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We examine the factors that influence the social performance of hybrid organizations
that pursue a social mission and sustain their operations through commercial activities
by studying work integration social enterprises (WISEs). We argue that both social imprinting, defined as a founding team’s early emphasis on accomplishing the organization’s social mission, and economic productivity are important drivers of a WISE’s
social performance. However, there is a paradox inherent in the social imprinting of
WISEs: Although social imprinting directly enhances a WISE’s social performance,
social imprinting also indirectly weakens social performance by negatively affecting
economic productivity. Results based on panel data of French WISEs gathered between
2003 and 2007 are congruent with our predictions. To understand how socially imprinted WISEs may mitigate this negative relationship between social imprinting and
economic productivity, we also conduct a comparative analysis of case studies. We find
that one effective approach is to assign responsibility for social and economic activities
to distinct groups while creating “spaces of negotiation”—arenas of interaction that
allow members of each group to discuss the trade-offs that they face. We conclude by
highlighting the conditions under which spaces of negotiation can effectively be used to
maintain a productive tension in hybrid organizations.

Over the last 30 years, we have witnessed an unprecedented increase in the number of organizations
that operate at the intersection of the social and
commercial sectors. These organizations, often called
“social enterprises,” primarily pursue a social mission while also engaging in commercial activities to

sustain their operations through sales of products
and/or services (see, e.g., Battilana & Dorado, 2010;
Galaskiewicz & Barringer, 2012; Hoffman, Gullo, &
Haigh, 2012; Pache & Santos, 2013). They straddle the
well-established categories of business and charity
(see Austin, Wei-Skillern, & Stevenson, 2006; Mair &
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Marti, 2006), and are thus “hybrid” organizations,
combining aspects of multiple organizational forms
(Battilana & Lee, 2014; Haveman & Rao, 2006; Padgett
& Powell, 2012). A large subset of these social enterprises face the challenge of serving two categories of
constituents: the customers of their commercial activities and the beneficiaries of their social activities.
Organization theorists have long argued that organizations that serve multiple constituencies comply more readily with demands from the constituents
on whom they depend for access to key resources
(Oliver, 1991; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Wry, Cobb, &
Aldrich, 2013). A direct implication of this prediction is that social enterprises that serve distinct
groups of beneficiaries and customers are likely to
focus on their customers, on whom they depend for
financial resources, and potentially to neglect their
beneficiaries. Such neglect, however, would jeopardize the ability of social enterprises to achieve their
social mission and call into question their raison
d’être. Consequently, these hybrid organizations (or
simply “hybrids”) pose an interesting question to
organizational theory: Can they sustainably achieve
their social mission in spite of the risk that they may
prioritize customers over beneficiaries?
In order to address this question, we study one type
of social enterprise that is prevalent around the world:
the work integration social enterprise (WISE). Prominent examples include the magazine The Big Issue in
the United Kingdom, the recycling network ENVIE in
France, and Goodwill stores in the United States. The
primary goal of these organizations is to help the longterm unemployed to transition back into the labor
market. To accomplish this goal, WISEs hire unemployed people, to whom we refer in this paper as the
“beneficiaries” of the WISEs’ social mission. These
beneficiaries work for WISEs to produce goods or services, which are then sold on the commercial market.
These enterprises face a dilemma in deciding how
to allocate their resources. They need to provide
their beneficiaries with job training as well as individualized social counseling, which requires the
dedication of resources to social activities. Meanwhile, WISE customers expect goods and services at
a competitive price and quality, which requires the
dedication of resources to commercial activities. The
ensuing resource allocation is likely to prioritize
customers over beneficiaries because WISEs are dependent on their customers for revenue generation.
However, this prioritization presents a challenge
because it diverts resources away from counseling
and other social support activities and thus puts the
fulfillment of a WISE’s social mission at risk. In
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order to understand how WISEs may overcome
this challenge, we examine the factors that enable
them to achieve high levels of social performance.
In this context, “social performance” corresponds
to a WISE’s effectiveness in enhancing the job
market prospects of its beneficiaries.
Building on research on the enduring influence of
founders’ imprinting on organizations (for a review,
see Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013), we argue that social
imprinting—defined as the founding team’s early
emphasis on accomplishing the organization’s social
mission—plays a critical role in enabling these hybrids to maintain their focus on serving their beneficiaries and achieving their social mission. Social
imprinting promotes the recruitment of permanent
staff with a background in social work as well as the
design of social-mission-oriented systems and processes. In these ways, social imprinting helps hybrids to sustain their focus on their social mission
and offsets the risk of neglecting beneficiaries; hence,
it is positively associated with social performance.
However, a heightened social emphasis stemming
from social imprinting may come at a cost to economic productivity (that is, the organization’s overall efficiency in turning inputs into economic outputs).
This is because permanent staff with a social work
background may be less experienced in managing
commercial operations. Furthermore, their creation,
and subsequent institutionalization, of social-missionoriented organizational processes and systems may lead
these staff to prioritize social activities over commercial
ones. Therefore, social imprinting is likely to be associated with lower levels of economic productivity.
Lower economic productivity, in turn, decreases the
resources available with which to pursue the social
mission and may signal lower human capital to potential employers of beneficiaries. This would reduce
beneficiaries’ employment opportunities and thereby
diminish a WISE’s social performance. We thus hypothesize, echoing Smith and Lewis (2011) and Jay
(2013), that there is a paradox inherent in the social
imprinting of social enterprises that serve separate
groups of customers and beneficiaries: Although social
imprinting directly enhances a hybrid’s social performance, social imprinting also indirectly weakens social performance by reducing economic productivity.
In this paper, we test our predictions regarding the
paradoxical nature of the relationship between social imprinting and social performance in WISEs
using data from a detailed survey administered annually between 2003 and 2007, inclusive, to a large
panel of WISEs operating in France. The regression
results support our predictions and show that social

1660

Academy of Management Journal

imprinting and economic productivity are positively
associated with a WISE’s social performance. Also,
in line with our predictions, economic productivity
partially mediates the relationship between social
imprinting and social performance: Social imprinting is negatively associated with economic productivity and consequently has a negative indirect
effect on social performance. Our regression results
thus confirm the paradoxical relationship between
social imprinting and social performance.
Second, we extend our findings by exploring how
socially imprinted WISEs can resolve this paradox.
To do so, we conducted an in-depth longitudinal qualitative comparative case study of two WISEs: one that
successfully attenuated this relationship and one that
was unsuccessful in addressing the paradox. The
comparative analysis, based on data that we collected
from 35 interviews and a wide range of archival material for each case, suggests that a structural differentiation approach that assigns responsibility for
social and commercial activities to distinct groups
may allow hybrids to mitigate this relationship. Importantly, in order to be successful, this approach
needs to be accompanied by “spaces of negotiation,”
which we define as arenas of interaction that allow all
staff members to discuss and agree on how to handle
the daily trade-offs that they face across social and
commercial activities. These spaces of negotiation
maintain a productive tension between the staff
members in charge of each of these activities.
WORK INTEGRATION SOCIAL ENTERPRISES
WISEs emerged in the late 1970s as an attempt to
address the rise of structural unemployment in developed countries (Bode, Evers, & Schulz, 2006).
Their founders recognized that a growing number of
people were out of work for long periods of time,
during which their confidence and skills were eroded.
These long-term unemployed people risked entering
a downward spiral of isolation, overindebtedness,
and substance abuse that would make it extremely
difficult for them to re-enter the job market. The
founders of WISEs developed a simple model to address these issues: offering the long-term unemployed
work opportunities to help them to rebuild their human capital and ultimately to reintegrate into the job
market. Accordingly, WISEs hire the long-term unemployed to produce goods or services in low-skilled
industries such as construction, catering, gardening,
or recycling, which are then sold at market prices.
WISEs can be found today around the world, in
Ireland, the United Kingdom, and the United States,
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and as Beschäftigungsgesellschaften in Germany,
empresas de inserção in Portugal, and entreprises
d’insertion in France (Defourny & Kim, 2011; Spear &
Bidet, 2005). For instance, in the United States, the
Delancey Street Foundation developed a range of
WISEs, including a restaurant, a removals company,
and a landscaping company. In Switzerland, Velos für
Afrika recruits unemployed people to recycle old
bikes, then sells them in Switzerland and West Africa.
The benefits of the WISE approach lie in its potential to provide the long-term unemployed with the
confidence and skills that they need to reintegrate into
the workforce (Cooney, 2011). As they work on the
production line, workers acquire soft skills such as
attendance, workplace socialization, and discipline
as well as more job-specific skills such as dismantling
a refrigerator or building a wall. In addition to professional training, WISEs also provide beneficiaries
with individualized social support to enhance their
job readiness. This includes counseling to help them
to address the personal issues (such as health or
housing) that are often significant barriers to employment. It also includes training to help beneficiaries to acquire basic aptitudes (such as literacy and
self-esteem) and job search skills (including writing
a resume or handling job interviews).

