Chaves Avila and 
Monzón Campos, 2010:117-118), which “plays a crucial role in the European eco-
nomic landscape and should be acknowledged, accepted, and supported as such” 
(European Parliament, 2009). 

In the European context, social entrepreneurship is a broad concept covering 
a plethora of economic models and a wide range of organisations. What many of 
them have in common, apart from creating a social impact and reinvesting income 
into projects of public relevance, is participatory democratic management that plac-
es the employee at the centre, thereby changing the economy for both the consum-
ers and its co-creators. Therefore, the experience of working at a social enterprise, 
motivations, and values shared by the employees are the focus of our research. 
Shifting the focus to workers’ evaluations enabled us to detect the impact of social 
entrepreneurship on workers’ perceived well-being. This also allowed us to identify 
whether social entrepreneurship fulfilled one of its social missions regarding partic-
ipatory management of an enterprise. 

The paper begins with an overview of the fundamental theoretical concepts of 
the social economy, with particular focus on its position in the Croatian context. 
This is followed by an overview of recent quantitative and qualitative research on 
the impact of work on the segments of social and private lives of people employed 
in social enterprises, as well as some theoretical and empirical perspectives on 
the types of employees’ motivation. The majority of the paper is dedicated to pre-
senting the results of our research and the discussion. We focused in particular on 
the examination of social enterprise employees’ motivations and job satisfaction, 
as well as on the impact of job experience on their sense of well-being. In the con-
clusion of our paper, we identify the specific scientific contribution of our findings. 
Specifically, we provide a descriptive analysis of the multiple aspects of job experi-
ence and motivation in the nascent stage of the social entrepreneurship sector, we 
examine how these aspects interact, and we analyse whether these experiences 
correspond to the theoretical conceptualisations of the sector. 
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2. THEORETICAL CONCEPTUALISATION OF SOCIAL 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND THE CROATIAN CONTEXT 

It is commonly believed that a social entrepreneur or a social enterprise refers to a 
business idea or initiative that manages to meet its social mission in an economi-
cally sustainable manner (Fitzhugh and Stevenson, 2015). In Europe, attention has 
been paid to economic and social dimensions and dimensions of participatory gov-
ernance, particularly in the scope of EMES – the European research network that 
centres around social enterprises, economy, and related terms. There are three 
sets of criteria social enterprises have to meet (Defourny and Nyssens, 2012):

1. Economic/entrepreneurial: a) a continuous activity producing goods and 
services; b) a significant level of economic risk; c) a minimum amount of 
paid work.

2. Social: a) an explicit aim to benefit the community; b) an initiative launched 
by a group of citizens or civil society organisations; c) a limited profit dis-
tribution.

3. Participatory governance: a) a high degree of autonomy; b) a decision-mak-
ing power not based on capital ownership; c) a participatory nature of the 
organisation.

The European approach follows the standard notion of social entrepreneurship in 
the USA in terms of emphasising the importance of economic and entrepreneurial 
spirit or an idea that aims to fulfil a social or societal mission. The two approaches 
are different in that the European approach significantly emphasises the way a 
process or an organisation is managed, that is, it explores the relationship between 
ownership and managing a social enterprise idea (European Commission, 2013). 

Croatia initially adopted social entrepreneurship through the Anglo-Saxon ap-
proach (Comolli, Varga and Varga, 2007; Rosandić and Varga, 2012), which mostly 
focused on empowering civil society organisations to boost their income, that is, 
to increase profit from self-financing activities in line with the American “earned 
income” approach (Defourny and Nyssens, 2012). However, during the pre-acces-
sion to the EU, Croatia adopted the European approach to the concept. In the key 
document titled Strategy of Development of Social Entrepreneurship in the Repub-
lic of Croatia 2015–2020 social entrepreneurship is defined in the following manner 
(MRMS, 2015: 7): “Enterprise based on the principles of social, environmental, and 
economic sustainability, wherein the entire or the majority of accrued profit/excess 
income is invested for the well-being of the community.”
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However, the sector is still underdeveloped in Croatia. Out of four Strategy ob-
jectives, only one is being pursued – the public funding of the sector, which, as 
part of the EU practice, is implemented by tenders to the Ministry of Labour and 
Pension System (Šimleša, Puđak and Bušljeta Tonković, 2019; Monzón Campos 
and Chaves Avila, 2016). Apart from poor institutional background, the lack of both 
human resources and entrepreneurial skills, social entrepreneurship in Croatia is 
considered mostly in the context of strengthening the labour market for the hard-to-
employ, which is a trait shared by countries where the sector is developed poorly 
(Bežovan, Matančević and Baturina, 2016; Šimleša et al., 2019). 

