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Abstract 

The Austrian social business sector comprises more than 2,385 organisa9ons and 

con9nues to grow in both size and economic relevance. In order to enhance transparency and 

legi9macy within the sector, the na9onwide “Verified Social Enterprise” (VSE) label was 

introduced in December 2022. As of May 2026, 85 organisa9ons had obtained the label. 

This master's thesis cons9tutes the first comprehensive evalua9on of the VSE label's 

implementa9on during its ini9al three-year period. It addresses a significant research gap by 

examining the label's development and its contribu9on to strengthening social entrepreneurship 

in Austria, while providing evidence-based recommenda9ons for its future development. 

To respond to the research ques9ons on the mo9va9ons for ini9al applica9on, barriers 

to re-labelling aRer three years, and measures for the label's long-term success, a mixed-

methods approach was employed. The qualita9ve component of the study comprised eight 

expert interviews, which were analysed using Mayring's qualita9ve content analysis approach. 

These findings were complemented by an online survey of 24 VSE-labelled social businesses. 

The findings indicate that pull factors are the predominant drivers for applica9on, 

par9cularly increased organisa9onal credibility, differen9a9on from conven9onal enterprises, 

and greater sector visibility. The main barriers to re-labelling are an unclear renewal process and 

limited tangible benefits. Tax benefits, stronger integra9on into public funding and procurement, 

and a na9onwide awareness campaign are iden9fied as key measures for the label's long-term 

success, requiring collabora9on among mul9ple stakeholders, par9cularly poli9cal ones. 

The present study provides prac9cal recommenda9ons for policymakers and the 

organisa9ons responsible for the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, thus contribu9ng to its 

sustainable development and the con9nued strengthening of the Austrian social business sector. 
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1 Introduc:on 

The "Verified Social Enterprise" (VSE) label, ini9ated in December 2022, marked a 

milestone for the development of Austrian social entrepreneurship (SBHS, n.d.-a). The aim of 

this master’s thesis is to analyse the impact of the label in its first three years by iden9fying the 

mo9va9on of the registered companies, which enterprises have been labelled and whether the 

first social enterprises will extend their registra9on in 2026. The empirical research will build on 

the findings of a 2023 analysis, focusing on the poten9al impact of the VSE label (Kleewein, 

2023). 

Austria has a growing landscape of social enterprises. However, before the 

implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, there was no state recognised label to 

ensure transparency and accountability. The label was introduced to prevent greenwashing and 

support social businesses in Austria. To date, it remains the only Austrian label focusing on social 

entrepreneurship only. The implementa9on in December 2022 was a collabora9on between the 

following three ins9tu9ons: the Austrian WirtschaRsservice GesellschaR mbH (aws), the 

Austrian Chamber of Commerce (WKO) and the Social Entrepreneurship Network Austria (SENA) 

(Detering, 2024). 

Social entrepreneurship in Austria is constantly growing, as reports like the Austrian 

Startup Monitor 2024 show that 56% of Austrian startups have a focus on green and social 

impact (Leitner et al., 2025, p. 8). This posi9ve development is also reflected in the findings of 

the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 2023/24, which states that over 2,385 companies iden9fy 

as a social business, and this number does not even include addi9onal organisa9ons that do not 

explicitly label themselves as a “social enterprise”, but s9ll meet all the relevant criteria (Vandor 

et al., 2024, p. 11). Looking at the registered social enterprises, only 85 companies are officially 

published as a VSE as of May 2026 (Unternehmensserviceportal, 2026). 
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1.1 Problem Statement and Research Ques:on 

Given these numbers, the implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label has so 

far been quite moderate, and Austria s9ll holds significant poten9al for fostering social 

entrepreneurship. This master’s thesis will focus on how the label is currently being 

implemented, as well as the push and pull factors that influence, and may con9nue to influence, 

enterprises in becoming VSEs. Given the fact that all companies must go through a re-labelling 

process aRer three years to further call themselves a “Verified Social Enterprise”, this 

informa9on will be essen9al to prevent failure and promote successful implementa9on. 

As this master’s thesis aims to provide a holis9c understanding of the implementa9on of 

the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, three research ques9ons (RQ) will guide the study. These 

research ques9ons enable the analysis of different aspects of the label and support a 

comprehensive understanding of the topic. 