DRIVERS OF SOCIAL PERFORMANCE IN WISES
Social Imprinting
We argue that a WISE’s ability to achieve high
levels of social performance depends in part on its
social imprinting, which we define as the founding
team’s early emphasis on accomplishing the organization’s social mission. All WISEs, by definition,
are founded to pursue the social mission of helping
the long-term unemployed to reintegrate into the
workforce. However, some founders may emphasize
the importance of the social mission at the time of
founding while others may instead emphasize the
establishment of effective commercial operations in
order to ensure sustainable revenues. For instance,
in one of our interviews, the founder of a (socially
imprinted) WISE operating in the recycling industry
stated that the goal of his organization has always
been “work integration, clearly work integration: we
could be producing peas or whatever; it would make
no difference.” In contrast, the founder of another
(commercially imprinted) WISE operating in the
same industry explained that commercial activities
have taken precedence from the start: “A WISE that
focuses on its social mission against all odds is likely
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to close down and, when it does, there is no social
impact anymore. That’s it. That’s why I always say:
first the business, then the social mission.”
Prior research has demonstrated that founding
conditions have enduring consequences for organizations. Most of the early work explored Stinchcombe’s
(1965) notion that environmental conditions during
founding affect organizational outcomes (such as survival) by creating structures and routines that are difficult to change (for a review, see Marquis & Tilcsik,
2013). Building on this early work, a more recent stream
of research has looked inside organizations and explored how founding teams’ early decisions have
effects that endure far beyond an organization’s founding stage (see, e.g., Baron, Hannan, & Burton, 1999;
Beckman & Burton, 2008; Eisenhardt & Schoonhoven,
1990). In line with this more recent stream of research,
and echoing Whetten, Mackey, and Poly (2011), we
contend that social imprinting has a lasting influence on
the organization’s commitment to its social mission that
continues to affect a WISE’s social performance long after its founding.
This lasting influence works through two related
mechanisms. First, WISE founders who make a
strong commitment to the achievement of social welfare goals early in the life of the organization are
likely to embed this commitment in the stated goals
and values of the organization (Ruef, Aldrich, &
Carter, 2003). They are further likely to consider
competencies related to accomplishing the organization’s social mission as critical when hiring fulltime staff. For example, in the socially imprinted
WISE mentioned earlier, production supervisors
were hired based on their relational and social work
skills. In contrast, founders who emphasize creating
effective economic operations are likely to consider
technical and business competencies to be the more
critical part of their hiring process for full-time staff.
For example, in the commercially imprinted WISE
mentioned earlier, industry experience was sought
when hiring permanent staff, “because [they] knew
the work [of repairing appliances], and that is what
mattered.” Homophilic processes, whereby organizational members hire candidates that resemble
themselves, thus lead socially imprinted organizations to attract, select, and retain permanent staff
who adhere to similar social goals and values, and
who demonstrate mastery of similar skills (Burton &
Beckman, 2007). An important consequence of this
pattern is that the permanent staff in these organizations are more likely to focus their attention on the
accomplishment of their social mission—that is, on
serving beneficiaries.
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Second, WISE founders with a strong commitment
to social goals are likely to set up processes and
systems that are aligned with these goals. For instance, they are more likely to go beyond training
beneficiaries only for their specific tasks at the WISE.
They are likely to adopt training policies designed
to enhance the general employability of their beneficiaries, to design specific skills assessment procedures to help beneficiaries to market their skills
to prospective employers, or to organize meetings with
local employers to facilitate beneficiaries’ placement.
As these processes and systems are repeatedly enacted
by the staff, they become routines (Feldman, 2003) that
contribute to enhancing beneficiaries’ job prospects.
Therefore, we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 1. In WISEs, social imprinting at
founding is positively associated with social
performance.
Economic Productivity
We argue that a WISE’s ability to achieve high
levels of social performance depends also in part on
its economic productivity, which we define, building on Caves, Christensen, and Diewert (1982), as
a WISE’s overall efficiency in turning inputs into
economic outputs. Economic productivity is likely
to be positively associated with the social performance of WISEs in three main ways. First, a more
economically productive WISE, by definition, is able
to produce higher levels of output for any given level
of input than its less productive counterparts. As
a result, it will have relatively higher margins, profitability, and capacity to innovate (Bourgeois, 1981).
The resulting slack reduces the pressure to achieve
sufficient revenues to ensure its survival and allows
a WISE to focus more on the attainment of social
objectives. For example, in a WISE with high economic productivity, permanent staff can spend more
time training beneficiaries to help them to acquire
broader professional skills.
Second, an economically productive WISE is more
likely to be perceived as legitimate by key external
market constituents such as customers or investors.
In the eyes of these constituents, achieving high
economic productivity signals that the WISE is well
managed and has adopted business practices that are
taken for granted in competing corporations. Legitimacy increases the likelihood that these constituents
will support the organization (D’Aunno, Sutton, &
Price, 1991; Suchman, 1995). For example, a more
productive WISE may have an easier time attracting
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new contracts from customers who are satisfied with
its products or services. In turn, a more productive
WISE may be able to mobilize additional resources
for supporting its beneficiaries (for example, through
training or mentoring) and thereby better prepare
them to find a job.
Third, the benefits of legitimacy are likely to spill
over to a WISE’s beneficiaries as well. The level of
economic productivity of a WISE is likely to reflect the
degree to which the organization has been able to enhance the capacity of its beneficiaries to transform
inputs (such as raw material) into economic outputs.
By implication, being a member of an organization that
has the reputation of being highly productive signals
higher human capital (Morrison & Wilhelm Jr, 2004).
As a result, a more productive WISE will be more
likely to be able to place its beneficiaries in jobs once
they leave the WISE. Therefore, we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 2. In WISEs, economic productivity
is positively associated with social performance.
Relationship between Social Imprinting and
Economic Productivity
Adhering to the demands of both their customers
and beneficiaries is challenging for WISEs because
the activities that serve their beneficiaries are not
fully aligned with those that serve their customers.
With constrained resources, a decision to attend to
one constituency may carry a significant opportunity
cost. Because they depend on customers for their
survival, WISEs run the risk of placing too much focus on their customers at the cost of neglecting their
beneficiaries. One advantage of social imprinting, as
we highlight in the discussion of Hypothesis 1, is that
it counteracts this tendency through its influence on
workforce composition, organizational processes,
and systems. Yet, early social imprinting may also
affect how the WISE attends to commercial activities.
Given the tendency of socially imprinted WISEs to
hire permanent staff with social work backgrounds,
their staff are likely to have skills and beliefs that fit
the demands of the social sector rather than those of
the commercial sector (Bourdieu, 1977). This is because these staff members have been socialized in
the social sector through their training and/or work
experience, and have thus become imbued with the
values and work practices associated with that sector
(Louis, 1980; Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Their
prior socialization makes these staff likely to prioritize systems and processes that help beneficiaries
over systems and processes that improve economic
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productivity. For example, they may introduce more
flexibility in production processes in order to allow
beneficiaries to attend individualized counseling
sessions, or they may be lenient vis-à-vis some beneficiaries’ unprofessional behaviors that are harmful
to economic productivity, such as absenteeism or
lateness. Moreover, permanent staff members with
social work backgrounds are less likely to have developed skills and experience in establishing and
running commercial operations than those who have
been trained to work, and/or who have worked, in
commercial enterprises. For example, they are less
likely to be familiar with best practices associated
with operational efficiency, marketing, or accounting. Therefore, we hypothesize that:
Hypothesis 3. In WISEs, social imprinting is negatively associated with economic productivity.
We summarize the relationships between social imprinting, economic productivity, and social performance in WISEs in Figure 1. According to our
hypotheses, both social imprinting and economic
productivity are positively associated with a WISE’s
social performance. However, socially imprinted
WISEs face a paradox because social imprinting also
indirectly weakens social performance through its
negative relationship with economic productivity.
METHODS
To fully understand the relationship between social
imprinting and social performance, we adopt a “mixed
methodology” approach (see Edmondson & McManus,
2007). We first test the existence of the hypothesized
paradox by conducting regression analyses based on
our quantitative data. We then turn to our qualitative
data and conduct an in-depth comparative case analysis to explore how socially imprinted WISEs may be
able to resolve the paradox of social imprinting by
mitigating the negative relationship between their social imprinting and economic productivity.
FIGURE 1
Antecedents of Social Performance in WISEs

Social imprinting

+

Social performance

+

–
Economic
productivity
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Setting
We study WISEs operating in France (that is,
entreprises d’insertion).1 To operate as a WISE in
France, an organization is required to obtain accreditation from the Ministry of Labor. This accreditation
entitles it to a public subsidy intended to offset the
opportunity cost of employing less-productive people
who require extra supervision and training. This is
a fixed amount per beneficiary (V9,681 annually in
2007) that is the same across all WISEs, and WISE
beneficiaries are limited by law to two years of employment under this program. A yearly evaluation
process allows the state to monitor this accreditation
and to withdraw it if evidence is found that a WISE has
abused the subsidy (that is, the WISE has received it
without complying with its workforce development
commitment). This subsidy, together with additional
grants, accounts on average for less than a quarter of
a WISE’s revenues, with the remaining revenues coming from the sale of products and/or services.
The public accreditation also requires French
WISEs to hire their beneficiaries from a pool of individuals designated by Pole Emploi (the national
agency for employment) as “deserving” access to
work integration programs. These individuals have
all been unemployed for a prolonged period of time
(typically at least two years) and have been assessed
by Pole Emploi as “experiencing specific social and
professional difficulties which make it impossible
for them to access the regular job market” (DGEFP,
2003: 7). This requirement limits the pool of potential beneficiaries to individuals who face multiple
obstacles to work, including low qualifications, low
levels of self-confidence, and a lack of professional
skills. It further ensures that WISEs recruit those who
are really in need of support.
Despite the role of the state in providing accreditation and subsidies, WISEs in France operate as private
entities. Half of them operate under a for-profit legal
status while the other half operate under a not-forprofit legal status. However, given the commercial
character of their activity, not-for-profit WISEs cannot
1

Although we focus exclusively on entreprises d’insertion in this study, there are two additional organizational
forms, associations intermédiaires (AI) and associations
chantier d’insertion (ACI), which are part of the broader
workforce development sector in France. These organizations, however, operate outside of the commercial market
since they rely mainly on public support and benefit from
advantageous labor law exemptions. They therefore diverge from the hybrid organizational forms that are the
focus of this study.
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benefit from the tax exemptions traditionally granted
to not-for-profits. This is because not-for-profits benefit
from these exemptions only if they do not compete in
commercial markets with similar products and prices
as for-profit companies. In turn, if for-profit WISEs
abandon their social mission and pursue profit generation as their only goal, they will have their accreditation withdrawn by the state. Thus, regardless of the
legal status that they adopt, WISEs face similar constraints in the French context.
Entreprises d’insertion constitute an ideal setting
in which to test the arguments developed in this
paper because, like their counterparts around the
world, they are hybrid organizations caught between
the distinct and potentially competing demands of
their beneficiaries and their customers. Although
they pursue a social goal, commercial activities are
important to them because they depend on sales of
products and services to generate the majority of
their revenues. Furthermore, WISEs have a significant and growing economic presence in France. First
established in the late 1970s, the number of French
WISEs increased significantly in the 2000s: At the
end of our observation period in 2007, there were
1,178 WISEs in France, employing more than 22,000
beneficiaries, and with a combined sales volume of
more than V800 million (US$1.17 billion).2
Quantitative Data
The quantitative data used in this study are from an
annual survey administered by the Comité National
des Entreprises d’Insertion (CNEI)—that is, the French
National Federation for Work Integration Social
Enterprises—to its members since 2003.3 The survey
collects detailed establishment-level information about
the WISEs, including their field of activity, sales,
wages, composition of human resources, and placement of beneficiaries. The CNEI invests significant
resources in the administration of the survey in order
2
The sales figure is the authors’ estimate based on data
from DARES, the research and statistics unit of the French
Ministry of Labor.
3
About half of French WISEs are affiliated with the
CNEI. Those that are not are either too small to be able to
pay the required membership fees or are affiliated with two
other social federations: Fédération Nationale des Associations d’Accueil et de Réinsertion Sociale (FNARS), the
main federation for homeless shelters; or Fédération des
Comités et Organismes d’Aide aux Chômeurs par l’Emploi
(CORAACE), another federation for social service organizations. The CNEI is the largest of these three federations
and is the only one exclusively open to WISEs.
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to use the data collected in its lobbying efforts
(Hugues, 2007). As a result, the response rate is extremely high (for example, 98% in 2007), covering
nearly the entire population of CNEI members.
Using this data source, we gathered a panel for
years between 2003 and 2007, inclusive. We then
imposed three criteria in the construction of our
working sample. First, we excluded from our analyses WISEs that had fewer than 10 employees (that
is, permanent staff and beneficiaries). Data from very
small WISEs are relatively less reliable and less stable than data from larger ones because small WISEs
are less likely to have the time and resources to collect and provide accurate data for the CNEI survey
every year. Second, we focused exclusively on observations that covered a full year of data and hence
excluded the data from the founding year of WISEs
(if it was founded within our observation period).
Third, we excluded WISES operating in the temporary work industry because they do not directly
hire beneficiaries on a full-time basis but operate
as intermediaries by placing beneficiaries in specific short-to-medium-term assignments with client companies. As a result, beneficiaries have only
limited interactions with their temporary work
WISE.
Applying these criteria and eliminating observations with incomplete or missing information for
one or more variables of interest, we obtained 641
establishment-year observations with complete
information.4
Dependent Variable: Social Performance
Building on Scott (1977), we define social performance as the degree to which an organization is effective at producing positive social outcomes. Within
the WISE field, a consensus has emerged that social
performance can be assessed by the proportion of
beneficiaries that are able to find regular jobs at the end
of their employment with the WISE (DGEFP, 2003).
This rate, known in the field as the “positive graduation rate,” is reported yearly by all WISEs to the state.
Accordingly, we measure a WISE’s social performance
as the percentage of beneficiaries completing their
4