In our paper, we will use the term “social entrepreneurship” since it became 
widely used in the Croatian context and functions as the basic concept of the Strat-
egy. However, the term describes what the European context defines as a social 
enterprise or, more broadly, social economy. It is important to emphasise this in 
order to avoid terminological ambiguity and misinterpretations of the key concepts 
we are focusing on. “Social economy” is a prominent European meta-term that 
encompasses foundations, civil society organisations, cooperatives, and mutual 
organisations, which aim to meet their social missions using collective resources. 
The integral part of the social economy is a social enterprise. Social enterprise is 
the most recent concept that is currently on the rise and finding its place in the sec-
tor terminology (Monzón Campos and Chaves Avila, 2016). As already mentioned, 
apart from fulfilling a social mission, a social enterprise insists on an entrepre-
neurial initiation/action, gaining profit from market activities and, most importantly, 
developing participatory decision-making and (co)deciding on important matters 
among all stakeholders (Borzaga and Galera, 2014).

3. OVERVIEW OF EXISTING RESEARCH

It is vital to measure the satisfaction of people employed in social enterprises and 
users of their products and/or services. It is also important to capture their attitudes 
towards the activities of other stakeholders since it provides a genuine image of 
the organisation. This also keeps the organisation from dealing with mission drift, 
which is a frequently mentioned and analysed phenomenon that refers to deviating 
from the basic goal of fulfilling a social mission (Millstone, 2013; Pérotin, 2015; 
Utting, 2015). This occurs due to the sudden growth of an organisation or the 
prevalence of managerial and business principles over human and ethical values 
(Millstone, 2013; Pérotin, 2015; Utting, 2015).

We can single out a few studies conducted in Europe with a focus on motivation 
and non-material aspects of job satisfaction amongst employees of social enter-
prises. The presence of non-material aspects of job satisfaction has in particular 
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been examined in Italy. These studies concluded that intrinsic motivation compo-
nents such as a sense of belonging to a work organisation, shared values and the 
ability to achieve self-realisation have a positive impact on job satisfaction (Borza-
ga et al, 2014; Depedri, Tortia, and Carpita, 2010). Some findings also indicate that 
a stimulating work environment improves the well-being of each worker. This con-
firms the findings of previous research, which shows that quality decision-making 
is the most relevant aspect of perceived procedural fairness (Depedri et al., 2010). 
In the Trentino region, research conducted among various businesses indicates 
that employment in cooperative enterprises increases the social trust of workers 
by 47.5% relative to employment in public enterprises or 36.9% relative to em-
ployment in private enterprises (Sabatini, Modena and Tortia, 2012). Furthermore, 
organisations with a less hierarchical model of governance and organisations that 
do not aim to maximise profit play a crucial role in the diffusion of trust and accu-
mulation of social capital (Sabatini et al., 2012). 

The complexity of motivators in the behaviour of employees excludes the pos-
sibility of reducing motivation to a single dimension, such as non-monetary moti-
vation. Research shows that employees value extrinsic motivations, such as job 
stability and salary (Borzaga et al., 2014; Becchetti, Castriota and Tortia, 2013). 
However, intrinsic components, such as shared values, a sense of belonging, the 
ability to achieve self-realisation and usefulness, are ranked very high on the Likert 
scale (Borzaga et al, 2014). Besides, despite extra hours (partially unpaid over-
time), which can negatively affect wages, intrinsically motivated employees receive 
higher wages since intrinsic motivations create extra productivity, which compen-
sates for the amount of job donated and leads to higher pay (Becchetti et al., 2013). 

We will also mention two qualitative studies conducted in Great Britain on the 
impact of working at a social enterprise on the health and well-being of employees. 
Both studies showed a positive impact of working at a social enterprise on the 
health and well-being of employees through multiple aspects of intrinsic motivators 
and/or values (Chandler, 2016; Macaulay et al., 2017). The presence of intrin-
sic motivation among social entrepreneurship employees is described through the 
perceived social impact of their work, values they share with colleagues, enhanced 
social connectedness, employability, increased sense of autonomy and enhanced 
confidence (Chandler, 2016; Macaulay et al., 2017). However, some negative as-
pects of working at a social enterprise are found as well, such as concerns over job 
security; long working hours and poor work-life balance (Chandler, 2016).

Within the specifically Croatian context, there is no research closely connected 
to the topic of our paper. There are, nevertheless, two qualitative studies that help 
shape the context of our research: a case study of the decision-making processes 
in social enterprises in Croatia (Stubbs and Vidović, 2017), and a study of the third 
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sector’s impact on its human resources (Baturina, 2018). Considering the aspect 
of participatory governance, the former study concludes, among other things, that 
there is a complex dynamic between formal and informal types of governance, 
and that informal hierarchy is present in the decision-making process (Stubbs 
and Vidović, 2017). The latter study concludes that the motivation for working at a 
social enterprise is mostly altruistic, that human resources have a better chance 
of learning, and have developed flexibility through work (Baturina, 2018).2 Based 
on the description of the importance of social entrepreneurship in the European 
context (section 2), in our research, we focus on the last two areas, which cover 
the issues of democratic management and job satisfaction, including employees’ 
motivations. Our research is therefore placed within the context of the existing 
body of research on non-material aspects of job satisfaction conducted in Europe. 
We, however, also extend previous research by further locating our study within 
the nascent stage of the sector’s development, which has not been explored by 
previous studies. Since there has been relatively scarce research on social en-
trepreneurship in Croatia, and there has been none focusing on the satisfaction 
of employees of social enterprises, we have decided to approach the actors and 
capture their views on the important topics related to social entrepreneurship.

4. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

4.1. Conceptualisation 

Since we were examining employees’ motivation, we begin by presenting basic 
theoretical frameworks and empirical findings regarding different types of motiva-
tion that proved to be useful in our research. We can distinguish between two basic 
types of motivations: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic motivations are connected to 
non-material needs and are described as a driver of human behaviour that goes 
beyond the satisfaction of mere physiological and material security needs (Bec-
chetti et al., 2013). More specifically, intrinsic motivation entails self-realisation, 
good interpersonal workplace relations, inclusion, and autonomy in decision-mak-
ing. A job entails both intrinsic and extrinsic needs (material and/or other forms of 
separate compensation) to which individuals ascribe various intensities of impor-
tance (Depedri et al., 2010).

2 It is important to note that in this study there were considerable differences in sampling and the 
focus of the research question. Unlike in our research, the sample consisted of actors holding 
management positions and actors from the NGO sector. Besides, the study largely focused on 
volunteer work, which influenced the conclusion about the presence of altruistic motivations.
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However, Ryan and Deci (2000) bring the concept of need satisfaction into the 
discussion on motivation types, making the distinction gradual and flexible (see 
also Baard, Deci and Ryan, 2004). In that case, extrinsic motivation can include 
personal endorsement through fulfilling the intrinsic needs of competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness, which renders extrinsic motivation much more than mere 
compliance and brings it closer to the opposite pole of intrinsic motivations (Ryan 
and Deci, 2000). It is also important to mention that the interpersonal climate creat-
ed in the workplace promotes self-motivation and satisfaction and leads to a higher 
level of trust and well-being (Baard et al., 2004). 

 4.2. Methodology and Sampling

Besides analysing quantitative economic indicators of the sector, it is logical to 
analyse the qualitative aspects of employee satisfaction considering the sector’s 
focus on a social mission (Bell and Willmott, 2014). This becomes even more evi-
dent if we take into account the sector’s goals of management transformation and 
relation to employees that were in the focus of our research. 

In the sector of social entrepreneurship, these interpretations serve as commu-
nication tools of social economy actors before the public, donators, local commu-
nity, and users. 

We conducted a qualitative study3 among the most active organisations from 
the social enterprise database (Šimleša et al., 2015a). Out of 20 social cooper-
atives we opted for ten with the largest number of employees in order to recruit 
enough participants per group. Our selection was also guided by variability: we 
included organisations that were active in different parts of Croatia and those that 
encompassed various core businesses. We conducted group interviews with em-
ployees of these organisations in the period between April and July 2016.4 In these 
interviews, we aimed to elicit reflections and attitudes relating to four main areas: 
definition, motivation, values, and job satisfaction. 

Our research was guided by the following research questions: 1) What type of 
values and motivation do employees working at social enterprises have? 2) Does 
employees’ job experience at a social enterprise correspond to its goal and mis-
sion? 3) How does employees’ work experience reflect on their perceived well-be-

3 The research was carried out as part of the scientific project funded by the Croatian Science Fund 
in the period 2014–2017. 

4 The interviews were taped with the consent of the participants, and the audiotapes were then 
transcribed for analysis. Before the interview, the participants were notified of the purpose and 
aims of the research, stages of the research, and their rights as participants. The participants also 
signed an informed consent form to participate in the research. 
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ing? In pursuing the answers to these questions, we used descriptive qualitative 
methodology. Qualitative analysis was selected in order to best achieve the pur-
pose of the research, that is, to understand and describe social behaviour within 
the context of the social economy. The analysis allowed us to develop concepts 
on several abstract levels and thematic networks we used to interpret the results 
(Attride-Stirling, 2001; Charmaz, 2000). 

The sample was purposive and consisted of social entrepreneurship actors list-
ed in the social enterprise database, which encompasses 90 legal entities, out 
of which there are 20 social cooperatives. Ten group interviews were conducted 
with employees of ten cooperatives. Sixty-eight participants volunteered to take 
part in the interviews: from six to eight interviewees per group. The groups con-
sisted of interviewees who were employees and, in some cases, stakeholders at 
the same time (which is common in cooperative organisations). The interviewees 
worked in different positions and jobs, depending on the type of organisation, rang-
ing from service activities to small factory jobs and manufacturers. However, within 
a group, the interviewees worked mostly on the same jobs, except foremen who 
participated in interviews arranged in two groups. The groups were heterogeneous 
regarding gender and age. All social enterprises that entered the sample were 
small business organisations (up to 15 employees). This sample scope resulted 
in a satisfactory level of data density and saturation, that is, thematic repetition 
in the participants’ answers. The interviews were then analysed using a comput-
er program for qualitative data processing (Atlas.ti 7). The following procedures 
were used in the analysis of the transcribed material: simultaneous collection of 
material and analysis, multi-level open coding, and theme/category development. 
In this manner, we inductively developed fundamental concepts that enabled the 
research questions to be answered. 