RQ1: What push and pull factors mo:vate Austrian businesses to become a “Verified 

Social Enterprise” company? 

The first research ques9on focuses on the mo9va9ons of social businesses in choosing to 

become a “Verified Social Enterprise”. The goal is to iden9fy different push and pull factors of 

mo9va9on. The push and pull theory is a widely used method from the 1980s to describe the 

dynamics behind mo9va9onal factors (Kirkwood, 2009, p. 346). Push factors typically refer to 

personal and external influences, and pull factors represent awrac9ons or opportuni9es that 

draw individuals or organisa9ons toward a specific ac9on. For example, a pull factor might be 

the recogni9on of a new opportunity. ORen, behaviour caused by pull factors is more likely to 

succeed than ac9on forced by push factors. 

Iden9fying the benefits of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label from the perspec9ve of 

social enterprises, as well as from the broader social business ecosystem perspec9ve, helps in 

understanding the current image of the label. Exploring this research ques9on makes it possible 

to provide recommenda9ons on how to further enhance the label’s awrac9veness to businesses. 
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Furthermore, it will be interes9ng to examine whether the mo9va9onal factors of businesses 

that already have the VSE label have met expecta9ons. 

RQ2: What barriers might prevent a social business that has been registered as a 

“Verified Social Enterprise” company from undergoing the re-labelling process aOer three 

years? 

The second research ques9on addresses the requirement that the label must be 

extended aRer three years. Currently, there is no detailed informa9on about the actual re-

labelling process, but as the first companies have been registered in the year 2023, there are 

several VSEs that already considered their re-labelling in the beginning of 2026. Therefore, it is 

highly relevant to analyse the poten9al barriers that might prevent a social business that has 

been registered as a “Verified Social Enterprise” from undergoing this re-labelling process. 

Iden9fying these barriers helps the organisa9on in charge of the label prevent failure 

and promote long-term success. Without this informa9on, the label risks declining relevance and 

may face discon9nua9on. 

RQ3: What measures are needed to further promote the successful implementa:on of 

the “Verified Social Enterprise” label within the Austrian social enterprise ecosystem? 

Building on the findings of the first two research ques9ons this research ques9on, 

focuses on the future development of the label. It is relevant to iden9fy measures to further 

promote the label, and therefore, the goal is to provide recommenda9ons for the next steps of 

the implementa9on. These recommenda9ons will especially be relevant for the organisa9ons 

that implemented the label, and for social business incubators that promote further 

registra9ons. The main stakeholders will be aws, WKO, SENA, Impact Hub Vienna, Social Business 

Hub Styria and Impact Hub Tirol. 

These three research ques9ons guide the wri9ng process of this master’s thesis and are 

par9cularly important for the empirical study. 
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1.2 Research Gap 

Social entrepreneurship has been promoted and ins9tu9onally supported within the 

European Union for several years. Ini9a9ves such as the EU Social Business Ini9a9ve launched in 

2011 aimed to create an ecosystem that enables social enterprises to grow and develop 

(European Commission, 2011, p. 5) Furthermore, the EU Social Economy Ac9on Plan, guided by 

the vision of “Building an economy that works for people,” highlights the importance of the social 

economy sector as a driver of employment and as a provider of solu9ons to major societal 

challenges (European Union, 2021, p. 3). 

Ins9tu9onal Theory provides an appropriate framework for analysing these 

developments, as it explains how organisa9onal behaviour is influenced by ins9tu9onal 

environments, including legal norms, cultural expecta9ons, and legi9macy pressures (Kauppi, 

2022, p. 2). Organisa9ons oRen adopt structures and prac9ces not only for efficiency reasons 

but also to align with accepted standards and gain legi9macy within their field. This perspec9ve 

is par9cularly relevant for the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in Austria, as the label represents 

social and environmental accountability within the Austrian social entrepreneurship sector. 

Ins9tu9onal processes explain how such prac9ces spread and eventually become embedded 

across organisa9ons. 

