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 Abstract 

This paper examines institutional voids as a possible impediment to harnessing 

and articulating the contributions of social enterprises towards the 

implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in South Africa. 

It focuses on municipalities as sites for the implementation of development goals 

and the services of social enterprises. The findings show that institutional voids 

in the Integrated Development Plan which stem from the Constrained 

Development Focus of municipalities manifest in a Deficient Sector Engagement 

and Deficient Accountability for social entrepreneurship. These run counter to the 

policy and institutional coherence that is needed to successfully implement the 

SDGs. There is, therefore, a need to rethink the IDP process and incorporate the 

services of social enterprises.  
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Introduction 

This paper examines institutional voids as a possible impediment to articulating and harnessing 

the contributions of social enterprises towards the implementation of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in South Africa. It uses municipalities and the integrated 

development plan (IDP) of municipalities in South Africa as frames of reference. There is, 

presently, no consensus on what constitutes social enterprises. However, the term generally 

constitutes a range of organizations with a primary social purpose that engage in activities that 

directly and indirectly address socio–economic needs in communities. Social enterprise 

organizations are active in a variety of areas such as food security, poverty eradication, health 

care, job creation, skills development, education, security, inequality and gender related issues, 

environmental protection and sustainability, among others (Haugh, 2006; Haugh and Talwar, 

2014; Littlewood and Holt, 2018; Mair and Marti, 2009; Seelos et al., 2006; Steinman and van 

Rooij, 2012; Visser, 2011). These development issues align, on various levels, with the SDGs 

and potentially expand the opportunity space for social enterprises and the role they can play 

in the achievement of the SDGs.  

In South Africa, social enterprises exist in diverse organizational forms that can incorporate as 

a non–profit, for–profit or hybrid model. This paper focuses on the non–profit models. The 

relevance of such organizations to the achievement or implementation of the SDGs lies, first, 

in their embeddedness within communities in the municipality and secondly, on the role of 

non–state actors in the implementation of the SDGs (Goal 17) (United Nations, 2014). South 

Africa’s system of wall–to–wall local government wherein every geographical space or 

‘Territory of the Republic’ (Republic of South Africa, 1996: 77) is located within a municipality 

invariably places every organization in the social enterprise sector within a municipal space. 
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As such, these organizations play an important role on the ground in delivering various socio–

economic programmes in many poor communities (Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality, 2015; 

City of Cape Town, 2015; City of Johannesburg, 2015; Republic of South Africa, 2013). This, 

therefore, makes them part of the development ecosystem of the municipality. It also makes  

social enterprise activities (social entrepreneurship [SE]) a potential mechanism that can be 

used to address the numerous wicked sustainable development challenges facing the country 

(Littlewood and Holt, 2015).  

Municipalities, themselves, play a crucial role in the development process as they carry 

significant developmental responsibilities to ensure that the quality of life of citizens improve 

(Department of Provincial and Local Government [DPLG], 2000; Republic of South Africa: 

Department of Constitutional Development, 1998). As shown in figure 1, municipalities are 

linked to the SDGs through the alignment of the IDP to provincial plans which are aligned to 

the National Development Plan (NDP). The NDP is the long–term development vision that 

guides the development trajectory of the country. It is aligned to the SDGs and flows down 

through national plans and strategies to the provincial level of government and then down to 

the municipality/local level. This, by implication, makes municipalities implementation sites 

of the SDGs as well. That means, the successful implementation of the SDGs can be said to be 

a reflection of what is going on at the local level.  

 

[Figure 1 near here] 

                                             

Due to the shared development objectives of social enterprises and municipalities to improve 

the lives of people, IDPs recognize organizations in the social enterprise sector as strategic 

development partners. However, available evidence suggests that in practical terms the 

institutional framework for the integration of the contribution of social enterprises (as 
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development partners) and SE into the development and planning process at the municipal level 

is deficient. That means, the IDP which is the tool for local developmental planning, 

implementation, and coordination of the activities of other spheres of government and sectors 

within the municipality, does not incorporate the services of organizations in the social 

enterprise sector into its framework for planning and implementation. The institutional 

framework for the IDP includes, for example, the participatory processes for the IDP, 

identifying priority needs in communities and issues that are planned for, the actors to 

implement development programmes, coordination as well as monitoring and evaluation of the 

programmes/actors.  As developed in this paper, this suggests the presence of institutional voids 

in the development context in which social enterprises operate.  

Institutions serve an important role of providing a framework that shapes and governs the 

behaviour of actors within a given context towards a desired direction (North, 1991; Scott, 

1995; Scott, 2005). They create an enabling environment for the realization of potential gains 

from the interactions that occur within a given context (North, 1991). If, however, the 

institutions that are necessary to govern or support the behaviour and proper functioning of 

actors within a given environment are deficient or absent, it creates institutional voids which 

engender constrains and impediments (Khanna and Palepu, 1997; Mair and Marti, 2009).  

The IDP, as the institutional framework for local development planning can, therefore, serve 

as an important tool to govern and organize SE towards the desired direction of realizing the 

SDGs as municipalities are at the coalface of the development challenges that South Africa 

faces. It can provide a framework for aligning SE with other development programmes in the 

community. Conversely, deficiencies in the IDP can constrain the ability of government to 

articulate and harness the contributions of social enterprises in achieving the SDGs. As 

Karanda and Toledano (2012) argue, in South Africa, the definition of social enterprises and 

the concept of SE are flexible and have a local sense wherein social enterprise practices are 
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characterised by using relationships and links within communities to create social value and 

address local problems. As such, it becomes important for SE to be guided by developmental 

institutional frameworks so that the social value created by social enterprises to address 

problems in communities does not occur in isolation from other development goals.  