The interviews covered the following topics: personal definition of social entre-
preneurship, fundamental values of social entrepreneurship, motivation, job sat-
isfaction and overall experience of working at a social enterprise. By interviewing 
the participants on these topics, we were able to answer the research questions 
by describing the value orientations of cooperative employees regarding their work 
preferences and types of motivation. That enabled us to shed light on the impact 
of working at a social enterprise on the self-perceived well-being of employees. 

Initially, we approached the potential interviewees via e-mail. We sent a request 
for participation to the official e-mail address of a given cooperative. A person in 
charge of human resources would forward that request and the information about 
the research to a targeted group (workers of the cooperative), who then volun-
teered to participate. Given the prompt and sufficient response, we consider that 
the theme and goals of the research were perceived positively, which might have 
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had a positive influence on the perception of the researchers. However, the pres-
ence of a researcher contributed to the initial shyness of the interviewees in the 
context of a group interview. The interviewees, therefore, had to be individually en-
couraged to share their views. In that sense, some answers could have been more 
extensive or even different had those questions been asked later in the interview 
when the interviewees talked more freely. 

We opted for group interviews in order to capture the joint job experience of 
workers in social cooperatives, as well as to see instances of consensus or dis-
agreement amongst the workers on the topics we were interested in. This was 
important since social entrepreneurship places emphasis on joint decision-making 
and procedural fairness. Another reason for choosing group interviews was the 
relevance of contextual aspects of a job to workers’ motivation, which was shown 
by previous studies. Nevertheless, we were not so much focused on the interaction 
among members of the group, and that interaction was not the subject of analysis 
per se5 (Brown and Edmunds, 2011). However, the group setting inevitably had 
some influence on the conversation flow, as well as on individual answers. The 
interviewees certainly inspired each other’s answers, but this was not considered 
entirely a weakness of the research since the joint experience at a workplace was 
one of the reasons we opted for group interviews. At the beginning of each inter-
view, the interviewees encouraged each other to participate and share opinions. As 
the interview progressed, the interviewees were speaking more freely and openly, 
so there was no need to additionally encourage individuals to participate. During 
sample planning, we kept an eye on maintaining group homogeneity with respect 
to the key characteristic for analysis (in our case that was job position). Having 
groups that were homogenous in that way was important to minimise refraining 
from providing answers, which could have been caused by fear or shame in the 
presence of superiors. It should be noted that group interviews will often reproduce 
the socially accepted, normative discourse within a group and that individuals that 
have unpopular views or less self-confidence are prone to refrain from answering 
(Smithson, 2007). However, despite the general consensus reached within each 
group, certain questions steered the discussion further away in some groups, which 
resulted in some interviewees expressing different opinions. This contributed to our 
confidence that the interviewees talked openly.

The transcribed material was first analysed by one of the authors of this paper. 
After finishing coding and the theme development, the initial results were discussed 

5 Unlike group interviews, focus group analysis will place greater emphasis on the interaction 
within the group. Even though Hughes and Dumont (1993) define focus groups as in-depth group 
interviews, recently, when talking about focus groups, some authors have placed much more 
emphasis on group interaction as a unit of analysis (Smithson, 2007; Acocella, 2011).
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between both authors, and after a few adjustments, the final number of codes and 
themes was agreed on. The categories were developed jointly by both authors with 
the goal of designing an explanatory framework. Deviant cases appeared in three 
themes (and two categories) regarding quality of life, cooperation, and competition. 
The deviant cases were integrated into the analysis and have helped to explain the 
researched phenomenon by integrating the broader social context and narrower 
contexts (job positions) of workers, as it will be shown in the research results. 

5. RESEARCH RESULTS – QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF 
GROUP INTERVIEWS

Previously outlined research (see section 3) has shown that people are motivated 
and encouraged to act by stimuli other than just salary; they are motivated by social 
approval, a sense of equity, autonomy and other non-monetary aspects of work. 
Job satisfaction results from the feeling that the work one is doing reflects their val-
ues and offers a sense of purpose (Depedri et al., 2010). Having in mind these and 
other characteristics of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations mentioned before, as well 
as the concepts of social entrepreneurship from the presented literature, we began 
analysing the qualitative data we had gathered. Having analysed the transcribed 
material, we isolated 38 codes grouped into eight themes, which we then divided 
into three categories: construction of the meaning of social entrepreneurship; co-
operation; and perceived well-being. 