Although the European Union strongly supports social businesses, exis9ng reports 

indicate that important challenges remain. According to the European Social Enterprise Monitor 

2023/24, only 31.1% of social enterprises received support from na9onal organisa9ons during 

the previous year (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 15). In Austria, the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 

was introduced to assess the status quo of the social economy and provide decision-makers with 

reliable data and context for future developments (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 4–10). The report 

also emphasises the importance of a na9onal strategy and highlights ini9a9ves such as the 

implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label as relevant instruments for the future 

development of the Austrian social business sector. 
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Despite the growing relevance of labels within the social economy, academic research on 

the implementa9on of the VSE label remains extremely limited. Labels are recognised as 

important tools for strengthening legi9macy and visibility within the social business economy 

(OECD/European Union, 2025). However, there is s9ll only limited research on how newly 

introduced labels are implemented in prac9ce and how organisa9ons respond to them over 

9me. Ins9tu9onal theory suggests that organisa9ons may adopt cer9fica9on schemes in 

response to legi9macy pressures, yet it remains unclear whether these labels lead to substan9al 

organisa9onal change or mainly fulfil reputa9onal purposes (Kauppi, 2022, p. 12). 

In the Austrian context, no comprehensive academic literature currently exists that 

specifically examines the implementa9on process, early adop9on, and long-term con9nua9on 

of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. Exis9ng literature on social entrepreneurship and 

cer9fica9on systems remains too broad and lacks a dedicated focus on the VSE label and its 

ins9tu9onal development. One exis9ng academic work directly related to the topic is the 

master’s thesis Measures to Raise the Acceptance of the “Verified Social Enterprise” Label in 

Austria by Sandra Kleewein, published shortly aRer the introduc9on of the label in 2023 

(Kleewein, 2023). While this thesis provides valuable ini9al insights and serves as an important 

founda9on for this study, empirical evidence regarding the implementa9on dynamics and 

sustainability of the VSE label is s9ll lacking. 

Consequently, a significant research gap exists concerning the early implementa9on and 

long-term ins9tu9onalisa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in Austria. Further research 

is therefore necessary to analyse how organisa9ons adopt the label, how legi9macy pressures 

influence this process, and whether the label contributes to meaningful organisa9onal and 

ins9tu9onal change over 9me. Addressing this gap is highly relevant for the future development 

of the Austrian social business sector, as it can support the organisa9ons behind the VSE label 

and provide meaningful recommenda9ons for future ac9ons and policy development. 
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1.3 Research Methodology 

This master's thesis takes a qualita9ve research approach, supported by quan9ta9ve 

elements, to address the defined research ques9ons and examine the research gap concerning 

the implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in Austria. 

 

Figure 1: Research Approach. Source: Own illustra9on. 

This thesis is theore9cally founded on Ins9tu9onal Theory, which serves as both the 

conceptual framework of the study and a structural guideline for the thesis as a whole (Kauppi, 

2022). Throughout the master’s thesis, and par9cularly in the analysis of the empirical findings, 

the theore9cal framework is connected to the collected data to show how ins9tu9onal pressures 

and considera9ons of legi9macy influence organisa9onal behaviour and the adop9on of the VSE 

label. 

The first part of the thesis provides a theore9cal background and reviews the exis9ng 

literature. It provides an overview of the social business ecosystem in Europe and Austria, 

covering relevant defini9ons, ins9tu9onal developments and policy frameworks. 
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Based on this theore9cal framework and exis9ng literature, the empirical part of the thesis 

consists mainly of qualita9ve interviews. As the VSE label is s9ll rela9vely new and there is limited 

academic literature on its implementa9on, interviews are an appropriate and commonly used 

qualita9ve research method for gathering in-depth insights. Collabora9ng with the Social 

Business Hub Styria helps iden9fy suitable interview partners and provides access to the Austrian 

social enterprise network. 

In addi9on to the qualita9ve interviews, a quan9ta9ve online survey, targe9ng all 

registered “Verified Social Enterprise” companies, was conducted aRer the interview phase. This 

complements the qualita9ve findings, providing addi9onal perspec9ves and broader data on the 

implementa9on of the VSE label, especially focusing on RQ1. The survey results also support the 

analysis of the interview findings and literature review, helping to iden9fy trends, challenges and 

relevant factors that contribute to the development of meaningful recommenda9ons at the end 

of the master’s thesis. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that the qualita9ve research findings should be 

interpreted with cau9on as they are based on a limited number of expert perspec9ves and 

experiences. Despite these limita9ons, the chosen methodological approach enables an in-depth 

explora9on of an under-researched topic and provides valuable insights into the implementa9on 

and future development of the VSE label in Austria. 