So, while the literature on social enterprises tends to focus on issues such as organizational 

forms, how they create social value and contribute to addressing socio–economic needs in 

communities, not much attention has been paid to issues that can impede the social value 

created by social enterprises in terms of development gains. This paper draws on insights from 

institutional theory and the concept of institutional voids to identify the institutional voids in a 

development planning framework, using the IDP as an example. It then identifies the source of 

the institutional voids and how they manifest to impede social enterprises in the achievement 

and successful implementation of the SDGs. 

The question this paper seeks to answer, therefore, is how the institutional voids in the IDP 

process of municipalities impede social enterprises in the achievement of the SDGs? The paper 

focuses, not on any specific SDG but, on the broad understandings of the role that social 

enterprise organizations, as non–state actors, play in the implementation of development 

programmes, and the institutional challenges that constrain their contributions towards the 

achievement of the SDGs. It contributes to the discourse on SE by providing insights into the 

institutional and broader development context in which social enterprises operate and ‘the other 

side of the coin’. That means, a departure from focusing on the (heroic) achievements and 

opportunity context for social enterprises, to explaining the possible factors that can constrain 

the articulation and harnessing of the contributions of SE towards the implementation of 

national as well as global development goals, such as the SDGs.  
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The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: in the next section, social enterprise 

organizations and their links to the SDGs will be discussed. Next, institutions, institutional 

voids and the IDP of South African municipalities will be discussed to frame our understanding 

of institutional voids within the larger context of institutional theory. Then the method used for 

the paper will be presented, followed by the findings and then the paper will conclude, 

proposing some policy recommendations. 

Social Enterprises and the Sustainable Development Goals 

There remain controversies around the definitional boundaries of what constitutes social 

enterprises and social entrepreneurship (SE) (Karanda and Toledano, 2012; Mair and Marti, 

2006; Seelos et al., 2006; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). A detailed definitional exercise of 

social enterprises is outside the scope of this paper, however, the term has been conceptualized 

as diverse organizational forms with primarily a social mission to address social challenges, 

produce goods and services that are related to their social mission (Defourny and Nyssens, 

2010). This view accommodates a broad spectrum of organizations ranging from NGOs, not-

for-profit organisations to organisations with a mix of commercial and social mission (hybrid 

forms) (Austin et al., 2006; Seelos et al., 2006) and those that occur within the business and 

government sector (Austin et al., 2006). Social enterprises are also viewed as organizations that 

seek business solutions to social problems (Thompson and Doherty, 2006) blending methods 

from the world of business and non–profit sector to create sustainable social value (Dees and 

Anderson, 2006).  

In South Africa, there is no specific legal form for social enterprises. The term, ‘social 

enterprise’ is used to describe a variety of organizational forms and practices such as non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), non-profit organizations (NPOs), non-profit companies 

(NPCs) co-operatives, community-based organizations, voluntary associations, trusts as well 

as small, medium and micro-sized enterprises (SMMEs). They can incorporate under three 
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legal forms viz: non–profit (NPO), for–profit and a hybrid model (for–profit with social 

interests) (Claeyé, 2017). As mentioned earlier, this paper is concerned with the non–profit 

models. While the definitional controversies remain, there is concurrence that the contributions 

of social enterprises bring about positive social change that can influence the overall 

development of the community (Achleitner et al., 2009). In South Africa, Visser (2011), for 

example, uses case studies to show the role of social enterprises in employment creation, skills 

development and education. Similarly, Steinman and van Rooij (2012) found that social 

enterprises, as part of the larger social and solidarity economy, have a significant potential for 

job creation in South Africa, but that the regulatory policy environment is not conducive for 

them to flourish. 

Works directly linking social enterprises to development goals, and specifically the SDGs, are 

scant. Existing studies, for example, show how social enterprise activities address economic 

and social development problems such as income generation opportunities, employment in 

communities (Haugh, 2006) and poverty among rural women (Haugh and Talwar, 2014; Mair 

and Marti, 2009). The analysis of these studies demonstrates that social enterprise activities 

help to remove the barriers that constrain women from participating in socio–economic 

activities through access to microfinance, acquiring skills and vocational training. Linking 

social enterprises to the SDGs, Wanyama (2014) and Gicheru (2016) expound the possible 

ways in which cooperatives can contribute to the implementation of the SDGs, and specifically 

in the Least Developed Countries (LDCs). Littlewood and Holt (2018) offer a conceptual 

framework that explains how social enterprises can contribute to the achievement of the 

different SDGs. This draws a parallel with work of Seelos et al. (2006) on the contributions of 

social enterprises to the Millennium Development Goals which laid the foundation for the 

SDGs). While the importance of these works is acknowledged, questions about institutional 

frameworks in the development planning context in which these various development activities 
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occur, and how they are translated into development gains remain. This paper argues that the 

deficiencies in the institutional framework of the development plans, especially at the local 

level can constrain the articulation and harnessing of the contributions of social enterprises 

towards the achievement of the SDGs. 

Institutions, Institutional Voids and the Integrated Development Plan 

Institutions are ‘humanly devised constraints that structure political, economic and social 

interactions’ (North, 1991: 97). These consist of 1) formal rules (North, 1991) or regulative 

institutions (Scott, 1995; Scott, 2005). That means, government’s regulation of the actions of 

individuals and organizations through, for example, constitutions and laws and 2) informal 

constraints (North, 1991) which refers to normative and cognitive institutions (Scott, 1995; 

Scott, 2005) relating to socially constructed  roles, values and norms. Institutions do not exist 

in a vacuum; they are located within specific contexts. They serve an important role of 

shackling arbitrary behaviour among actors, providing a framework that shapes and governs 

transactions and the social behaviour of actors within a given context towards a desired 

direction (North, 1991; Scott, 1995; Scott, 2005). Effective institutions create order and reduce 

uncertainty; they increase the benefits of cooperative solutions to problems and create an 

enabling environment for the realization of potential gains from the transactions and 

interactions that occur within a given environment. Furthermore, the activities of individuals 

and organizations are a reflection of the institutional framework and the effectiveness of its 

enforcement within the said environment North (1991).  