5.1. Constructing the Meaning of Social Entrepreneurship through 
Definition, Motivation, and Values

The “meaning of social entrepreneurship” category is constructed through the 
themes of individual definitions (coded “personal”), motivation to work at a social 
enterprise, and fundamental values of social entrepreneurship (the theme “funda-
mentals”) (Table 1). 
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Table 1:  “Construction of the meaning of social entrepreneurship” category 

CONSTRUCTION OF THE MEANING OF SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

PERSONAL 
DEFINITIONS:

MOTIVATION: FUNDAMENTALS:

Social inclusion Deliberate choice Inclusion of the 
marginalised

Social or societal 
entrepreneurship

Circumstantial choice Production process

Development of the 
community

Self-financing Togetherness/community

“Textbook” definition Work integration Humanity

Public good Opportunity in crisis

Helping others Trust 

Since there is no unique definition of social entrepreneurship and since the term 
is not common in the local enterprise sector (or legislation), we were interested in 
seeing how the actors defined social entrepreneurship, what it meant for them, and 
what elements of social entrepreneurship stood out as fundamental. The partici-
pants mostly defined social entrepreneurship as a type of enterprise that enables 
the social inclusion of marginalised groups, primarily hard-to-employ and disabled 
persons. This definition corresponds to the broader European context of social 
economy, which reduces social entrepreneurship to the integration of the marginal-
ised and the excluded into the labour market (Work Integration Social Enterprises 
– WISEs) and the provision of services and social care in the community (Šimleša 
et al., 2015b). Furthermore, “community development” (code), that is, investing 
in projects of public interest is often mentioned as the defining moment of so-
cial entrepreneurship. The former part of the definition corresponds to the general 
definitions of social entrepreneurship, whereas the latter corresponds to concepts 
such as sustainable development, in the sense of emphasising development as 
opposed to growth. Only a fraction of the interviewees were aware of the broader 
definition of social entrepreneurship, which entails principles of environmental pro-
tection and reinvestment of profit, even though this definition was integrated into 
the local Social Entrepreneurship Development Strategy (MRMS, 2015). Since the 
debate on the terminology to be adopted in legislation is still ongoing in Croatia 
(whether the concept will be called “social” or “societal” entrepreneurship), some 
actors defined the concept by arguing for or against either of the terms. 
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Bookkeeper/male: “To me it’s… something positive. It has a social, economic, 
and environmental goal at once, and it is actually a type of entrepreneurship 
that will give a chance to those that no one in conventional entrepreneurship 
wants to employ.”

In the interviews, we asked questions about the motivation for working at a social 
enterprise. We also wanted to know whether the individuals had made clear deci-
sions to work in the social enterprise sector or whether this was a “circumstantial 
choice”, as some participants said – that is, whether they would have accepted 
any job to make a living. The analysis showed that motivation was closely inter-
connected with the definition of social entrepreneurship: the definition aligned with 
the participant’s motivation to do specific work (such as “helping others” or envi-
ronmental protection) and with what they do at the social enterprise (for instance, 
finding jobs for the hard-to-employ, or upcycling textile). It can also be said that the 
interaction between these processes goes both ways: the motivation is supported 
by the definition and the definition justifies the motivation. 

Project manager / female: “I’ve always had the need to help others, and this 
organisation is conceived this way. Any one of us could have had a private 
business and be successful. But the thing is, it’s our own choice to be part of 
the success of the whole community.”

These findings are also somewhat consistent with the research conducted in Italy 
and Great Britain, where the importance of the intrinsic motivation for working in 
this sector was manifested, inter alia, in the importance of social impact for the in-
dividual/participant and the perceived purpose of work (Chandler, 2016; Depedri et 
al., 2010). However, most of the interviewees said their job choice was circumstan-
tial, whereas the rest deliberately sought employment in the sector – these were 
mostly individuals in management positions. 

Motivation is also closely linked to what the actors see as the most important 
(fundamental) aspect of social entrepreneurship. When we asked the participants 
to single out the most important aspect or the fundamental value of social entre-
preneurship, they emphasised the values or aspects that corresponded to their 
answers about definition and motivation. If a cooperative works with marginalised 
groups, this reflects on the way the interviewees (cooperative employees) define 
social entrepreneurship and the values they highlight as the determining factors 
of social entrepreneurship, such as humanity or social inclusion of marginalised 
groups. The topic of fundamentals also encompasses some of the codes, such as 
“trust” or “togetherness”, which correspond to the mentioned research to a certain 
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extent in this case as well (particularly to the findings of Sabatini et al. (2012) and 
Chandler (2016)). Some participants only singled out values that referred to the 
enterprise, whereas others highlighted values that referred to the broader social 
impact of the enterprise. 

Food factory worker / female: “For me, the most important aspect is solving real 
problems in the community… catering to people’s needs. What is also important 
is the production process, in which not only the final product is important, or 
profit, but people are important, too.”

Hortitherapy coach / female: “What I deem most important in the company are 
cooperation and togetherness… We decide on everything in a democratic way, 
and cooperation and trust are a priority.” 

The above quotations illustrate how the social-contextual factor as an aspect of the 
interpersonal climate in the workplace promotes trust and job satisfaction (Baard 
et al., 2004). 

5.2. Perceived Well-Being

As the previously outlined research has shown, motivation is closely connected to 
job satisfaction (Baard et al., 2004). This is also the case in our research, which 
is shown through the themes of “working conditions” and “personal fulfilment” that 
constitute the second category we singled out in our analysis: “perceived well-be-
ing”. These two themes also somewhat match the self-regarding and other-regard-
ing intrinsic motivations (Becchetti et al., 2013), as well as some of the elements 
of intrinsic need satisfaction like personal endorsement, autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness, which Ryan and Deci (2000) consider important for improving 
self-motivation, satisfaction, and performance at the workplace.