Observations that were eliminated as a result of incomplete or missing information were identical to those
kept in our final working sample in most attributes and
demonstrated negligible differences in others. The only
noticeable difference was a higher percentage of female
beneficiaries at 42%, compared to 33% in our final working sample.
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term at the WISE in a given year who found a regular
job with a contract lasting more than six months.
Independent Variables
Social imprinting. We used the industry classification of WISEs as a proxy for their social imprinting.
In France, at the time of incorporation, WISE founders
(like the founders of any organization) are required to
file a statement, called an objet social, describing their
organization’s purpose and its branch of activity. The
French National Institute of Statistics and Economic
Studies (INSEE) assigns this information to an Activité
Principale de l’Entreprise (APE) code, which corresponds to the main activity of an organization. If
founders do not agree with their assigned APE code,
they can contest and ask INSEE for another. However,
such requests are very rare, as are changes requested
later in the life of the organization.5 Therefore APE
codes reflect the set of activities that the founder emphasized at the time of founding.
Qualitatively, a WISE founder can primarily describe his or her organization’s main activity in one
of two ways: either as performing a social activity
(such as social services) or as operating in a specific
industry (such as recycling, gardening, or catering).
Following the terminology used in the WISE field,
we refer to the former organizations as having a “social APE,” and we refer to the latter as having an
“industry-specific APE.” Two field experts whom
we interviewed strongly supported the notion that
APE codes reflect early imprinting. As one of these
experts explained:
It tells you something when [a WISE] has a [social
APE]: that [the founder] viewed his role as being
mainly social. For these guys, the commercial activity

5
Such code changes are very rare, mainly because APE
codes are assigned by INSEE only for statistical purposes
and do not have any fiscal, financial, or legal implications
at the time of founding or later (see Mercadal, Janin,
Charvériat, & Couret, 2004). Furthermore, once filed, an
objet social can be modified only by an extraordinary decision of the board through a qualified majority. In our
sample, only two WISEs (corresponding to less than 1% of
unique WISEs) changed their APE codes between 2003 and
2007; both of these changes were from an industry-specific
APE to a social one in 2005 and back to the original industryspecific APE in 2006. According to our best assessment and
cross-checks, these two cases reflect data entry errors in
2005. Even though the results were insensitive to inclusion
or exclusion of these two WISEs, we took a conservative
approach and excluded them from our analyses.
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is only a medium for workforce development. Those
who [have] an industry-specific APE are in a different
state of mind. They know that they are here for the
social mission, but they think that their main role is to
develop their commercial activity and that the social
impact will follow from it.

Accordingly, we coded social imprinting as “1” if
the WISE had a social APE code and “0” if it had an
industry-specific APE code. The WISEs in our dataset had 56 different APE codes. We classified the
following APE codes as social: 85.3H, aide par le
travail et ateliers protégés (sheltered workshops);
85.3K, autres formes d’action sociale (other types of
social service); and 91.3E, organizations associatives
n.c.a. (associations). In our sample, roughly 27% of
CNEI members had a social APE code. The rest were
industry-specific APE codes, such as 55.5D, traiteurs
et organization de receptions (catering services), or
52.7D, réparation d’appareils électroménagers (appliance repair).
Economic productivity. Following Huselid (1995)
and Rangan and Sengul (2009), we measured the
economic productivity of a WISE as the ratio of total
annual sales to the number of employees, including
both permanent staff and beneficiaries. To account
for productivity differences across sectors, we computed standardized economic productivity scores
that capture by how many standard deviations the
economic productivity of each WISE lies above or
below the median score in its sector of activity. (As
we describe in “Control variables” below, in all
models we also included sector dummies.) We use
these median-standardized scores in all regressions.6 The sales per employee measure is particularly well suited to examining economic productivity
differences across organizations that operate in different sectors and, when controlling for mean differences across sectors, reflects a combination of the
managerial (sales, training, mentoring, etc.) capability of permanent staff and production capability of
beneficiaries.
Control Variables
In terms of organizational characteristics, we
controlled for organization size (measured by the
6

This measure is highly correlated with the raw sales
per employee values, as well as an alternative measure
standardizing at the sector mean (0.919 and 0.994, respectively). Importantly, the results were qualitatively
identical when using raw, mean-standardized, or medianstandardized sales per employee values.
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log of total number of full-time equivalents, or FTEs,
working in the WISE) and organization age (measured by the number of years since its founding,
scaled by 1/10 to help the demonstration of coefficients). These factors might affect a WISE’s social performance because the extent of available
organizational resources may vary by organization
size (Huber, Sutcliffe, Miller, & Glick, 1993) and
because an organization’s ability to convert resources to organizational outcomes is likely to vary
as a function of its age (Miller & Shamsie, 2001).
Another organizational characteristic of WISEs is
their legal status. As we noted earlier, WISEs face
similar constraints in the French context regardless
of their legal status. Still, we took a conservative
approach and included a control for the not-forprofit legal status, coded as “1” if not-for-profit and
“0” otherwise.
In terms of human resources, we first controlled for
the level of supervision (measured by the log of the
ratio of the total number of permanent staff involved
in the mentoring and training of beneficiaries to the
total number of beneficiaries). Higher levels of supervision may reflect higher levels of on-the-job
training and/or individualized support and may, in
turn, enhance beneficiaries’ employment prospects.
We also controlled for the demographic profile of
beneficiaries. Although WISEs hire all of their beneficiaries from the pool of individuals listed by Pole
Emploi as experiencing social and professional difficulties, prior studies and anecdotal evidence have
shown that women and/or individuals who are
deemed to be too young (that is, too inexperienced)
or too old are particularly disadvantaged and find it
more challenging to find a job (D’Autume, Bethbèze,
& Hairault, 2006; Margaret, 2006). Accordingly, we
include the percentage of total beneficiaries who are
female, under 26 years old, and over 50 years old as
control variables.
In terms of financial structure, we first controlled
for subsidies received (measured by the ratio of the
total amount of all subsidies that the WISE received
in tens of thousands of euros to the number of its
employees). This variable captures the extent of organizational financial resources that do not directly
depend on economic productivity on a per employee
basis. Because effort allocation and marginal returns
to effort can be expected to be a function of costs
(Miller & Shamsie, 2001), we also controlled for average wage cost, which we measured by the log of the
ratio of total wage cost of the WISE to the number of
employees. Controlling for region and sector effects,
wage costs may account for some underlying quality
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of organizational members, which could affect the
WISE’s social performance.
Finally, we included founding period dummies to
control for the possible influence of environmental
imprints and historical conditions at the time of
founding (Stinchcombe, 1965). The WISE field in
France has evolved through four distinct stages: the
experimentation phase prior to 1985, the contestation phase between 1986 and 1990, the institutionalization phase between 1991 and 1997, and the
professionalization phase starting in 1998 (see Appendix A). Accordingly, leaving founded prior to
1985 as the benchmark category, we include founded in period 1986–1990, founded in period 1991–
1997, and founded in period after 1997 dummies as
control variables.
We report the summary statistics and bivariate
zero-order correlations in Table 1. A prototypical
(that is, average) WISE establishment had about 28
permanent staff and beneficiaries. Legal statuses of
WISEs were roughly equally split, with half having
a not-for-profit status and half having a for-profit
status. Of beneficiaries, 18% were under 26 years
old, 12% were over 50 years old, and 33% were
female. Average sales were V24,270 per FTE, with
a corresponding average wage cost of V20,537. On
average, WISEs were able to place 38% of their
graduating beneficiaries in a job.
Estimation
In choosing our estimation method, we took into
consideration the cross-section and time-series
nature of our data and ran all regressions using
a generalized least squares (GLS) (random effects)
estimator. The random effects estimator assumes
that average values for each establishment differ
from the population average (that is, that there are
establishment-specific differences) and that differences across establishments have an underlying
distribution (that is, that each establishment is randomly selected from a larger population of establishments). Accordingly, we report regressions with
random establishment effects.7 We also took into
account that factors unobservable to us (but observable to WISEs) might affect the levels of both the
dependent variable and the right-hand-side variables. If this were the case, it would result in simultaneity: A shock that affects a WISE’s social
performance might also affect its size, wage costs,
7

Pooled ordinary least squares (OLS) yielded qualitatively identical results.
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and so on in the same year. To attenuate the potential
issue of simultaneity, and keeping with convention, we
lag all right-hand-side variables by one year. Additionally, to account for unobserved heterogeneity in the
data, we included year, region, and sector dummies
in all regressions. For regions, we used the official
French regional classification, which comprises 27
administrative regions. For sectors, using the classification in the CNEI dataset, we coded WISEs into
six sectors: business services (services aux entreprises); construction (bâtiment, travaux publics); environment (environnement, espaces verts); garbage
(déchets: collecte, tri, déconstruction, dépollution); recycling (récuperation, recyclage et commerce d’occasion);
and others (all remaining sectors). We report robust (that
is, heteroskedasticity-corrected) standard errors clustered by WISE for all models.
REGRESSION RESULTS
We hypothesized that both social imprinting (Hypothesis 1) and economic productivity (Hypothesis
2) are positively associated with WISEs’ social performance. The regression results reported in Table 2
strongly support these hypotheses: The coefficients
of social imprinting (Model 2) and economic productivity (Model 3) are both positive and statistically significant, as predicted. The results are
substantively significant as well. Holding all other
variables at their mean values, organizations with
social imprinting have, on average, 9.9% (and
a 3.7 percentage-point) higher social performance
than those without it. Similarly, a 1SD increase in
economic productivity is associated with a 5.8%
(and a 2.2 percentage-point) increase in social
performance.8
Table 3 reports the regressions explaining the
drivers of economic productivity in WISEs. In line
with Hypothesis 3, the coefficient of social imprinting is negative and statistically significant (Model 2).
Holding all other variables at their mean values,
8

We also checked for a curvilinear relationship between
economic productivity and social performance. If achieving very high levels of economic productivity requires
WISEs to devote more and more resources to production
activities, this may result in diverting resources away from
activities that directly contribute to social performance.
Simply put, there might be an optimal level of economic
productivity. We did not find support for this argument
in supplementary regressions including a squared term
for economic productivity, which was insignificant in all
models.
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TABLE 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Zero-Order Correlations
Variables
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Social performance
Social imprinting
Economic productivity
Organization size (log)
Organization age (410)
Not-for-profit legal status
Level of supervision (log)
Beneficiaries (%)—Female
Beneficiaries (%)—Under 26 years old
Beneficiaries (%)—Over 50 years old
Subsidies received
Average wage cost (log)
Founded in period: 1986–1990
Founded in period: 1991–1997
Founded in period: After 1997
Variables

8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Beneficiaries (%)—Female
Beneficiaries (%)—Under 26 years old
Beneficiaries (%)—Over 50 years old
Subsidies received
Average wage cost (log)
Founded in period: 1986–1990
Founded in period: 1991–1997
Founded in period: After 1997