Nevertheless, when the institutional frameworks and institutions necessary to support the 

proper functioning of activities within a context or environment are absent, weak or deficient, 

it indicates the presence of institutional voids (Khanna and Palepu, 1997; Khanna et al., 2005). 

According to Khanna and Palepu (1997) institutional voids stem from information problems 

as well as misguided and inefficient regulatory implementation mechanisms. They engender  
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constraints and impediments (Khanna and Palepu, 1997; Mair and Marti, 2009) and create 

opportunity spaces for differentiated and autonomous actors (Mair and Marti, 2009) who 

develop disparate systems and strategies (Khanna et al., 2005) to enable participation within a 

context.  

The concept of institutional voids originated in the field of business operations but has found 

its way into SE research. Research on SE and institutional voids has dealt, mostly, with the role 

of institutions on SE and the role social enterprises play in filling the voids created by 

inadequacies in government institutions and market deficiencies. As Defourny and Nyssens 

(2010) point out, various understandings of social enterprises are deeply rooted in the social, 

economic and political contexts in which these organizations emerge and operate. And so, they 

often operate, especially in developing countries, in contexts bedevilled by social challenges 

which provide the opportunity context for SE. When the institutional arrangements to address 

these issues are absent, weak or fail to accomplish the role expected of them, it creates 

institutional voids (Mair and Marti, 2009) which lead to demands for social entrepreneurial 

activity (Estrin et al., 2013). This paper follows Khanna and Palepu’s (1997) formulation which 

is concerned with deficiencies or weaknesses in formal or regulatory institutional frameworks; 

in this case, the IDP of South African municipalities. It shows how the inadequacies and voids 

(or gaps as some people prefer to call it) that exist within the IDP can constrain social enterprise 

organizations in the implementation of the SDGs.  

The IDP is the institutional framework for strategic planning, spanning a five-year period 

(revised annually). It informs and guides all planning, management, budgeting and decision-

making in municipalities in South Africa (Department of Provincial and Local Government 

[DPLG], 2000). The constitution confers on municipalities the status of developmental local 

government, with the developmental mandate and obligation to: 
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(a) ‘structure and manage its administration and budgeting and planning 

processes to give priority to the basic needs of the community, and to 

promote the social and economic development of the community; and 

 

(b) participate in national and provincial development programmes’ 

(Republic of South Africa, 1996: 77)’. 

The constitution then goes further to outline functions and duties (Republic of South Africa, 

1996: , see schedule 4B and 5B of the Constitution of South Africa) for municipalities which 

include issues relating to municipal planning, infrastructure, works and facilities, utilities such 

as water and electricity, sanitation, trading regulation (among others). The developmental 

mandate and functions are supposed to be animated through the IDP, which is also expected to 

coordinate the activities of agencies from other levels of government and those of the private 

sector, organizations in the social enterprise sector (loosely referred to in government 

documents as NPOs and civil society), as well as corporate service providers (Department of 

Provincial and Local Government [DPLG], 2000).  

A core process in the development of an IDP is community and stakeholder participation. This 

involves the municipality, at the instance of the Mayor, meeting and interacting with different 

communities and stakeholders within them to determine priority needs in communities which 

need to be addressed to achieve improved quality of life (Republic of South Africa, 2000). 

Such participatory or consultative processes occur at the ward level and the municipality level 

in the IDP Representative Forum. The main components of the IDP include the municipality’s 

vision, situational analysis of existing level of development, priorities and objectives, budget 

projection, performance management system, key performance areas, key performance 

indicators and targets, monitoring and review systems (Republic of South Africa, 2000). These 

development frameworks should shape and guide the developmental operations of both the 
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municipality and those of external organizations, which include organizations in the social 

enterprise sector (Republic of South Africa, 2000). What then, are the institutional voids in the 

IDP? 

Spotting institutional voids in the IDP 

To spot institutional voids, questions relating to the context need to be asked (Khanna et al., 

2005). And so, the contextual questions being asked, here, relate to how the IDP framework 

guides and shapes the participation of social enterprises and accounts for SE in the development 

and development planning process. For example, 1) how does the IDP incorporate social 

enterprise activities since they also contribute to promoting socio–economic development? 2) 

How do municipalities coordinate the activities of the social enterprise sector? 3) How does 

the planning framework outlined above apply to the social enterprises as external 

organizations? An analysis of various IDPs indicates that these questions remain unanswered.  

Evidence from various IDPs and the Service Delivery and Budget Implementation Plan 

(SDBIP), which is the implementation framework for the IDP shows that the developmental 

priorities and objectives outlined in IDPs are not directly related to social enterprise activities. 

Consequently, such activities are not accounted for in the key performance areas and key 

performance indicators, targets, monitoring and review systems as well as the annual reporting 

of the IDP. This indicates the presence of institutional voids in the SE–development context. 

So, while municipalities consider the social enterprise sector to be important stakeholders and 

actors in terms of being an extension of government’s arms and/or development partners in the 

provision of services, their contribution to the achievement of development goals is hardly 

planned for or documented. Also, the tools for oversight and coordination of social enterprise 

activities are severely limited (if not absent).   
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Method 

This paper set out to identify the ways in which the institutional voids in the IDP of South 

Africa’s municipalities may impede the articulation and harnessing of the contributions of the 

social enterprise sector in the achievement of the SDGs. The relevance of this lies in the 

conceptual considerations of what social enterprises and SE represent in the development 

process and South Africa’s development trajectory that funnels from the SDGs down to the 

municipalities where development is guided by the IDP. A qualitative research approach, using 

the grounded theory (GT) method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), was adopted to answer the 

research question.   

The GT method involves systematically analysing data to develop a theory that is grounded in 

the data about a social process. In a more general sense, GT is used to denote the method itself, 

as used in the social research process (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007) to generate theoretical 

concepts or constructs from qualitative data (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). The latter was adopted 

in this paper, however, adhering to the cyclical and iterative GT process of theoretical sampling 

and data collection, constant comparison, memo writing and data analysis (which involves 

open coding, selective or focused and theoretical coding).  