We asked the interviewees to describe their working conditions, how working 
at a social enterprise impacted their life, and to describe the differences between 
working at a conventional business and a social enterprise (since almost all partic-
ipants had previous work experience). They mostly answered the questions posi-
tively: most of them reported an increase in the quality of life, particularly in terms 
of “usefulness” for society. The latter may also be interpreted as the successful 
achievement of one of the social entrepreneurship goals, which is the social in-
tegration of those workers who can be classified as part of marginalised groups. 
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Table 2:  “Perceived well-being” category

PERCEIVED WELL-BEING

PERSONAL FULFILMENT: WORKING CONDITIONS:

Improved quality of life Democratic decision-making

Impaired quality of life Equal opportunities

Work satisfaction Work satisfaction

Integration Family atmosphere

Internalisation of values through SE Personal relations

Circumstantial choice / deliberate choice* Employee interdependence

*The “circumstantial choice” and “deliberate choice” codes appear in two categories. 

Furthermore, some interviewees emphasised that working at a social enterprise 
helped them internalise new values and adopt new attitudes related to environ-
mental protection and helping those in need. This is seen as an example of per-
sonal endorsement, especially for those workers who started their “career” prompt-
ed mostly by extrinsic motivation (monetary compensation and security). Through 
personal endorsement, interviewees report a positive impact on psychological 
well-being through the feeling of usefulness. 

Physical therapist / female: “Well, any job that pays my bills every month is 
improving my quality of life [laughter]. No, for real, I was looking for a job for a 
whole year, and every employer, when he sees my diagnosis, loses interest in 
hiring me. Working here has really made me happy, my life has improved dras-
tically, it’s not just about the salary, it’s about feeling useful.”

The interviewees were also satisfied with their working conditions and often men-
tioned that interpersonal relations were more important than a high salary. The 
ability to advance at work, the right to partake in decision-making, equality, and a 
“family atmosphere” were the most commonly mentioned advantages of working 
at a social enterprise, which further amplify motivation and job satisfaction, and are 
practically in line with the goals of social entrepreneurship.

Seamstress 1 / female: “Yeah, I worked at a company that… runs for profit. But 
here, there is no such pressure, it’s much more relaxed, and the conditions are 
much more humane.”
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Seamstress 2 / female: “I think we are like one big family. I worked for 27 years 
at another company… and always had to keep my head down, be quiet, and 
obey orders. But now, we decide everything together, and I’m reborn!” 

Employee manager / male: “We had some tough times. For two years, we 
worked for a minimum wage. Someone might find it hard to understand, but I 
would rather work for a minimum wage and have good interpersonal relation-
ships at the workplace than to earn twice as much and have to endure stress.”

Only a small portion of the participants felt that there had been negative effects 
on the quality of life since they spent more time at work (this particularly refers to 
the participants in foreman positions), but they also pointed out that it wasn’t “a 
problem”. 

We again see that the results of the research correspond to the conclusions of 
Depedri et al. (2010), and Macaulay et al. (2017) regarding the importance of the 
perceived ‘usefulness’, autonomy and social impact for the perceived job satis-
faction and overall well-being. The correspondence also refers to the way that an 
autonomy-supportive context (“humane” working conditions, “interpersonal rela-
tionships”, not “obeying orders”) enhances self-motivation and personal endorse-
ment (Baard et al., 2004) that bring motivation closer to being intrinsic but also 
enhances overall job satisfaction, participants’ overall impression of an improved 
quality of life related to positive surroundings, cooperation, and equality. There is 
also correspondence to previous findings (Chandler, 2016) regarding the negative 
aspects of the quality of life such as poor work-life balance. 

5.3. Cooperation

Apart from being directly linked to employees’ motivation or shared values, coop-
eration with the community, as well as within and among enterprises, is a vital seg-
ment of social entrepreneurship. It proved to be a very important topic among our 
participants as well, particularly in the context of relations with the local community 
and users. The “cooperation” category encompasses 12 codes grouped into three 
themes. 



22

Revija za sociologiju | Croatian Sociological Review 50 (2020), 1: 7–30

Table 3:  The “cooperation” category 

COOPERATION

COOPERATION IN A 
BROADER CONTEXT

RELATION TO THE 
COMMUNITY

COMPETITION

Lack of cooperation Good communication with 
users

No competition among SE 
actors

Need for networking Recognition in the community Competition for projects

Good cooperation Ineffective cooperation with 
the local government

Competition with conventional 
entrepreneurship

Third-sector support

Market cooperation

Free market rules

When the interviewees were asked to rate cooperation in terms of social entrepre-
neurship, we received conflicting answers. Some of the interviewees were satisfied 
with the cooperation within the social enterprise sector; a part of them expressed 
their dissatisfaction with cooperation and emphasised the need to “network” to 
increase market success. Some participants pointed to cooperation with conven-
tional enterprises as desirable in terms of growth and development of social entre-
preneurship. They also saw a learning potential since social entrepreneurs have 
to function within the broader free-market context. In this respect, the participants 
also saw obstacles to the development and survival of a social enterprise since 
some of them, due to the overall production model, cannot compete with conven-
tional businesses in terms of price. 