Mean

SD

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

0.38
0.27
0.04
3.33
1.02
0.54
20.99
0.33
0.18
0.12
0.85
9.93
0.12
0.46
0.33

0.19
0.45
1.05
0.54
0.56
0.50
0.77
0.30
0.15
0.10
0.33
0.31
0.32
0.50
0.47

0.07
0.19
20.10
20.03
20.08
0.17
20.08
0.10
20.01
20.10
0.13
20.08
20.09
0.05

20.14
0.01
0.16
0.44
20.05
20.04
0.02
0.09
0.12
0.04
20.06
0.03
20.12

20.05
0.08
20.29
0.40
20.28
0.12
20.04
20.17
0.47
0.03
20.09
0.02

0.19
20.11
0.05
0.06
0.00
20.04
20.13
20.03
0.20
20.06
20.10

0.36
0.13
20.02
0.09
0.02
0.09
0.10
0.38
0.07
20.74

20.18
0.10
20.08
0.16
0.25
20.07
20.02
0.18
20.34

20.16
0.19
20.13
20.41
0.22
0.18
20.06
20.09

Mean

SD

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

0.33
0.18
0.12
0.85
9.93
0.12
0.46
0.33

0.30
0.15
0.10
0.33
0.31
0.32
0.50
0.47

20.09
0.05
0.02
20.19
0.05
20.13
0.09

20.26
20.11
0.15
0.13
20.14
0.01

0.06
20.04
20.05
0.04
20.02

0.12
20.09
0.09
20.10

20.01
20.07
20.01

20.33
20.25

20.65

Note: n 5 641; all independent and control variables are one-year lagged.

organizations with social imprinting have, on average,
13.3% lower economic productivity (corresponding
to V3,342 lower sales per employee on an annual
basis) than those without it. It is important to note,
however, that economic productivity only partially mediates the relationship between social
imprinting and social performance. Even though
social imprinting weakens social performance
through the negative relationship that it has with
economic productivity, it still has a positive and
significant net effect on social performance (see
Table 2, Models 2 and 4). To obtain more conclusive evidence, we conducted Sobel, Aorian, and
Goodman tests of mediation, which enable an assessment of indirect effects of the independent
variable on the dependent variable via the mediating variable (see Iacobucci, 2008: ch. 2). The
results of these tests (which are all significant at
p , .05) indicate that social imprinting has a negative indirect (that is, partially mediated) effect on
social performance through its relationship with
economic productivity.
In supplementary regressions, we also explored
whether the observed relationships between social

imprinting and social performance, and between
social imprinting and economic productivity, persist
over time. To do so, we included an interaction
term between our measure of social imprinting and
organization age. The interaction term was negative
and statistically significant on both social performance and economic productivity, indicating imprint decay. We then calculated differences in
predicted values of social performance across socially imprinted and commercially imprinted WISEs
over time. A year after its incorporation, a socially
imprinted WISE has an 8 percentage-point higher
positive graduation rate compared to a commercially
imprinted one. The difference goes down to a 5
percentage-point spread in the eighth year and is
halved, after a decade, to a 4.1 percentage-point difference. It is still roughly at 2 percentage points 15
years after incorporation. These results imply that the
relationship between social imprinting at founding
and organizational outcomes decreases in magnitude
over time but persists long after founding.
Lastly, some brief observations are in order regarding our control variables. First, organizational
characteristics—organization size and age—explain
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TABLE 2
Random-Effects Regressions Explaining the Social Performance of French Work Integration Social Enterprises, 2003–2007
Variables

1

2

Economic productivity

Organization age
Not-for-profit legal status
Level of supervision
Beneficiaries
Female
Under 26 years old
Over 50 years old
Subsidies received
Average wage cost
Founded in period
1986–1990
1991–1997
After 1997
R2 (overall)
Wald x2

4
0.037*
(0.022)
0.022*
(0.012)
20.017
(0.019)
20.024
(0.047)
20.025
(0.024)
0.034*
(0.014)

0.031†
(0.022)

Social imprinting

Organization size

3

20.021
(0.019)
20.006
(0.047)
20.022
(0.021)
0.040**
(0.014)

20.023
(0.019)
20.008
(0.047)
20.035
(0.024)
0.040**
(0.014)

0.020*
(0.011)
20.015
(0.019)
20.022
(0.047)
20.010
(0.021)
0.034*
(0.014)

20.009
(0.037)
20.005
(0.060)
0.042
(0.075)
20.012
(0.023)
0.013
(0.024)

20.006
(0.037)
20.007
(0.059)
0.038
(0.075)
20.014
(0.023)
0.015
(0.025)

20.008
(0.038)
20.006
(0.060)
0.034
(0.075)
20.008
(0.023)
0.009
(0.026)

0.014
(0.038)
20.008
(0.059)
0.029
(0.075)
20.010
(0.023)
20.008
(0.027)

20.083†
(0.044)
20.048
(0.058)
20.041
(0.087)
0.180
99.24**

20.079†
(0.043)
20.047
(0.058)
20.042
(0.086)
0.184
100.82**

20.083†
(0.044)
20.055
(0.058)
20.058
(0.087)
0.187
107.04**

20.078†
(0.043)
20.054
(0.058)
20.060
(0.086)
0.191
110.20**

Note: n 5 641; robust standard errors, clustered by WISE, in parentheses; constant, year, sector, and region dummies included in all models;
all independent and control variables are one-year lagged.
†
p , .10
* p , .05
** p , .01 (two-tailed tests; one-tailed tests, when hypothesized)

productivity differences across WISEs but not social
performance differences across them. Economic
productivity tends to be higher in WISEs that are
more experienced and relatively smaller.
Second, not-for-profit legal status does not have
a significant effect on social performance. Yet economic productivity tends to be lower in not-forprofit WISEs.
Third, supervision helps both economic productivity and social performance. This reflects that
better trained and guided beneficiaries are more
productive, and that productive beneficiaries are
more likely to find jobs after their time at WISEs.
Fourth, the percentage of female beneficiaries is
negatively associated with economic productivity.

Fifth, average wage cost is positively associated
with economic productivity, in line with efficiency
wage models in labor economics (see, e.g., Yellen,
1984).
Sixth, WISEs founded in the 1986–1990 period
have lower social performance compared to WISEs
founded in other periods. This period was marked by
the withdrawal of state support from WISEs; hence,
the WISEs founded in this period faced significant
challenges in obtaining the required resources in
their early years (see Appendix A). This result, although at a different level of analysis, resonates with
Tilcsik (2014), who showed that early career resource environment has a lasting influence on career
trajectories of individuals.
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TABLE 3
Random-Effects Regressions Explaining the Economic
Productivity of French Work Integration Social
Enterprises, 2003–2007
Variable

1

2

20.540**
(0.093)
0.829**
(0.317)
20.687**
(0.106)
0.146**
(0.060)

20.334**
(0.144)
20.526**
(0.092)
0.833**
(0.310)
20.541**
(0.126)
0.149**
(0.057)

20.753**
(0.184)
0.121
(0.215)
0.408
(0.264)
0.086
(0.139)
0.687**
(0.182)

20.793**
(0.183)
0.122
(0.216)
0.243
(0.262)
0.088
(0.139)
0.686**
(0.184)

0.056
(0.308)
0.296
(0.381)
0.736
(0.559)
0.408
246.67**

0.019
(0.308)
0.277
(0.380)
0.739
(0.554)
0.416
250.39**

Social imprinting
Organization size
Organization age
Not-for-profit legal status
Level of supervision
Beneficiaries
Female
Under 26 years old
Over 50 years old
Subsidies received
Average wage cost
Founded in period
1986–1990
1991–1997
After 1997
R2 (overall)
Wald x2

Note: n 5 641; robust standard errors, clustered by WISE, in
parentheses; constant, year, sector, and region dummies included
in all models; all independent and control variables are one-year
lagged.
** p , .01 (two-tailed tests; one-tailed tests, when hypothesized)

Finally, unlike year and sector dummies, most region dummies (not reported) were statistically significant, reflecting the influence of economic, social, and
demographic differences across regions on WISEs’
social performance.
Robustness Checks and Supplementary Analyses
We conducted a set of supplementary empirical
analyses using the available data to explore the robustness of the regression results to a number of potential concerns. First, to verify the validity of APE
codes as a proxy for social imprinting, we collected
additional data and created two alternative measures
of social imprinting for the WISEs in our sample: one
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based on our coding of original objet social statements9 and another based on the assessment of
a former CNEI president.10 These two alternative
measures of social imprinting were highly similar to
the social vs. industry-specific APE codes that we
use: the former measure identical to APE codes in
91% of the cases and the latter, in 84%. When we reestimated our models using these two alternative
measures, social imprinting was still positively and
significantly associated with social performance,
and negatively and statistically associated with economic productivity. Therefore, we are confident
that our measure (which is available for the full
sample) reliably captures social imprinting at
founding.
We also checked whether the measurement of social performance as a ratio bounded between 0 and 1
impose any bias in the reported results. Tobit is
the suggested estimation method for dependent
9
These statements are kept at the local préfectures
(i.e., local government administrative centers) within
which each organization was originally incorporated.
Consequently, we filed official requests for each WISE that
we had in our final working sample to local préfectures.
Out of 230 individual requests that we made, we received
128 objet social statements in print by mail at the end of this
process, corresponding to a total of 350 observations. Then,
two of the coauthors independently coded the social imprinting of each WISE based on the information provided
in its objet social. Specifically, they coded whether the
social mission was emphasized at the time of founding. A
WISE with social imprint would, for example, have an
objet social such as “providing work for people facing social and professional challenges and offering them tailored
training in order to reintegrate them into the regular job
market,” and a WISE with an commercial imprint would,
for example, have an objet social such as “refurbishing
and recycling of used computer and electronic appliances; sale of these products and associated services.”
Interrater reliability, as assessed by the k correlation coefficient, was 0.89, suggesting a high degree of agreement
between the two coders. The few remaining disagreements were resolved through discussions until consensus
was reached.
10
We contacted a former CNEI president, who had witnessed the rise of the field over 30 years, and asked him to
code the imprints of the organizations about which he felt
he had enough information to assess their early imprint.
We provided him the names and addresses of all of the
WISEs in our sample but did not share their APE codes or
objet social statements. He delivered his personal assessment of whether a given WISE had an early social imprint
for 96 WISEs in our sample, corresponding to a total of 265
observations.