The GT method is valuable for generating a parsimonious and conceptual explanation of what 

is going on in the substantive research area (Glaser, 2002). It is often suitable in ‘investigations 

of relatively uncharted waters, or to gain a fresh perspective’ (Stern, 1980: 20). The notion of 

‘uncharted waters’ and ‘fresh perspective’ are relevant here because, the place of social 

enterprises in a development planning context appears under researched. It is important to note 

that the GT method as employed in this paper was not of a purely inductive form, but an 

abductive one or what Thornberg (2012) refers to as ‘informed GT’. Abduction lies within the 

continuum of inductive and deductive reasoning as it extends into the realm of insight and pre–

existing knowledge, and theory on the one hand, and the generation or discovery of new 
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knowledge from data (Reichertz, 2007) on the other. It consists of drawing inspiration and 

insights from pre–existing knowledge, not for the purpose framing the current research or 

deriving hypotheses, but to explore and explain the new data and discovering new ideas and 

concepts that were not hitherto explained by pre–existing knowledge (Thornberg, 2012: see 

also Reichertz, 2007 for a detailed dicussion on abduction in GT research). With insights from 

social enterprises literature and their role in development, institutional theory, and the notion 

of institutional voids as well as the IDP framework in municipalities in South Africa, the 

authors were able to explore and generate new knowledge in the substantive area of SE and 

development to explain the source and manifestations of institutional voids in the SE– 

development and planning nexus.   

Sampling, Data Collection and Analysis 

Primary qualitative data were collected from two metropolitan municipalities and three local 

municipalities. There are three main categories of municipalities in South Africa, namely 

metropolitan, district and local municipalities. Metropolitan municipalities constitute 

metropolitan areas, typically, with a high population density, industrial areas and multiple 

business districts, high movement of people, goods and services and featuring a diverse 

economy. A district municipality is made up of a conglomeration of local municipalities, while 

local municipalities comprise of secondary cities, large towns, small towns and rural 

populations (typically smaller populations) (Republic of South Africa, 2000; Statistics South 

Africa, 2016). District municipalities share certain executive and legislative authority with and 

coordinate the local municipalities within its area. Metropolitan and local municipalities have 

wards which are crucial for development planning and the IDP as well as the purpose of this 

paper. A ward, in the South African municipal structure, is a subdivision or an area with defined 

boundaries within a metropolitan or local municipality for governance and electoral purposes. 

This paper focuses on metropolitan and local municipalities. 
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It is important to note that the Municipal Systems Act sets out the procedures for the IDP 

process. Therefore, planning across municipalities is mostly uniform, albeit with adaptations 

to the needs of the specific municipality.  

Data were collected from the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM), a metropolitan 

municipality, Amahlathi and Ngqushwa local municipalities (which constitute part of the 

Amathole District Municipality) in the Eastern Cape Province, and the City of Cape Town 

(metropolitan) municipality and George (local) municipality (which is with the Eden District 

Municipality) in the Western Cape Province. The main reason for collecting data in these two 

categories of municipalities is that metropolitan municipalities are bigger, urban areas, better 

resourced and independent, while local municipalities are comparatively smaller, more rural 

and less resourced than the metros. Collecting data from metropolitan and local municipalities 

allowed for comparative analysis. As such, the municipalities are used as examples in an IDP 

process that is guided by the Municipal Systems Act. The examples are used in a broader sense 

such as Flyvbjerg’s (2006) interchangeable use of examples and cases that allow the researcher 

to understand the depth of the phenomenon being studied, to evaluate it as it unfolds in practice 

and to gain new insight. Along the same line, Siggelkow (2007) notes that cases (examples in 

our case) allow the researcher to ground and illustrate the phenomenon being studied in real 

life and in practice. The examples from different municipalities, thus, allowed the researchers 

to show how the institutional voids in the IDP manifest to impede the contributions of social 

enterprises to the SDGs. According to Baxter and Jack (2008) collecting data across multiple 

settings enables the researcher to have a holistic understanding of the process being studied 

and that the evidence that is generated from multiple settings is generally robust and reliable. 

It allowed us to explore how these two categories of municipalities variously contemplate 

organizations in the social enterprise sector in the IDP process and development, even though 

they are guided by the same procedures set out in the Municipal Systems Act.  
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The data were collected through semi–structured interviews with open–ended questions. This 

allowed for contextual, descriptive and detailed answers  (Wisker, 2008). The initial 

respondents were purposively selected, and then subsequent respondents were selected through 

a combination of the purposive and snowball sampling methods. Sampling continued until 

theoretical saturation was achieved, i.e, when additional data did not provide new insights or 

new leads.  A total of 55 respondents were interviewed. These include the director/principal or 

a manager from 25 social enterprises (which are here designated SEMs) and 30 key informants 

(designated as KIs). The key informants were drawn from relevant government 

departments/directorates and the IDP offices in the sampled municipalities and ward 

councillors. The key informants are individuals who are knowledgeable and/or involved in the 

development planning process at the municipality level. 

All the social enterprise organizations in which interviews were conducted are registered as a 

NPO and/or NPC. They indicated that they contribute to the development of the municipality 

such as offering poverty eradication programmes, educational services such as early childhood 

development centres and after school educational and extracurricular activities, food gardens, 

food parcels, healthcare services, skills development, and training programmes, among others. 

Across the various organizations they employ between 2 to 55 full–time staff. Some 

organizations have income–generating activity (or activities), in addition to funds, grants or 

any assistance received from funders. Those that do not already have income generating 

activities are considering doing so, due to the shrinking funding space. Additional information 

was derived from field notes taken during IDP Representative Forums and secondary sources 

such as published government documents, development plans and relevant supplementary 

documents; adhering to the GT dictum that ‘all is data’. The supplementary information, 

however, were mostly used to validate the primary data during the data analysis process.  
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The data analysis process was mainly inductive. While a preliminary review of relevant 

literature and development planning documents was conducted prior to data collection and 

analysis, this served mainly to gain some insight into the development planning framework in 

South Africa as well as insights into the concepts of SE, institutions, and institutional voids. 