Graphic designer / male: “I think that with more cooperation we could get much 
better results… by networking and partnering up, we could create a common 
market for our products. There are already several conventional businesses 
that work with us and that circle is growing every year.”

In-home elderly care worker / female: “It’s difficult to initiate cooperation be-
cause people are not ready. And I believe this is a general Croatian trait. That 
is why we see project partnerships only on paper, but not as true participatory 
initiatives.”

On the other hand, the majority of the interviewees emphasised good cooperation 
with users, confirmed by good communication with their users and the fact that 
they kept coming back to use their goods and services (“regular customers”), which 
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contributed to positive workplace experience, and the enhancement of motivation. 
As one interviewee said, “The customers are very considerate, they understand 
the matter. Those are our regulars, so they know our families and we know theirs”(-
physical therapist/male).

They also considered the position of certain actors (cooperatives) in the local 
community as positive, whereas only a few interviewees spoke negatively about 
cooperation with the local government, particularly in terms of the absence of con-
crete support measures. 

The issue of competition arises with cooperation. The interviewees spoke of 
good relations and the absence of competition within the social enterprise sector, 
attributing it to the fact that social entrepreneurship in Croatia is still underdevel-
oped, which leaves plenty of room for a variety of market choices. The participants 
from one cooperative were the only ones to point out that there was competition in 
the context of applying for public tenders for financing social enterprise projects. It 
is also valid to assume that external factors of social enterprises’ ecosystems and 
various public policies influence the conflicting aspect of cooperation and com-
petition mentioned by the interviewees. Specifically, we can refer to the external 
factors listed in the report Social Enterprises and their Eco-System (EC, 2016: 19): 
1) the political acknowledgement and legal forms that have been recognised at 
the national level; 2) access to market; 3) public support; 4) access to finance; 5) 
networks and mutual support mechanisms; 6) research, education and skills devel-
opment. These factors are underdeveloped in Croatia, which could be connected 
to the attitudes of workers in social enterprises towards cooperation among the 
relevant actors, public/institutional awareness, and institutional obstacles to the 
sectors’ development.6

6. DISCUSSION

There are several points of correspondence between our findings and previous re-
search. First, we confirmed that the intrinsic motivation for working in this sector is 
manifested in the importance of social impact and the perceived purpose of work. 
This also applies to the conclusions regarding the importance of the connection be-
tween perceived “usefulness”, autonomy and social impact for perceived job satis-
faction and overall well-being. Second, our findings confirm the importance of trust 
and interpersonal climate at the workplace for both motivation and job satisfaction. 
More specifically, this refers to the way that an autonomy-supportive context en-

6 The socio-political and legislative frameworks are important for understanding the development 
of social entrepreneurship in Croatia. However, the subject exceeds the scope and focus of this 
paper. Valuable insight on this topic can be found in Vidović (2019). 
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hances self-motivation and personal endorsement that further reinforce overall job 
satisfaction and participants’ impression of improved quality of life. Third, there is 
also correspondence to previous findings regarding the negative aspects of quality 
of life, such as poor work-life balance.

We further extended these findings with the conclusion that motivation, values, 
and definition of social entrepreneurship are closely interconnected for social econ-
omy workers. Furthermore, those three aspects also lead to, and at the same time 
are supported by perceived well-being through working conditions and personal 
fulfilment. In other words, values and motivation are supported and enhanced by 
working conditions and personal fulfilment on the job. Correspondingly, shared val-
ues and motivation improve the social-contextual aspect of a job and create an 
interpersonal climate. The aspect of cooperation is not as directly connected to 
motivation, values, and well-being but has shown to be important to the interview-
ees and it can also have a positive impact on these categories through positive 
relations with the community/users. There are certain differences in opinion among 
participants due to experiences in different enterprises, and they contribute to the 
complexity of the results in terms of the research question. 

Furthermore, our analysis showed that the ability to advance at work, right to 
partake in decision-making, equality, and a “family atmosphere” are manifestations 
of the theoretical conceptualisation of social entrepreneurship regarding participa-
tory/horizontal management. 

Finally, we built on and extended the previous research findings that altruistic 
components impact the motivation for working in the sector (Borzaga et al., 2014). 
We conclude that through the internalisation of social entrepreneurship values, the 
opposite is also true. Working at a social enterprise creates and enhances altruistic 
components of motivation. 

All of the above allows social enterprises to fulfill the mission of the social enter-
prise sector, including social impact, a high degree of autonomy and participatory 
nature. The mission of social entrepreneurship is fulfilled despite the underdevel-
opment of the sector in Croatia and the fact that no regulatory framework has been 
established.



25

Puđak, Šimleša: Is Social Entrepreneurship Better for Workers?...