1670

Academy of Management Journal

variables that are bounded and have limit observations. (In our dataset, there were only a total of 46 limit
observations, with 26 occasions on which a WISE was
unable to place any of its participants in a job upon
graduation and 20 occasions on which it was able to
place all of them.) However, Tobit estimation is based
on an underlying latent variable, which is meaningful
when the latent variable could exist beyond the
limits—hence implying truncation—but not when
this is not feasible. When this is the case, fractional logit, using generalized linear modeling
(GLM) or generalized estimating equations (GEE),
is the suggested estimation method (McDonald,
2009; Papke & Wooldridge, 1996). The results are
qualitatively identical across all different estimations (that is, GLS, Tobit, GLM, and GEE), further increasing our confidence in the reported
results.
Third, one might be concerned about a potential
survivorship bias if a nontrivial number of the WISEs
were to fail and those WISEs were to be qualitatively
different from our sample. To verify, we checked for
mortality in the CNEI dataset during our observation
period. In line with our knowledge of the field and
the information that we collected from field experts,
the mortality rate was low. Furthermore, the few
WISEs that ceased operations did not differ from
those in our working sample in observables, implying that there is no significant survival bias in the
reported results.
A fourth concern relates to the possibility that the
relationship between economic productivity and
social performance may be picking up the effect of
some of the causes of economic productivity and
hence may be spurious. To check, we obtained fitted
(that is, predicted) economic productivity values
and residuals from Model 2 of Table 3 (the fully
specified model on economic productivity); then,
as a second step, we re-estimated the models in
Table 2 (on social performance) using these fitted
values and residuals. In these regressions, the fitted
values and the residuals were both positive and
statistically significant, implying the presence of an
independent effect of economic productivity on
social performance in addition to those attributable
to potential predictors in common, such as quality
of management.
A fifth concern relates to the possibility that the
error terms may be correlated across the models
predicting social performance and economic productivity. If that were the case and the correlation
were large, we could expect gains in efficiency
by estimating the equations together rather than
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estimating each equation separately (Baltagi, 1998).
Accordingly, we reran all regressions using seemingly unrelated regressions (SUR) and using structural equation modeling (SEM). The results of these
analyses (see Table 4) are highly similar to each
other, as well as to the GLS results that we reported in
Tables 2 and 3. Importantly, all hypothesized relationships remain unchanged in terms of sign and
significance.
Finally, in terms of model specification, we also
checked the robustness of the results to serial correlation and multicollinearity. To check the robustness of the results to potential serial correlation, we
re-estimated all of the models using two separate
methods that account for first-order autocorrelation
in panel data: the Baltagi-Wu autoregressive estimator and GEE regressions imposing a within-panel
correlation of the order AR(1). In both checks, social
imprinting and economic productivity were still
positively and (slightly more) significantly related to
social performance. Separately, to check the robustness of the results to potential multicollinearity
(even though there are no critically collinear variables), we reran the regressions by dropping moderately correlated control variables (such as average
wage cost, founding period dummies), both individually and in combinations. Regression results
were qualitatively insensitive to the inclusion or exclusion of these variables (but exclusions typically
resulted in lower model fit).11

UNPACKING THE PARADOXICAL
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SOCIAL
IMPRINTING AND SOCIAL PERFORMANCE
IN WISES
The results of the quantitative analyses confirm
the paradoxical relationship between social imprinting and social performance in WISEs: Although
social imprinting enhances a WISE’s social performance by keeping it from neglecting its beneficiaries,
social imprinting also indirectly weakens social
performance through the negative relationship that
social imprinting has with economic productivity.
To unpack this paradox, we now examine the
mechanisms that underlie it and explore whether,
and how, socially imprinted WISEs can resolve it
11

We also calculated variance inflation factors (VIFs) on
both pooled and WISE-demeaned data. All calculated VIFs
were much lower than the critical value of 10, indicating
no serious multicollinearity.
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TABLE 4
Seemingly Unrelated Regressions (SUR) and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) Regressions Explaining the Economic
Productivity and Social Performance of French Work Integration Social Enterprises, 2003–2007
SUR

Social imprinting

SEM

Economic productivity

Social performance

Economic productivity

Social performance

20.257**
(0.085)

20.255**
(0.085)

20.252**
(0.066)
0.804**
(0.175)
20.429**
(0.082)
0.296**
(0.051)

0.038*
(0.020)
0.022**
(0.009)
20.016
(0.016)
20.018
(0.041)
20.026
(0.020)
0.033**
(0.012)

20.257**
(0.066)
0.802**
(0.175)
20.435**
(0.082)
0.291**
(0.050)

0.039*
(0.020)
0.023**
(0.009)
20.019
(0.016)
20.020
(0.041)
20.029
(0.020)
0.030*
(0.012)

20.816**
(0.135)
0.125
(0.230)
0.461
(0.328)
20.235*
(0.117)
1.189**
(0.115)

0.011
(0.032)
0.006
(0.053)
0.036
(0.076)
20.008
(0.027)
20.005
(0.029)

20.813**
(0.135)
0.117
(0.230)
0.471
(0.329)
20.237*
(0.117)
1.184**
(0.115)

0.013
(0.032)
0.002
(0.053)
0.042
(0.077)
20.009
(0.027)
20.008
(0.029)

20.032
(0.165)
0.397†
(0.212)
0.804**
(0.309)
0.489
606.26**

20.075†
(0.038)
20.045
(0.049)
20.049
(0.072)
0.192
152.23**

20.032
(0.165)
0.393†
(0.212)
0.881**
(0.309)
0.489

20.075†
(0.038)
20.049
(0.049)
20.051
(0.073)
0.186

Economic productivity
Organization size
Organization age
Not-for-profit legal status
Level of supervision
Beneficiaries
Female
Under 26 years old
Over 50 years old
Subsidies received
Average wage cost
Founded in period
1986–1990
1991–1997
After 1997
R2
x2
AIC

1258.15

Note: n 5 641; robust standard errors, clustered by WISE, in parentheses; constant, year, sector, and region dummies included in all models;
all independent and control variables are one-year lagged.
†
p , .10
* p , .05
** p , .01 (two-tailed tests; one-tailed tests, when hypothesized)

through a longitudinal comparative analysis of two
WISEs, referred to as “ALPHA” and “BETA.”
Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis
Relying on a theoretical sampling approach
(Eisenhardt, 1989), we analyzed two cases of socially
imprinted WISEs operating in the recycling industry:
“ALPHA” and “BETA.” We selected these two organizations from our sample because they are both
socially imprinted WISEs (that is, they both have
a social APE code), yet achieved different levels

of economic productivity when compared to the
other socially imprinted WISEs operating in the
recycling sector: ALPHA’s economic productivity
was below average (at V17,460 of sales revenue per
employee) and BETA’s, above average (at V25,867),
in the period that followed an economic crisis that
both organizations coincidentally experienced in
2003.12 Beyond this stark difference in postcrisis
12

In comparison, the average productivity of the socially
imprinted WISEs that operate in the recycling industry was
V23,153 in the same time period.
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economic productivity levels, ALPHA and BETA do
not demonstrate significant differences from each
other (with the exception of a relatively higher percentage of female employees at ALPHA) and are
similar to other WISEs in the recycling industry.
They are both midsized WISEs founded roughly
around the same time; they both operate in the
recycling sector under a not-for-profit legal status.
Therefore, the comparison between these two cases
allows us to gain valuable insights into the strategies
that socially imprinted organizations may use to resolve the social imprinting paradox.
We collected a broad range of data about both organizations. One of the authors conducted semistructured interviews with members of each WISE,
including founders, board members, executive directors, production supervisors, and social counselors. A total of 20 interviews were conducted
onsite, each lasting between 30 minutes and 3 hours.
Four follow-up phone interviews were conducted
with case informants. In addition to case-level interviews, 11 more interviews were conducted with
members of the broader WISE community (such as
CNEI executives, workforce development consultants) in order to explore the field-level stakes and
trends. All interviews were conducted in French,
then later transcribed and translated to English.
During the case-level interviews, all informants
were asked about the founding and growth of their
WISE, its goals and values, and its interactions with its
environment, as well as their own perception of the
determinant of the WISE’s social performance. The
interview guide was adapted to the role of interviewees (for example, executive director vs. social
counselor). While all interviews started with questions
related to the profile and background of interviewees,
founders were specifically asked about their motivation to create the WISE and about the process through
which they created, and later managed, it. Executive
directors were asked about the specifics of the WISE’s
functioning, including economic and social operations, organizational structure, governance, and human resources practices. Production supervisors and
social counselors were asked to describe in detail their
activities, as well as their interactions with the rest of
the organization. For each case, we asked interviewees
to provide us with archival material that they thought
might help us to understand the functioning of the
WISE. Through this process, we collected a wide range
of archival material, including by-laws, annual reports, brochures, anniversary booklets, etc.
In analyzing the qualitative data, we adopted a
comparative case study design. Following Eisenhardt
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(1989), we first focused on within-case analysis and
then turned to cross-case analysis. (See Appendix B
for a detailed description of the steps that we
followed in analyzing our qualitative data.) The
analyses that we conducted were longitudinal, examining the evolution of both organizations from
their founding until 2008.
We now present the results of these analyses in two
steps. We first analyze the evolution of both organizations from their founding to the financial crisis that
both, coincidentally, experienced in 2003. We then
turn to the postcrisis period, during which BETA was
able to execute a successful turnaround whereas
ALPHA was not.
Social Imprinting at ALPHA and BETA (from
Founding to 2003)
Our within-case analyses suggest a general pattern that supports our regression results and provides a more fine-grained understanding of the
mechanisms underlying the hypothesized relationships that we tested in prior sections: In both ALPHA
and BETA, the founders’ goals and values had a
lasting effect on subsequent organizational practices and routines. The comparison of the lasting
influence of social imprinting on ALPHA and BETA,
which we present in more detail below, is summarized in Table 5.
Founders’ imprints. A group of social workers
founded ALPHA in 1990. Drawing upon their experience of “sheltered workshops” for disabled
workers, its founders conceived ALPHA as a place
dedicated to teaching working skills to long-term
unemployed people. They chose recycling as their
commercial activity because it allowed them to create an in-house workshop within which work could
be organized to fit the capacities of the long-term
unemployed. ALPHA’s founders defined the mission of the organization as “supporting individuals
with social and professional difficulties through
mentoring, tailored trainings and on-the-job practice
as a means to help them access or reintegrate into the
workforce.” The board of directors of ALPHA was
composed of a group of social workers that actively
promoted a focus on accomplishing ALPHA’s social
mission. Thus, ALPHA experienced a strong social
imprint from its founders, who emphasized from
the very beginning the achievement of the social
mission.
BETA was founded in 1993 by a former schoolteacher who was a board member of the community
center of his small town. BETA’s founder recalls:
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TABLE 5
Social Imprinting at ALPHA and BETA (from Founding to 2003)

Founders’ imprints

The lasting influence
of founders’ imprints

ALPHA

BETA

1990
Motivation: ALPHA’s founders were a group of social
workers frustrated with the limited ability of social
work to address the needs of people with social and
professional difficulties. The founders created
ALPHA to provide them with mentoring and
on-the-job training to facilitate their (re)integration
into the workforce.
Activity emphasized: The founding team was
influenced by the notion of a “sheltered workshop,”
conceived as a place in which work would be
conducted in a way that protects fragile workers.
They chose recycling as their commercial activity
because it allowed them to create an in-house
workshop in which work could be organized to fit
the capacities of the long-term unemployed.
1990–2003
Hiring patterns: Recruitment of socially oriented
staff, including:
Three successive executive directors with social
work profile
Up to five production supervisors with social
work profile
Up to three social counselors with social work
profile
Organizational features: Implementation of socially
oriented processes and systems, including:
Creation of a training center
Creation of a housing shelter

1993
Motivation: The motivation of BETA’s founder,
a social activist involved in the local community
center, was to address the needs of the jobless
members of the community center on the board of
which he sat.

Development of reporting tool (“work integration
passport”) to track beneficiaries’ progress

After a few years, I realized that the workshops that we
organized in the community center were okay, but it
was not enough for the long-term unemployed . . . So I
got interested in the WISE model. When we decided to
create one, we were initially not sure what our commercial activity was going to be.

Like ALPHA’s founders, he chose recycling as the
main activity of BETA because it was a simple activity that beneficiaries without many skills could
learn. He translated his deep commitment to BETA’s
social mission into an organizational charter that
claimed to “fit the company to its beneficiaries,
rather than fit beneficiaries to the company,” and
emphasized values such as “humanism” and “empathy.” He reinforced his commitment to the social
mission by recruiting board members from fellow
activists from the local community center. Like ALPHA, BETA’s founder stamped the new organization
with a strong social imprint.

Activity emphasized: The focus of the founding team
was to create an organization that was able to meet
the needs of youth at risk. The commercial activity
(the management of waste reception centers) was
later chosen to provide development opportunities
to young people without qualification.