Focusing on the research question, the data was then inductively analysed to explain the source 

of the institutional voids and how they manifest to impede social enterprises in the achievement 

of the SDGs.   

The data analysis commenced with a verbatim transcription of the interviews and a line–by–

line in vivo open coding, from which several initial substantive categories were generated. 

Then, a more focused and selective coding was conducted, wherein some substantive 

categories were extracted from the initial categories and elevated to a theoretical level due to 

their relevance to the study (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978). These include Municipality duties, 

Daily operations of the municipality, No framework to engage with organizations in the social 

enterprise sector, Sector neglect, multiple and differentiated Autonomous entities within the 

space and Poor oversight on social enterprises and SE in the municipality. The substantive 

categories were further refined and abstracted into three theoretical concepts, viz Constrained 

Developmental Focus, Deficient Sector Engagement and Deficient Accountability. The 

concepts are presented as a set of propositions (Glaser, 1965; Glaser and Strauss, 1967) because 

propositions are more straight forward and they can provide a roadmap for further qualitative 

(and even quantitative) research (Gioia et al., 2013).  

To ensure the validity of the data analysis process, as mentioned above, the initial open coding 

process adopted an in vivo approach in order to preserve the respondents’ views (Charmaz, 

2006) and to stay close to the data. In that light, most of the categories were also developed in 

vivo before finally abstracting them into concepts. In a GT study, this process of ensuring 
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validity relates to the fit of the data to the study. That means that the codes, categories, and 

conceptualization must not be forced on the data but must reflect the data from which they 

emerged. The constant comparison process was used to ensure the reliability of the data. 

Constantly comparing the data across cases, across properties of categories and across 

categories allowed for the integration of the data and to draw out the relationships between 

them, refine the categories and generate concepts. The primary data were also compared with 

documentary sources such as policy and planning documents. This strengthened the basis on 

which the concepts were developed.  

Findings 

The data analysis showed that the institutional voids that impede the articulation and harnessing 

of the contributions of social enterprises towards the achievement of the SDGs emanate from 

the Constrained Developmental Focus of municipalities. The institutional voids manifest as 

Deficient Engagement with organizations in the social enterprise sector and Deficient 

Accountability for SE and social enterprises and their contribution to the development gains of 

the municipality. Table 1 shows a sample data matrix indicating how the data were reduced 

from open/raw codes → substantive categories/codes → theoretical concepts. The concepts, as 

mentioned above, are presented in the form of propositions below.  

[Table 1 near here] 

 

Proposition 1: Constrained Developmental Focus of municipalities can impede the 

contributions of social enterprises towards the achievement of the SDGs 

Constrained Development Focus relates to the relatively narrower understanding and 

interpretations of what Municipality duties are, as opposed to the broader constitutionally 
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mandated role of municipalities as developmental local government that needs to promote the 

social and economic development of communities. In interpreting and describing their duties 

or role in the development process, municipalities tend to focus mainly on specific areas which 

relate to the more restricted functions outlined in Schedule 4B and 5B of the constitution. In so 

doing they, as the level of government where national and provincial development plans are 

implemented, do not incorporate the services of other development actors that contribute to the 

socio–economic development of communities into the IDP. In other words, in planning for 

development, municipalities mostly focus on and construct their role around a relatively 

narrower set of Municipality duties to the exclusion of other sectors and development actors 

such as, in this case, the social enterprise sector. And so, the development mandate of the 

municipalities is often expressed thus:  

The municipality is mandated to focus on a specific direction and the social 

enterprises, these social development partners, NGOs and NPOs are doing stuff 

that are not necessarily within the mandate of a municipality (KI). 

So, the social ills, and therefore the response to the socio–economic or from the 

social enterprises is mostly in relation to hunger, health services, education and so 

forth. So, it is not directly linked to the municipality per se, but to the provincial 

government, but in terms of the IDP, the municipality is supposed to capture the 

roles of the provincial sector… that are fulfilled by the social entrepreneurs. 

However, it is not captured that way in our IDPs (KI)   

 

This understanding and interpretation of Municipality duties appear to influence what then 

becomes the Daily operations of municipalities, what the municipality directly plans for and 

the issues that eventually make it into the IDP, as indicated in the statements below:  

First and foremost, municipalities are responsible for various things, in terms of 

service delivery, housing, cleansing or cleaning, road infrastructure, removal of 
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waste, provision of water, electricity, amongst others. The social space is normally 

an extension, not of municipal services, but provincial (KI). 

In the daily operation of the municipality, it has not been structured particularly to 

look at the non–profit organizations because it [municipality] has been more 

service delivery-orientated in terms of your hard–core projects like water and 

electricity and all of those things (KI). 

When the IDP meetings are being held in the community our programmes, I can 

say, are not necessarily the main problems. What the IDP meetings cover are the 

budget for your specific ward … housing, stone water pipes, repairing streets, 

streetlights, and those kinds of things (SE). 

 

The Constrained Developmental Focus of municipalities suggests the existence of deficiencies 

or institutional voids in development planning at the municipality level. It indicates a 

discrepancy between their actual focus and constitutionally mandated role as developmental 

local government which is to address the socio–economic challenges in communities and 

account for as well as coordinate the activities of other spheres of government and sectors. This 

constrains municipalities from adequately integrating social enterprise activities into the 

planning framework of the IDP and the SDBIP (which is the implementation and monitoring 

tool of the IDP). In other words, the services provided by social enterprises organizations are 

not considered within the Municipality duties and Daily operations of the municipality. As 

such municipalities are not able to articulate and harness the contributions of social enterprises 

to the development process and indeed the SDGs. The manifestations of the deficiencies are 

evident in other relevant processes of the IDP. These include: Deficient Sector Engagement 

and Deficient Accountability.   