7. CONCLUSION

Social economy actors and social enterprises are becoming increasingly accepted 
as solutions to growing social, economic, resource, and environmental issues in 
the 21st century, and they are particularly lauded as a tool for achieving many of 
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals until 2030 (Trosi, Sisto and Castagnola, 
2017). The research presented here pointed to the existence of self-motivation in 
our social enterprises and a high level of job satisfaction and participation in the or-
ganisations. This points to the conclusion that social enterprises in Croatia, in their 
nascent stage, fulfil their mission regarding social impact, high level of autonomy 
and participatory management in the workplace. The described work experiences 
in social enterprises from the employee perspective have afforded us a broader 
understanding of the impact of social entrepreneurship, both in the context of the 
initial development of the sector (such as the one in Croatia) and in the context of 
an economic crisis. 

Considering these results in the framework of the conducted qualitative anal-
ysis, we can speak about the theoretical generalisation of the results (Eisnhart, 
2009). In that regard, we do not achieve the generalisation of the results based on 
the statistical representability of the sample as in quantitative research. Rather, we 
speak of the generalisation of theoretical concepts that can help further develop 
the theory and theoretical concepts of social entrepreneurship. According to Gobo 
(2007), developing precise sample variability (as part of idiographic sampling) is 
one of the crucial steps for attaining generalisation in qualitative studies. Having in 
mind the variability included in our research sampling, we can attempt to claim the 
theoretical generalisation of our results. In the case of research presented here, 
generalisation will, therefore, apply to the relationship between workers’ construc-
tion of the meaning of social entrepreneurship, their job experience and perceived 
well-being in the sector of social entrepreneurship, as well as the relationship be-
tween the aforementioned aspects and participatory management. In that regard, 
this research and its results are a first step towards the further development of the 
explanatory framework in the research of participatory management impact and 
towards the further strengthening of generalisation by elaborating sample variabil-
ity. There are, however, specific limitations to this research: we cannot claim with 
certainty that the perceived increase in life quality, intrinsic motivation, and values 
are exclusively a result of working at a social enterprise. Other factors may have 
contributed to the researched phenomena such as the size of the organisation 
(since all the organisations/cooperatives included in the research were small or-
ganisations) because the work climate in smaller organisations sometimes tends to 
be more personal and relations between workers closer. Second, the study’s out-
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comes may have been influenced by the group setting of the interviews, where the 
interviewees may have influenced and inspired each other’s answers. However, 
all interviewees were workers (mostly in the same job positions within the group) 
and never cooperative managers and/or founders who might have influenced the 
theme and tone of the conversations. Third, some participants, especially those 
who chose to work at a social enterprise, may have had an a priori positive opinion 
of working at a social enterprise, which could have influenced the resulting out-
come. However, a part of the validity of our findings stems from the comparison 
with the participants who “happened” to enter the social enterprise sector; they 
considered working in the sector to be positive compared to previous experiences 
with differently organised jobs and institutions. 

 The academic contribution of this paper consists of expanding the explanatory 
framework of the way motivations, values and personal definitions of social entre-
preneurship interact with job satisfaction, perceived well-being, and participatory 
management. It also consists of a revelation of the direction of the mentioned in-
teractions: not only are altruistic and intrinsic components important for the moti-
vation to work at a social enterprise but working at a social enterprise will impact 
and enhance the altruistic and intrinsic components of motivation that were not 
present before. This opens up new areas of research in order to encompass all the 
relevant aspects that the participants of this research singled out, for instance, the 
development of precise measurements of the impact of democratic management 
in the workplace on work motivation, work performance and, consecutively, job 
satisfaction. Research on the level of democratic government in the workplace, 
job experience and inclusion of all key stakeholders in the (co)decision-making 
process is necessary not only in the context of social entrepreneurship but also in 
the context of developing more sustainable and fairer economy models.
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Je li društveno poduzetništvo bolje za radnike? Utjecaj radnog 
iskustva u hrvatskim društvenim zadrugama na percipiranu 
dobrobit radnika
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SAŽETAK 

Osnovna je namjera ovoga rada istražiti motivacije, vrijednosti i zadovoljstvo na radno-
me mjestu radnika zaposlenih u sektoru društvenog poduzetništva. Kvalitativnim istraži-
vanjem obuhvatili smo deset socijalnih zadruga kako bismo interpretirali iskustva rada u 
društvenom poduzetništvu iz perspektive samih radnika. Iz rezultata istraživanja može 
se zaključiti kako sugovornici/radnici u društvenim poduzećima daju prednost intrinzičnoj 
motivaciji i intrinzičnim vrijednostima vezanim uz radno mjesto, pozitivno opisuju uvjete 
rada u društvenom poduzetništvu te dijele percepciju porasta kvalitete života otkad rade 
u društvenom poduzeću. Veze koje smo opisali u istraživanju između motivacija, radnog 
iskustva i participatornog upravljanja omogućuju proširenje postojećih zaključaka istraži-
vanja motivacija i zadovojstva na radu u sektoru društvene ekonomije.  

Ključne riječi:  društveno poduzetništvo, intrinzična motivacija, vrijednosti, zadovoljstvo na 
radnome mjestu

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0549-5802
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0549-5802