1993–2003
Hiring patterns: Recruitment of socially oriented
staff, including:
Executive director with social work profile
Up to five production supervisors recruited among
beneficiaries
Up to three social counselors with social work
profile
Organizational features: Implementation of socially
oriented processes and systems
Development of services in:
Psychological support
Social support
Job readiness support
Development of reporting tool (“monitoring
scorecard”) to track beneficiaries’ progress

Hiring patterns. At ALPHA, the first executive
director was one of the founding social workers and
the two subsequent executive directors also had
backgrounds in social work. Their profile had important consequences on the skills and values that
they brought to the organization. They hired staff
based on their care for beneficiaries and on their
knowledge of counseling. The first executive director created—and his successors perpetuated—a
permanent social counseling position, staffed by
a social worker. Three production supervisor positions were staffed either through the director’s social
work networks or by recruiting former beneficiaries.
Similar hiring patterns were found at BETA. The
strong social focus of the founder led him to recruit
an executive director with a social work background.
BETA’s founder explained: “Our core job is workforce development. . . . So we needed to recruit an
executive director who could manage the workforce
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development part of the job.” Subsequent recruitments
of permanent staff were also driven by a willingness to
help people in need. Overall, permanent staff at BETA
exhibited a combination of care and skills geared toward the advancement of beneficiaries. In line with the
mechanisms that we presented in Hypothesis 1, our
qualitative analysis thus suggests that, in both organizations, social imprinting led to the hiring of socialmission-oriented staff members.
Organizational systems and processes. Social
imprinting also influenced the development of
activities that embedded social-mission-oriented
routines within the fabric of both organizations.
ALPHA’s permanent staff, for instance, created an inhouse training center to provide beneficiaries with job
readiness and literacy training. They also created an
in-house shelter to provide accommodation for beneficiaries who faced housing difficulties. In addition,
they designed a tool, which they called a “work integration passport,” to track beneficiaries’ performance and help them to enhance their employability
during the course of their time at ALPHA.
In BETA, like ALPHA, the founder’s early emphasis
on the accomplishment of the social mission led the
organization to invest in the support of beneficiaries.
BETA developed specific processes in three distinct
areas: psychological support, social support, and jobreadiness support. On each of these themes, beneficiaries were offered specific counseling sessions that were
designed to help them to address various obstacles to
work. A scorecard, similar to ALPHA’s work integration passport, was created to monitor and share the
progress of beneficiaries in each of these dimensions.
Negative relationship between social imprinting and economic productivity. In line with the
mechanisms that we presented in Hypothesis 3, our
qualitative analysis revealed that, in both organizations, staff members with a social work background
had developed skills and beliefs that fit the demands
of the social sector but did not fit with the commercial sector. Between 1990 and 2003, ALPHA’s
successive executive directors, all with social
backgrounds, did not have experience and knowledge about business and production processes in
the recycling industry. None of them had ever
worked in commercial operations, let alone in a forprofit company, prior to joining ALPHA. Because
they had spent their entire career in social work
organizations, these former executive directors did
not have well-developed business skills and, as the
current executive director explained, “prioritized
beneficiaries’ needs over everything else.” Although
the issue of poor productivity had been lingering for
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years, its persistence finally led to a major organizational crisis in a period of economic hardship in France
in the early 2000s.13 With debts increasing and insufficient cash flow to pay staff salaries, ALPHA was in
a dire financial situation by 2003. The board of directors, still composed of social workers, was forced to
reconsider established organizational practices and
searched for alternative approaches.
Like ALPHA, BETA’s board and permanent staff
had a strong commitment and deep expertise in the
social realm but lacked business skills and experience. The current executive director described the
situation when she joined BETA in 2004, after it had
been managed for seven years by an executive director with a social work background and no prior
business experience, as follows: “Contracts were
developed orally, conventions were not signed.
Charges were not monitored and controlled, and as
a result, costs were inevitably too high.” Furthermore, because of the permanent staff’s extreme care
and empathy toward beneficiaries, they tended to be
lenient when beneficiaries were unprofessional. In
the current executive director’s words, “beneficiaries knew that they would never get in big trouble.”
As a result of this approach, BETA’s economic productivity was recurrently low. Like ALPHA, BETA
also experienced a financial crisis in 2003, when
many years of poor productivity led to unsustainably
high levels of debt. This problematic situation forced
the board to embrace change and to take economic
demands more seriously into account.
After the Crisis: ALPHA and BETA’s Different
Courses of Action
The crises experienced by both ALPHA and BETA
played an important role in challenging the status
quo and unfreezing socially imprinted patterns in
both organizations. As a result, both organizations
changed their recruitment approach and hired an
executive director with a combination of social sector and business experience; both organizations also
relied on structural differentiation, with one group of
people (that is, production supervisors) focusing on
the needs of clients and another group (that is, social
counselors) focusing on the needs of beneficiaries.
However, ALPHA and BETA adopted different approaches to ensuring coordination between these two
13

Growth in gross domestic product (GDP) was only
0.9% in both 2002 and 2003—the lowest level in the five
decades (with the exceptions of 1975 and 1993) prior to the
2007–2008 global financial crisis (World Bank, 2013).
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groups. Whereas, at ALPHA, the executive director
was the single “integrator” (Galbraith, 1973; Lawrence
& Lorsch, 1967), responsible for coordinating both
groups, BETA relied on “spaces of negotiation” that
engaged staff members throughout the organizational
ladder to ensure coordination among them. These
“spaces of negotiation” were arenas of interaction
that allowed staff members in charge of different
(that is, social vs. economic) activities to discuss and
agree on how to handle the trade-offs that they faced.
We now compare ALPHA and BETA’s approaches
after the crises that they both experienced.
Organizational structure and staffing. Following the crisis, ALPHA’s board decided to change the
leadership of the organization and recruited—for the
first time—a new executive director with both social
sector and business experience. This director had
five years of experience in the banking industry and
had previously worked for two years at ALPHA as
part of his civic service. With this diverse experience, he brought to the organization a much better
understanding of business processes. The board
made him responsible for both economic productivity and social performance.
When he took over, there were five production
supervisors, who had been recruited on the basis of
their social work experience and were responsible
for supervising all production processes, and two
social counselors with social work background, who
were in charge of beneficiaries’ individualized social
support. Over the course of his first three years at
ALPHA, the new executive director brought in five
new production supervisors with industry (that is,
technical and commercial) experience to replace all
of the existing ones and made the new supervisors responsible for customer satisfaction on a daily
basis. The executive director explained: “These
production supervisors are in direct contact with
clients and pressured to fill orders . . . So they are really focused on production.” In turn, social counselors were in charge of managing social issues and
beneficiaries’ performance appraisal, which focused
mostly on their social skills. Thus, ALPHA adopted
a structurally differentiated approach, with social
counselors and production supervisors specializing,
respectively, in social or commercial activities in
which they had experience and/or training.
After the crisis that it experienced, BETA also engaged in a series of changes. Like ALPHA, the board
of directors decided to hire a new executive director
with a background in both social work and business.
The new executive director had been trained as an
engineer, had worked in a multinational corporation
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for six years, and had recently obtained a master’s
degree in social enterprise and community development. Her personal values, which spurred her
career shift from the commercial to the social sector,
aligned her with the board of directors, whose main
concern, like ALPHA’s board, was to ensure that the
organization’s social goal would be achieved. Importantly, for the first time in BETA’s history, the
board gave a clear mandate to the new executive director to improve economic productivity.
In a deliberate attempt to counterbalance her own
social focus, the new executive director created a deputy director position to take responsibility for BETA’s
commercial activities and hired a seasoned professional with expertise in production. The executive director explained: “We work as a pair. I understand the
business, but I am more attuned to social issues, [the
deputy director] is more attuned to economic issues.
He is really committed to the business logic.” This
executive pair set up a differentiated structure similar
to ALPHA. Five production supervisors, who were
selected based on their technical and commercial
backgrounds, were in charge of activities and decisions pertaining to customers’ orders and the dayto-day organization of production, while three social
counselors with social work backgrounds were in
charge of activities and decisions pertaining to the
personal development plan of beneficiaries.
Managing tensions. In both organizations, structural differentiation led to internal tensions between
production supervisors and social counselors, who
quarreled over decisions such as the time spent by
beneficiaries in production vs. social activities. Interestingly, whereas both organizations experienced
tensions, they managed them in different ways. At
ALPHA, the executive director managed the tensions between social and commercial activities as
they arose. For instance, he arbitrated when tensions
emerged regarding the need for beneficiaries to take
time off from the production line to attend counseling sessions or trainings. These ad hoc interventions
allowed him to relieve tensions temporarily and
provided fixes to immediate issues. However, they
did not equip staff members with the necessary tools
and skills to manage these tensions themselves. As
a result, tensions escalated into interpersonal conflicts between social counselors and production supervisors, who were focused on the activities for
which they were responsible and remained blind to
others. Each group resented the other for keeping it
from achieving its own goal. This resentment accumulated over time and ultimately led to ongoing internal conflicts. Despite the clear efforts made by
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ALPHA to enhance its economic productivity, it
remained below the average level of productivity of
socially imprinted WISEs in the recycling sector.
In contrast, BETA did not rely solely on the executive director to ensure coordination but instead
created “spaces of negotiation,” as we detail in the
next section. Similarly to ALPHA, roles and decisionmaking responsibilities were clearly assigned, with
production supervisors in charge of technical training,
production, and orders, and social counselors in charge
of the personal and professional development of beneficiaries. In contrast to ALPHA, BETA set up spaces of
negotiation so that each group had to engage and consult with the other group before making a decision.
This ensured that the entire staff was responsible for
handling the day-to-day trade-offs and remained attentive to the demands of both social and commercial
activities. If tensions between the two groups could
not be resolved within the spaces of negotiation,
the executive director would ultimately make the
final decision. However, she and other staff members reported that she very rarely had to intervene.
Understanding the Role of Spaces of Negotiation
As this analysis reveals, ALPHA was not able to
manage tensions between its social and economic
activities effectively, and continued to suffer from
below-average economic productivity during the
time frame of our study. In contrast, BETA was able
to manage these tensions effectively through the use
of spaces of negotiation that enabled sustained coordination across structurally differentiated groups.
Table 6 summarizes the approaches adopted respectively by ALPHA and BETA. Next, we examine
BETA’s approach in detail to uncover the origin, role,
and the conditions that ensured the effective functioning of spaces of negotiation.
Creating and delineating spaces of negotiation.
Spaces of negotiation at BETA were created through
a combination of mandatory meetings and formal
processes. Mandatory meetings were held to ensure
the coordination of social and commercial activities.
Every trimester, all social counselors and production
supervisors met together to jointly assess the progress of each beneficiary and to discuss any issues
related to the coordination of their respective activities. These meetings were internally referred to as
“regulation meetings,” because they were meant to
“regulate” tensions among staff by allowing each
group to listen to the concerns of the other. In between these regulation meetings, social counselors
met every week to discuss issues related to beneficiaries. Similarly, production supervisors met every
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week with the deputy director to organize production
matters. Both groups shared minutes of these meetings with the executive director, keeping her informed of issues being discussed.
In addition to these mandatory meetings, formal
processes were used to foster coordination between
social and commercial activities throughout the organizational ladder. In particular, work plan scheduling
and beneficiaries’ performance appraisal played a critical role. At the beginning of each month, the social
counselors prepared a report about all of the counseling
activities organized for the following month. This report was then circulated to production supervisors,
who were asked to report on potential clashes with their
own activities. Discussions ensued to resolve conflicts,
such as the scheduling of training sessions during
a peak production period. Staff members had three
weeks within which to agree on a final schedule. The
executive director explained:
With this process, social counselors are able to inform
production supervisors about their own demands for
training or mentoring. In turn, production supervisors
are able to inform social counselors about production
peak periods. It took us hours to make [this planning
process] work, but it ultimately really helped. Once the
planning is agreed on, people have to work according
to it.