Proposition 2: Deficient Sector Engagement can impede the contributions of social 

enterprises towards the achievement of the SDGs 
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Deficient Sector Engagement relates to the inadequacies in the processes of engagement and 

participation which suggests that there is No framework to engage with organizations in the 

social enterprise sector in the development planning and broader development processes. 

Community engagement, consultation or public participation is a key governance process in 

the development of the IDP. It creates opportunities for the municipalities to engage and consult 

with the communities about their development needs and to set priorities towards the 

preparation, implementation, and review of the IDP. These participatory meetings take place 

at the ward and municipality level. The Municipal Systems Act defines ‘community’ to include 

organizations in the social enterprise sector and other bodies which are involved in affairs 

within the municipal area. The analysis, however, revealed that during IDP meetings, both at 

the ward and municipality level, the participation of social enterprise organizations, and 

government’s engagement with them is poor. Also, their programmes and the issues they 

address are usually not constituents of the agenda: 

Normally, sectors get to be engaged at the metro level when the IDP goes on. The 

sector is not really catered as a critical sector that needs to be called and engaged 

with…. We don’t have something that says, ‘How do we deal with organizations 

that deal with issues of social concern, like social entrepreneurs’? The thinking is 

that, that responsibility falls outside the mandate of the municipality (KI). 

As a municipality, the space should be, we should be part and parcel of plans 

towards IDP. Either we are not being invited or are not entering that space, but as 

organizations there is not that opportunity to engage on that level…. At the 

moment, we are working at opposite ends. The municipality is driving its own issues 

in a space where we are a resource to the communities and the municipality. We 

as organizations would like to participate, but where is the opportunity? Where is 

the space for us to get in? That is the problem (SE). 
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There are no specific frameworks that guide how we should engage together, 

government and the social enterprises … without that framework it is going to be 

very difficult (KI). 

The lack of a framework or other organized processes for engaging with organizations in the 

social enterprise sector in the development and planning processes is driven by municipalities’ 

conception of the programmes implemented by social enterprises vis ὰ vis the municipalities’ 

development focus (as indicated above). The nature of services provided by social enterprise 

organizations in areas such as health care, education, hunger, environment, skills development, 

among others are considered to be within the competence of the national and/or provincial 

government. This is in spite of the wall–to–wall principle of local government which implies 

that every social enterprise organization operates within the jurisdiction of a municipality (and 

a ward) and the services they provide are mostly to people or communities within a specific 

municipality. However, due to the Constrained Development Focus and thinking that social 

enterprise activities are outside of it there is, therefore No framework to engage with social 

enterprises and their role in the achievement of the development objectives of communities 

which eventually translates to the SDGs.  

The lack of a framework to engage with organizations in the social enterprises sector engenders 

Sector neglect wherein social enterprise organizations do not adequately participate in the 

dialogical or consultative processes of development planning in the municipality. Consultative 

processes and interactions provide stakeholders with opportunities to engage in discussions and 

make inputs into the development planning and decision–making process. While municipalities 

consider organizations in the social enterprise sector as stakeholders and partners in the 

development process, the data suggests that the sector is not sufficiently engaged in the 

planning process and that the consultative processes are sort of ‘information session’ as 

indicated in the statements below:  
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The municipality, I don’t even know if they know we exist. They have other 

priorities. The political leaders are not interested; I don’t think they are interested 

in services like ours…. I have never been invited to the IDP forum. I don’t know 

any social enterprise or any NPO, I can’t mention any two or three that can say, 

‘Oh, we were invited to this IDP Forum meeting or whatever’. I have never heard 

any of them saying they had a part in an IDP Forum. There is no interaction 

between the municipality and us (SE). 

We need to talk about invited platforms. You invite me, you’ve already got an 

agenda. When do I come to a meeting where I can bring my agenda? So, my points 

are never ever heard because you already have an agenda and so the entire 

meeting is about you telling me about your agenda. And so, even the IDP planning 

processes, they have the stakeholder Representative Forum, but when we go, they 

already have a plan. We’ve not actually participated in the plan (CO 3). 

These manifestations of institutional voids can constrain municipalities from having a deeper 

understanding of the critical role of key non–state actors, such as social enterprise organizations 

and how to harness their contributions, especially as municipalities are implementation sites 

for the SDGs. 

Proposition 3: Deficient Accountability can Impede the Contributions of Social Enterprises 

towards the Achievement of the SDGs 

Deficient Accountability refers to the inability of municipalities to account for the multiple and 

differentiated Autonomous entities within the SE–development space and the Poor oversight 

on SE and the social enterprise sector. Within the SE and development space in a municipality, 

there are multiple actors such as the social enterprise organizations, municipality itself, other 

government departments, the private sector, international organizations and so on. They forge 

partnerships with organizations in the social enterprise sector, create and maintain 

opportunities/funding for some organizations in the provision of services. As mentioned 

earlier, there are several social enterprise organizations that generate their own funds. However, 
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because of the Constrained developmental Focus of municipalities, there is a lack of an 

institutional framework to guide the participation of social enterprise organizations in the 

development process. Therefore, these Autonomous entities develop diverse and autonomous 

strategies and as situational adaptations through which social enterprises participate in the 

development process:   

There is a whole lot of agreements with different agencies. So different directorates 

identify different types of social enterprise organizations that do work in line with 

the work they do, and they support them in whatever way that can help the social 

enterprise organization to function well in that area (KI). 

Our interaction is with the provincial government, which is the Department of 

Education within the Western Cape. We also interact with the Department of 

Health who we collaborate with. These are the two main Departments.… We don’t 

really engage with the local because the work that we are doing is especially to 

Department of Education. We provide a service to them so, there isn’t much 

engagement really as such with the local government (SE). 

The jewellery projects have been successful, both for funding and sustainability…. 

We engage with DTI [Department of Trade and Industry], but they don’t fund us or 

support our activities. We are self-funded we had shares in a big refinery here in 

South Africa, we sold those shares. For instance, in the job shop, skills training for 

the private sector, we’ve invested R7 million of our own money. So, we’re self-

funded (SE). 

The strategies are differentiated and autonomous in the sense that they are developed and 

implemented by the multiple entities but without any organizing framework set out by the 

municipality. The data analysis suggests that the autonomy that inheres in the differentiated 

entities and strategies is due to municipalities’ Poor oversight on social enterprise 

organizations and SE. Poor oversight relates to municipalities’ inability to count, account for 

and coordinate the actors and activities in the SE–development space. For example, identifying 

the social enterprise organizations in their space in terms of who is doing what, where and how. 
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As mentioned earlier, coordinating the activities of other sectors and spheres of government 

operating within the municipality is one of the responsibilities of a municipality. However, the 

data shows that the activities in the SE–development ecosystem are fragmented. For instance, 

there are multiple data bases of social enterprise organizations, diverse and uncoordinated 

monitoring processes which are conducted by different funders and the organizations 

themselves, information generation processes and other mechanisms that are maintained within 

the various partnerships. These statements provide a glimpse into the nature of the 

fragmentation and municipalities’ lack of oversight on SE: 

It is not the municipality’s primary objective to go from door to door to find out 

what social enterprises are doing. They [municipalities] have their mandate (KI). 

So, we are not dealing with these social enterprise organizations from a 

performance side. We don’t have oversight on these organizations…. What are the 

focus areas of the city? What the city wants to achieve in the next five years which 

is linked to mayor. There is no oversight. The oversight will be at the directorate 

level not at the corporate level of IDP. Maybe if they give some funding to 

organizations (KI). 

These organizations, they work independently. They are working on their own. 

There are many people in that space. There are some that are willing to come on 

board with the municipality. A lot of them are on their own so, they don’t give you 

their details, they work independently, and they do their own thing at their own 

time (KI). 

These deficiencies in counting and accounting for SE is engendered by the lack of institutional 

framework on SE in the development and development planning process in municipalities due 

to their Constrained Development Focus. It can, therefore, constrain the articulation and 

harnessing of the achievement of social enterprises in achieving the country’s development 

goals which are linked to the SDGs.  
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Discussion and Conclusion 

This paper demonstrates that the institutional voids or deficiencies in the IDP of municipalities 

in South Africa manifest in various ways to impede the articulation and harnessing of the 

contributions of the social enterprise sector towards the implementation of the SDGs. Research 

on social enterprises often focus on definitional issues, organizational forms and practices, and 

the role social enterprises play in addressing problems and bringing change to communities. 

This paper provides insights into the broader development context in which social enterprises 

operate. Linking social enterprises to development and planning is based on the understanding 

social enterprises do not operate in a vacuum, but in various social, economic and political 

contexts (Defourny and Nyssens, 2010). In South Africa, they operate in a context of persistent 

development challenges where various policies and plans seeking to address the challenges are 

being enacted by the state. The shared development objective (with state actors) to bring change 

to communities, thus makes social enterprises a part of the development ecosystem. However, 

the deficiencies in the institutional framework for development planning in the space in which 

they operate constrains the articulation and translation of their own contribution to 

development.  

Our analysis of the South African context indicates that these deficiencies emanate from the 

Constrained Development Focus of municipalities as municipalities interpret their role in 

development mostly in terms of hardcore issues, infrastructure, utilities, and the like, but hardly 

in relation to the services provided by social enterprises. This narrow focus, therefore, 

conditions the IDP process and what the municipality incorporates into the IDP. The 

framework for development planning is not applied to non–state actors, such as social 

enterprises and the services, even though they also contribute to addressing the development 

challenges in communities.  
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The findings are in line with previous research that suggests that when an important formal 

institutions are limited or absent, this deficit undermines efficient transactions and operations 

(Khanna and Palepu 1997). While most of the literature has focused on how this results in 

institutional voids at the country or market-level (McMullen and Bergman 2017; Webb, 

Khoury, and Hitt 2020; Davies and Torrents 2017) and how this may be overcome through 

engaging in social entrepreneurial activities (Estrin et al., 2013; Mair and Marti, 2009), we 

contribute to the literature by providing a sub-national perspective by focusing on the level of 

municipalities. As such our findings suggests that the ways in which municipalities construe 

and enact their development mandate has concrete consequence for how it engages with non-

state actors in conceiving and implementing local development initiatives and ultimately works 

towards achieving the SDGs.  

Our data also show how the social construction of a municipality’s mandate and more 

specifically the reductionist view of its mandate can lead to institutional voids when this mental 

representation excludes certain actors from the development process. One of the manifestations 

of this exclusion is the Deficient Engagement of social enterprises by the municipality. A 

consequence of this Deficient Engagement with organizations in the social enterprise sector is 

that the potential contribution of social enterprises to the development gains of the municipality 

is not optimised.  

A further corollary of this Constrained Development Focus and Deficient Engagement is a 

Deficient Accountability of what these organisations are contributing toward achieving the 

SDGs. As local municipalities fail to engage with social enterprise organisations in a systematic 

way, many of these organisations are working outside of the government system. While this is 

not a problem per se, it does raise questions regarding issues such as duplication of activities 
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and accountability for the achievement (or not) of development outcomes. This impedes the 

articulation and harnessing of their contribution towards the achievement of SDGs. 

This paper contributes to the literature by bringing into focus the other side of the opportunity 

coin for social enterprises and SE. Rather than focusing on examples of the social value and 

changes that social enterprises bring to communities, the paper showed that deficient 

institutional frameworks for planning can obscure the changes social enterprises bring to 

communities. Scholars have identified ways in which social enterprises can contribute to the 

SDGs (Gicheru, 2016; Littlewood and Holt, 2018; Wanyama, 2014). This paper offers insights 

into how deficiencies in institutional frameworks for planning in the context in which they 

operate can constrain these contributions and keep them obscure and unaccounted for towards 

the SDGs. Analysing social enterprises within a development and planning context, thus, 

represents a shift in thinking of social enterprises only as private organizations, to one in which 

they are considered as actors within a broader development context where their services need 

to be considered alongside other development programmes. 