In addition to forcing production supervisors and
social counselors to coordinate with each other, this
process made each group publicly commit to specific
work-planning arrangements.
Beneficiaries’ performance appraisal was another
formal process that forced social counselors and
technical supervisors to interact regularly. Each
beneficiary met monthly with his or her assigned
production supervisor and social counselor to
jointly discuss his or her progress on technical,
behavioral, social, and professional dimensions.
Every meeting participant, including the beneficiary, filled out a performance appraisal document
prior to the meeting. Assessments were compared
during the meeting and differences discussed. Participants then jointly developed and committed to
a plan to ensure future progress. Performance appraisal documents were then sent to the executive
director.
In summary, mandatory “regulation” meetings, combined with the use of formal processes, created
spaces of negotiation at BETA in which both social
counselors and production supervisors had to engage
before making any of the decisions for which they were
responsible. The arenas were delineated by: (a) the clear
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TABLE 6
ALPHA and BETA’s Approaches to Managing Commercial and Social Activities after the Crisis
ALPHA
Single integrator model

BETA
Spaces of negotiation model

Spaces of negotiation
Note: Shaded areas highlight differences between ALPHA and BETA’s approaches after the crisis.

definition and scope of the issues being addressed in
meetings; (b) decision-making rules that defined
who was responsible for what type of decision, who
should participate in that decision, and what would
happen if an agreement was not reached; and (c)
temporal patterns for meetings and clear deadlines
for decision making. Within these boundaries, the
use of formal processes (such as work plan schedules
and performance appraisal grids) helped members
with various profiles and priorities to express their
views and to develop a shared understanding of
a given issue.
Conditions enabling the effective functioning of
spaces of negotiation. The creation, and subsequent
use, of spaces of negotiation was associated with
higher economic productivity at BETA but did not
make the tensions between production supervisors
and social counselors disappear; rather, the interactions between production supervisors and social
counselors came to be seen as “positive confrontations.” The executive director explained:

It is important that [social counselors and production
supervisors] continue to voice their respective concerns. All I ask them to do is to listen to each other and
understand each other. It means that they have to be
ready to defend their position while being able to
listen to the other group’s position. . . . This is all about
positive confrontation.

Similarly, reflecting on the instances of high tension between social counselors and production supervisors, a social counselor reported that: “We never
avoid confrontation. When doubts are raised and the
tension is high, we just have to remind ourselves why
we are here. This helps us put things in perspective.”
Thus, the use of spaces of negotiation enabled BETA to
facilitate coordination between social counselors
and technical supervisors, while maintaining a “productive tension” between them (Murray, 2010;
Stark, 2009). By empowering both social workers
and production supervisors, this approach enabled
BETA to maintain a social focus while better attending to commercial imperatives.
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Our analysis revealed two conditions that enabled the
effective functioning of spaces of negotiation at BETA.
First, organizational members across the organizational
ladder had a common understanding of their superordinate goal. This common understanding facilitated
negotiation and thereby prevented tensions from escalating into intractable conflicts (Fiol, Pratt, & O’Connor,
2009). Second, social counselors were aware that they
needed technical supervisors in order to achieve the
organization’s goal and vice versa. This mutual awareness of interdependence fostered mutual respect, which
facilitated the management of tensions and trade-offs.
Because each group recognized the important contribution of the other group to their common goal, they
were more likely to search for, and achieve, a common
ground. These two enabling conditions were fostered
and sustained in the organization by means of socialization processes (Louis, 1980; Van Maanen & Schein,
1979) that the executive director put in place, including
biannual retreats, the annual general assembly, internal
communication, training, and job shadowing.
Socialization processes. To ensure that all staff
members had a common understanding of BETA’s goal
(that is, fostering professional integration of the longterm unemployed), the executive director referred to it
on a daily basis as “the compass of all organizational
decisions.” Furthermore, all permanent staff members
got together twice a year for a retreat to nurture conviviality. These retreats were meant to allow them to
find joint solutions to a current organizational challenge (for example, how to improve mentoring). Staff
members were also asked to participate in the annual
general assembly at which all key stakeholders of
BETA met with the board to discuss the objectives of
the organization, how well the WISE did in the past
year, and what could be done to achieve its objectives
in the future. The executive director explained that she
used “the General Assembly as a key moment to remind staff members of our mission and to celebrate it.”
To make production supervisors and social counselors aware of their mutual interdependence, the executive director relied on communication, training, and
mandatory job shadowing. Highlighting the importance
of internal communication, she explained: “I always
remind staff members that we all depend on each other
to reach our goal. Social counselors and production
supervisors are in charge of different aspects of the
work that are equally important to our success.” In
addition, various training interventions were organized to increase everyone’s awareness of the importance of each group’s contribution toward the
achievement of organizational objectives. For example, all production supervisors attended external
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training sessions designed to help them to better
understand the challenges faced by beneficiaries and
to appreciate the importance of social counseling in
helping beneficiaries to become ready to reintegrate
into the workforce. In turn, social counselors were
asked to attend meetings at the local chamber of
commerce so that they could become more aware of
the demands and norms of the corporate world.
Finally, and most importantly, the executive director made internal “job shadowing” mandatory.
Each social counselor was required to spend two
hours every week observing the work of production
supervisors to better understand its logic and constraints, and vice versa. As the executive director
explained: “Job shadowing made specialized groups
aware of their interdependence. It fostered mutual
understanding and respect across functional groups,
which was a necessary condition to maintain a productive tension between them.”
Taken together, at BETA structural differentiation,
combined with spaces of negotiation, enabled staff
members in charge of economic and social activities, respectively, to jointly find solutions to the
trade-offs that they faced. Spaces of negotiation did
not make tensions disappear; rather, they transformed potential internal conflict into a productive
tension between production supervisors and social
counselors. The intense socialization and ongoing
routines that shaped staff members’ understanding
of the organization’s superordinate goal, and of
their mutual interdependencies, ensured the effective functioning of spaces of negotiation.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
We hypothesized, and validated through regression
analyses, that the relationship between social imprinting and social performance is paradoxical: While
social imprinting is positively associated with social
performance, social imprinting may also indirectly
weaken social performance through the negative association that social imprinting has with economic
productivity. We also uncovered, through our longitudinal comparative case analysis, that socially
imprinted WISEs may resolve this paradox when: (a)
they face a situation (in our case, a severe financial
crisis) that enables organizational members to partially unfreeze the organizations’ social imprint; and
(b) they introduce new structural and procedural elements that create spaces of negotiation, which facilitate coordination between structurally differentiated
groups of organizational members throughout the organizational ladder.
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Contributions
Our study contributes to the growing body of work
on hybrid organizing (for a review, see Battilana & Lee,
2014). In organization theory, multiple streams of research have examined the nature and functioning of
hybrid organizations that combine dissimilar, and
potentially conflicting, aspects of different organizational forms (Haveman & Rao, 2006; Padgett & Powell,
2012). One stream of research has examined how
hybrids deal with the internal identity challenges that
they face (see, e.g., Albert & Whetten, 1985; Glynn,
2000; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997; Pratt & Foreman,
2000). Another stream of research has examined
how hybrids deal with the different and potentially
conflicting institutional demands that stem from
their environment, which prescribe how they should
operate (see, e.g., Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih,
Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 2011; Kraatz & Block, 2008;
Pache & Santos, 2013; Smets, Jarzabkowski, Burke, &
Spee, 2015; Thornton, Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012).
While these studies have considerably enriched our
understanding of the internal and external challenges that hybrids face, they remain silent about the
factors that influence hybrids’ ability to achieve their
main goals. We address this gap by identifying and
providing the first (to our knowledge) quantitative
evidence for the factors that are associated with the
ability of one type of social enterprise (that is, the
WISE) to achieve high levels of social performance.
Second, our study uncovers spaces of negotiation
as important mechanisms that hybrids may use to
successfully coordinate structurally differentiated
staff with potentially competing interests. Spaces
of negotiation share similarities with “relational spaces”
(Kellogg, 2009) in that they both foster coordination
among diverse participants. However, they perform
different functions. Kellogg’s (2009) conceptualization of relational spaces—like Mair and Hehenberger’s
(2014) extension of the concept to activists in organizational fields—emphasizes the role that they play in
facilitating the activities of change agents. In the case of
our study, rather than facilitating change, spaces of
negotiation provide a mechanism to resolve the tension
that structurally differentiated staff with potentially
different interests will face. The combination of structural differentiation and spaces of negotiation facilitate ongoing coordination.
Third, and relatedly, our study contributes to a long
tradition of organizational scholarship that has studied
the challenge of insuring coordination within organizations (for a review, see Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009).
Of particular relevance to our study, research on
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organizational ambidexterity has emphasized the role
of leaders in coordinating potentially contradictory
sets of activities in corporations (O’Reilly & Tushman,
2008; Tushman, Smith, Wood, Westerman, & O’Reilly,
2010). Going beyond the existing literature, our study
shows that coordination in hybrids may be better
achieved by means of formal structures and processes that sustain spaces of negotiation, in which
staff members throughout the organization ladder
jointly find solutions to the trade-offs that they face,
instead of relying on a subset of managers or emergent informal mechanisms to ensure coordination.
Additionally, we uncovered two critical conditions
that enable the effective functioning of spaces of negotiation: (a) staff members’ common understanding of
the organization’s superordinate goal, and (b) awareness of their mutual interdependencies. We also found
that creating and fostering such conditions requires
intense socialization processes, including internal
communication, training, and job shadowing. Overall,
our study suggests that the creation and maintenance of
spaces of negotiation, while consuming organizational
resources, may be necessary if hybrids are to sustain
a balance of focus while pursuing multiple objectives.
Finally, our study contributes to the imprinting
literature (for a review, see Marquis & Tilcsik,
2013)—especially to the study of the lasting influence
of founders (see, e.g., Almandoz, 2012). We argue, and
empirically show, that the relationship between social imprinting and social performance in hybrids
that serve distinct groups of beneficiaries, such as
WISEs, is made of contradictory yet interrelated effects:
Although social imprinting enhances a hybrid’s social
performance, social imprinting also indirectly weakens
social performance through the negative relationship
that social imprinting has with economic productivity.
Furthermore, our qualitative findings suggest that a
critical condition to overcome this paradox is the
partial unfreezing of the hybrid’s social imprint,
which opens the possibility for it to manage its imprinting legacy (Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood, &
Brown, 1996; Johnson, 2007). While most of the
literature on imprinting views it as “an ecological
force devoid of agency” (Marquis & Tilcsik, 2013:
222), we show that, after founding, subsequent
generations of organizational members may be able
to depart from imprinted practices and introduce new
ones during sensitive periods of time, such as crises.
Future Research Directions
Future work should explore whether our results
hold in other contexts. Within our institutional
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context (France), our rich data enabled us to tease out
heterogeneity across organizations. Subsequent
studies of WISEs will need to explore the role of
public authorities across different contexts and,
more generally, the heterogeneity across institutional settings. In our research setting, the state
played a role as a gatekeeper for the field by granting
WISEs the authorization to operate. In other contexts
with less active external monitoring and/or less support from public authorities, WISEs may be more likely
to invest in economic productivity at the expense of
activities that enhance social performance.
Second, future research will need to explore in
more detail how hybrids like social enterprises,
which combine aspects of business and charity at
their core, can sustain a focus on both the accomplishment of their social mission and the establishment of productive operations. In this paper, we
provide foundational work on the understanding of
how a subset of these hybrid organizations can successfully achieve their social mission, even when
they serve distinct groups of beneficiaries and customers. Much remains to be explored about the way
in which these organizations function. Social enterprises demand a deeper exploration and new theorizing because they are neither typical businesses
nor typical charities; rather, they combine aspects of
both (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Besharov & Smith, 2014;
Dacin, Dacin, & Tracey, 2011).
Future research will also need to examine the influence of other factors on a hybrid’s social performance. In particular, certain aspects of organizational
design—including allocation of decision rights, provision incentives, and financial structure—may affect
how hybrids manage intraorganizational negative spillovers (Sengul & Gimeno, 2013; Sengul, Gimeno, & Dial,
2012). In addition, aspects of organizational governance
(such as board composition) may also play an important
role (Ebrahim, Battilana, & Mair, 2014). Furthermore, as
governments are implementing new types of incorporation to better fit the needs of social enterprises, future
research will need to explore the influence of these new
legal statuses—such as the community interest company (CIC) in the United Kingdom, or benefit corporation in the United States—on the ability of hybrids to
achieve their objectives.
Finally, while our study focuses on one type of
hybrid organization, future research will need to
explore the extent to which our findings apply to
other kinds of hybrid, such as hospitals or universities. In particular, future research should explore the
generalizability of our findings on spaces of negotiation and the conditions under which they can
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effectively be used to maintain a productive tension
in hybrids. Our study shows that creating and
maintaining spaces of negotiation is an expensive
endeavor; ongoing socialization processes such as
job shadowing have significant opportunity costs for
organizations, and these costs may exceed their
benefits. More work should be done to understand
the relationship between the coordination benefits
achieved from various implementations of spaces of
negotiation and their relative costs to the organization. For instance, we expect organizational size to be
a boundary condition because effectively engaging
staff throughout the organizational ladder in spaces
of negotiation is likely to become increasingly challenging and costly as the size increases. That being
said, larger hybrid organizations may still be able to
create, maintain, and effectively use spaces of negotiation in a more bounded way by engaging a subset of their employees.
In conclusion, hybrids face the distinct challenge
of trying to optimize performance on multiple dimensions as they pursue multiple objectives at once.
Doing so requires distinct organizational arrangements. Importantly, practices that may be perceived
as inefficient in the pursuit of a single objective may
be effective when it comes to the joint pursuit of
multiple organizational objectives. For example, although spaces of negotiation may be costly to create
and maintain, in certain situations they may be
a necessary condition if hybrids are to achieve high
levels of performance in the objectives that they pursue. Future research in this area will have profound
implications for the study not only of hybrids but also,
more broadly, of contemporary organizations that are
increasingly straddling the boundaries of multiple
sectors as they pursue multiple objectives.

REFERENCES
Albert, S., & Whetten, D. A. 1985. Organizational identity.
Research in Organizational Behavior, 7: 263–295.
Almandoz, J. 2012. Arriving at the starting line: The impact
of community and financial logics on new banking
ventures. Academy of Management Journal, 55:
1381–1406.
Austin, J., Wei-Skillern, J., & Stevenson, H. 2006. Social
and commercial entrepreneurship: Same, different, or
both? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 30:
1–22.
Baltagi, B. H. 1998. Econometrics. Berlin: Springer-Verlag.
Baron, J. N., Hannan, M. T., & Burton, M. D. 1999. Building
the iron cage: Determinants of managerial intensity in

2015

Battilana, Sengul, Pache, and Model

the early years of organizations. American Sociological Review, 64: 527–547.
Battilana, J., & Dorado, S. 2010. Building sustainable hybrid organizations: The case of commercial microfinance organizations. Academy of Management
Journal, 53: 1419–1440.
Battilana, J., & Lee, M. 2014. Advancing research on hybrid
organizing: Insights from the study of social enterprises.
The Academy of Management Annals, 8: 397–441.
Beckman, C., & Burton, M. D. 2008. Founding the future:
The evolution of top management teams from founding to IPO. Organization Science, 19: 3–24.
Besharov, M. L., & Smith, W. K. 2014. Multiple institutional logics in organizations: Explaining their
varied nature and implications. Academy of Management Review, 39: 364–381.
Bode, I., Evers, A., & Schulz, A. 2006. Work integration
social enterprises in Europe: Can hybridization be
sustainable? In M. Nyssens (Ed.), Social enterprise: At
the crossroads of market, public policies and civil
society: 237–258. London: Routledge.
Bourdieu, P. 1977. Outline of a theory of practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bourgeois, L. J. 1981. On the measurement of organizational slack. Academy of Management Review, 6: 29–39.
Burton, M. D., & Beckman, C. M. 2007. Leaving a legacy:
Position imprints and successor turnover in young
firms. American Sociological Review, 72: 239–266.
Caves, D. W., Christensen, L. R., & Diewert, W. E. 1982. The
economic theory of index numbers and the measurement of input, output, and productivity. Econometrica, 50: 1393–1414.
Cooney, K. 2011. An exploratory study of social purpose
business models in the United States. Nonprofit and
Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 40: 185–196.
Cooper, D. J., Hinings, B., Greenwood, R., & Brown, J. L.
1996. Sedimentation and transformation in organizational change: The case of Canadian law firms. Organization Studies, 17: 623–647.
D’Aunno, T., Sutton, R. I., & Price, R. H. 1991. Isomorphism
and external support in conflicting institutional environments: A study of drug abuse treatment units.
Academy of Management Journal, 34: 636–661.
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Délégation Générale à l’Emploi et à la Formation Professionnelle (DGEFP). 2003. Circulaire n°2003-24 du 3
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APPENDIX A
Phases of Development of the WISE Field in France
The experimentation phase (before 1986). During this phase, the first WISEs emerged, scattered across
France, invented by social workers who found typical
interventions inefficient in addressing structural unemployment. They created WISEs to provide the unemployed with work experience as a way in which they
could acquire the skills necessary for them to reintegrate
within traditional companies. Some government representatives identified and recognized the contribution of
these initiatives to the fight against unemployment. Two
ministerial circulars, issued in 1979 and 1985, not only
recognized the value of these experiments but also provided them with some ad hoc financial support. Over 87%
of the WISEs created during this period were incorporated
as not-for-profits because it was the legal status most familiar to their founders, given their social work backgrounds. The first regional union of WISEs was created in
Lyon in 1983 and soon replicated in other regions.
The contestation phase (1986–1990). During this
phase, the WISE model was challenged. A change in the
political balance at the National Assembly forced socialist
President Mitterrand to appoint a right-wing prime minister, who formed a right-wing government. Its new Minister of Employment interrupted all state support to WISEs.
The withdrawal of state financial support forced WISE
entrepreneurs to become financially self-sustainable. The
rate at which WISEs were being founded dropped during
this period, and the proportion of WISEs incorporated
as not-for-profits declined to 58%. The existing regional
unions federated into a National Union of WISEs—the
Comité National des Entreprises d’Insertion (CNEI) in
1988—to represent their vision more forcefully to politicians and public officials. Over time, the CNEI also engaged in building partnerships with other professional
organizations to enhance the visibility and performance of
WISEs and provided training and networking opportunities to its members.
The institutionalization phase (1991–1997). During this phase, political changes and the growing visibility
of the WISE movement led the new socialist government to
institutionalize the WISE model. In 1991, a law was passed
instituting WISEs as an important building block of employment policies; once accredited, WISEs were entitled to
systematic financial support from the state that compensated
for the “social service” that they delivered. They were,
however, required to comply fully with business and employment regulations, regardless of their legal status. This
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official recognition created momentum for WISEs: The
number of incorporations increased. There was also a slight
increase in the proportion incorporated as not-for-profit (to
61%), as WISEs became more visible tools for social workers
in search of models with which to promote workforce
development.
The professionalization phase (after 1997). This
phase was characterized by the combined influence of the
state (which wanted to make WISEs more accountable) and
normative pressures from the CNEI (which encouraged
WISEs to operate as “real businesses” and to become more
“professional”). In 1998, the socialist government passed
a new law, which strongly encouraged the development of
WISEs and required beneficiaries first to be filtered by Pole
Emploi (the national agency for employment). It further
required WISEs to report to the state their positive graduation rate (that is, the proportion of beneficiaries able to
find regular jobs at the end of their employment at the
WISE) and also changed the administrative attachment of
WISEs from the Ministry of Social Affairs to the Ministry of
Labor, thus reinforcing their economic character. Also in
1998, following a resolution passed during its 1997 assembly, the CNEI published a manual entitled Promoting
WISEs’ Social Mission with a Commercial Legal Status,
which was distributed through regional unions to potential
WISE founders. During that period, the number of WISEs
created rose. Yet, as a result of the strong normative pressure imposed by the CNEI, the rate of incorporation as notfor-profit dropped drastically to 30%.

APPENDIX B
Qualitative Data Analysis
Within-case analysis. Relying on interview and archival data on ALPHA and BETA, we first conducted
a within-case analysis, with the goal of allowing the unique
patterns of each case to emerge (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). To
this end, we developed a longitudinal case report of about
40 pages for each case, which synthesized and organized
the material collected. The case reports covered the evolution of both organizations from their founding until 2008
and were organized around nine topics that emerged from
our reading of the interviews: founding and growth, goals
and values, people and human resources, organizational
structure and governance, business model and commercial
strategy, social integration strategy, performance, stakeholders, and miscellaneous. For each topic, we triangulated
interview and archival data to ensure the reliability of our
accounts (Yin, 2003). We paid specific attention to tracking
the evolution of practices over time. These case reports
provided us with a comprehensive longitudinal understanding of the functioning of each WISE.
In the second step, we explored how each WISE had organized its operations over time to deal with the various
demands that it faced. To do so, we analyzed, for each case,
how responsibilities were assigned within the WISE and
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how work was organized among organizational members. We also analyzed the rules, processes, and routines
implemented. Finally, we analyzed the governance processes at play in each WISE to understand how decisions
were made within the organization. We paid attention to
tracking major changes in these processes over time. We
developed tables and graphs for each case to describe
core features in a systematic fashion (Miles & Huberman,
1994). As we traced these different organizational features, we were able to identify and describe the approach
designed by each WISE to satisfy customers’ and beneficiaries’ demands.
Cross-case analysis. In the third step, we turned to
cross-case analysis, in which we compared the patterns
identified in one case with those from the other case
to identify consistent patterns, as well as differences
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). We systematically compared the composition of workforce, human resources
policy, task design, and organizational design over time.
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We paid particular attention to how social activities and
commercial activities were organized and coordinated.
A fourth step in our analysis involved follow-up interviews with ALPHA and BETA’s executive directors to
confirm our preliminary findings. We described to them the
approach that we had identified and asked them to comment
on our description. Both confirmed our analysis, and complemented it with details and anecdotes, which we used to
refine our final descriptions, analyses, and findings.
Finally, we compared the emergent findings of our data
analysis with the extant literature, thereby entering into
a dialogue between theory and data (Ragin, 1994). In particular, since our analysis revealed that coordination processes played an important role in allowing BETA to
mitigate the negative relationship between social imprinting and economic productivity, we leveraged the literature on coordination in organizations (for a review, see
Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009) to explore how it may illuminate our understanding of the patterns uncovered.