Also, the conceptualization of the sources and manifestations of institutional voids in the SE–

development context responds to concerns for the need to link and further SE research with 

constructs from other disciplines (Mair et al., 2006). The majority of the existing literature on 

social enterprises have drawn on constructs and theories from business entrepreneurship and 

management studies. In analysing social enterprises from a development and planning 

perspective, the paper offers an additional perspective to social enterprise research.  

The issues raised in this paper can provide lessons for other contexts. As the literature on social 

enterprises and SE show, the role social enterprises play in addressing socio–economic 

challenges are not peculiar to South Africa. Within different settings social enterprises address 

a variety of problems. This paper used GT concepts to explain how the institutional voids can 
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impede the state’s ability translate the services of social enterprises into development gains. 

Because GT concepts are abstract of time, place and people the conceptualization of SE and 

institutional voids in development planning is transferable (Glaser and Strauss, 1967)  to other 

settings. That means, if the settings and institutional contexts in which social enterprises 

operate are similar to those identified in South Africa, then it is possible that the findings from 

this study can find expression in other contexts. Thus, highlighting the need to develop 

mechanisms that can be used to harness and maximise the services of social enterprises.   

Implications  

The institutional voids in the IDP are relevant to discussions on the means of implementation 

of the SDGs (Goal 17) as proposed by the Open Working Group (OWG) for SDGs, specifically, 

those relating to the Systemic Issues of Policy and institutional coherence, Multi–stakeholder 

partnerships and Data, monitoring and accountability  (United Nations, 2014).   

Constrained Development Focus of municipalities aligns with issues of policy and institutional 

coherence which highlights the need, in a post–2015 context, for each country to adjust their 

domestic policies and institutions (OECD, 2015) and domesticate the implementation of the 

SDGs. The post–2015 context is the period from 2015 to 2030 which is the target timeline 

within which the SDGs are expected to be achieved. Constrained Development Focus of 

municipality indicates a seeming lack of coherence between the constitutionally mandated 

developmental role of municipalities and the interpretation of Municipal duties. This constrains 

the integration and articulation of the activities of an important sector such as social enterprises 

into the IDP towards the achievement of the SDGs and runs counter to the policy and 

institutional coherence that is needed to successfully implement the SDGs.  

The Deficient Sector Engagement with organizations also has implications for the multi–

stakeholder partnership that are necessary for the implementation of the SDGs.  Rhodes et al. 
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(2014), for example, found that effective stakeholder engagement leads to partnerships and 

collaborations (with NGOs), and co–creation of value outcomes that bring about sustainable 

development. At a planning level, stakeholder engagement in an interactive, dialogical, and 

inclusive process plays a crucial role in shaping communities (Huxley and Yiftachel, 2000; 

Innes, 1995; Healey, 1992). Conversely, when critical stakeholders such as organizations in 

the social enterprise sector (the ‘so called’ development partners) are not effectively engaged 

during the planning processes, and their activities not integrated into the development plan, 

communities will suffer and achieving the SDGs stands the risk of being a mission impossible.  

Furthermore, Deficient Accountability for SE means that the processes of data generation, 

monitoring and accountability that is needed to gauge how other stakeholders are performing 

towards the achievement of the SDGs are absent. This deficiency is evident in the lack of a 

comprehensive data base of social enterprises and the absence of an organized process for 

monitoring and coordinating the services of social enterprises. The data bases and monitoring 

processes are held and conducted respectively within various partnerships between social 

enterprises and the multiple and differentiated autonomous entities in the municipality space. 

The institutional void of Deficient Accountability, thus, makes it challenging for municipalities 

to generate information and account for partners and stakeholder such as organizations in the 

social enterprise sector. This raises questions of how claims about the contributions of 

organizations in the social enterprise sector to development goal and the SDGs can be 

validated.  

Figure 2 provides a conceptual framework that shows the institutional voids in the social 

enterprises and local development context as well as measures to address the voids. These steps 

reemphasise the value of effective institutions and implementation mechanisms in increasing 
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the benefit of cooperative solution to a common problem with a given environment (North, 

1991).  

[Figure 2 near here] 

 

To address the institutional voids and enhance the role of social enterprise organizations 

towards the achievement of the SDGs, an integrated development planning approach that 

incorporates all sectors should not only be an aspiration but one that needs to be implemented. 

There is, therefore, a need for a shift in the IDP framework of municipalities in South Africa. 

This would mean that municipalities would recalibrate the thinking and interpretations around 

their mandate as developmental local government and incorporate social enterprise activities 

into the development planning process to reflect the present realities within communities. This 

should then cascade down to effectuate other processes, for example, 1) strategically engaging 

social enterprises by expanding and deepening the invited spaces for the participatory processes 

of the IDP and effectively incorporating discussions on SE. Such spaces can provide 

opportunities for discussions about the alignment of the objectives, activities, and actual 

outcomes of social enterprise activities on one hand and the priority sustainable development 

goals of communities on the other hand, for planning purposes. Herein also, social enterprise 

organizations can participate in the planning process as actual partners in development and 

provide feedback on the value of their activities to the stakeholder groups they serve. 2) Social 

enterprise organizations themselves need to take a proactive step of reaching out and engaging 

government in an organized way. Due to the amorphous nature of the sector, this can be done 

through communities of practice or coalition groups.  3) Having a dedicated office in the 

municipality for the coordination and organization of the activities of the various differentiated 

autonomous entities as well as the various clusters of partnerships (whether funded by any 
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government entity or not) in the SE–development space. This can assist in developing a 

comprehensive data base of, and information gathering process on social enterprise 

organizations and their services as well as enhance their contributions towards the 

implementation of the SDGs.  
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