The use of ar9ficial intelligence in this thesis is clearly declared in the detailed tables in 

appendix C. 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

The first part of the master's thesis is a literature review. Star9ng with the theore9cal 

background, it provides an overview of the social business ecosystem in Europe and Austria, 

before offering a detailed explana9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. The next chapter 

focuses on the empirical study, describing it in two phases: data collec9on and data analysis. The 

next chapter presents the thesis's results, structured in qualita9ve and quan9ta9ve findings. This 
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leads to a discussion which provides detailed prac9cal recommenda9ons for the successful 

further implementa9on of the VSE label. The conclusion summarises the most important 

findings in response to the three research ques9ons, thereby closing the research gap. Finally, 

the study's limita9ons and recommenda9ons for further research are presented. 

 



 18 

2 Literature Review 

As the Austrian “Verified Social Enterprise” label was only introduced in December 2022, 

there is s9ll very limited academic research on its development, implementa9on and impact. At 

the 9me of wri9ng, no peer-reviewed publica9ons focusing specifically on the VSE label were 

available. Consequently, this literature review is based on a combina9on of academic literature 

and high-quality grey literature. 

The literature search was conducted primarily using Google Scholar and the FH 

JOANNEUM online library. Combina9ons of keywords such as social business, social 

entrepreneurship, social enterprise, social business economy, label, cer@fica@on, Europe and 

Austria were used in the searches. These searches iden9fied a substan9al body of research on 

social entrepreneurship in general. However, exis9ng academic publica9ons typically only 

address broader concepts, interna9onal case studies or theore9cal perspec9ves regarding the 

social business economy. 

For this reason, the primary sources for this chapter are governmental publica9ons, 

policy papers, official reports and publica9ons from na9onal and interna9onal organisa9ons. 

Reports published by the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber, the European Commission and 

other recognised organisa9ons proved par9cularly relevant, providing detailed informa9on on 

the policy framework, development and implementa9on of the VSE label, and the broader social 

business economy in Austria and Europe. Compared to the available academic literature, these 

sources offer a considerably higher level of detail regarding the research topic. 

Although the propor9on of peer-reviewed literature in this master’s thesis is rela9vely 

low, this approach is appropriate given the novelty of the research subject and the policy-driven 

context in which the VSE label was developed. Throughout the literature review, emphasis was 

placed on using reliable, authorita9ve and up-to-date sources to provide a strong academic basis 

for the empirical study. 
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2.1 Theore:cal Background 

This chapter provides an important understanding of the theore9cal framework, so as to 

understand which business is considered as a social business, and how the stakeholder theory 

applies to the topic of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. Important defini9ons create the 

understanding and the explana9on on the concept of ins9tu9onal similarity, via three main 

forms of ins9tu9onal pressure. Addi9onally, this chapter explains how entrepreneurship today 

works, by providing a global perspec9ve on the topic. 

2.1.1 Defini)on of Social Business 

In order to comprehend the terms “social enterprise” and “social business”, it is 

necessary to address several other terms to gain an in-depth understanding of the field of this 

master's thesis. This chapter provides an overview of the relevant defini9ons. 

2.1.1.1 Defini@on of Entrepreneurship 

Entrepreneurship is commonly understood to be the process of ini9a9ng or managing a 

new business venture (Hill, 2025, p. 20). It refers to the ac9vity of star9ng or opera9ng a newly 

established enterprise. In this context, the term “entrepreneurial ac9vity” describes the 

propor9on of the adult popula9on that is ac9vely involved in seyng up or running a young 

business. These new ventures are oRen associated with the introduc9on of new ideas, products 

or technologies. They oRen respond to economic, social or environmental challenges, and they 

can contribute to broader societal transforma9on, as well as to individual well-being. By 

genera9ng new goods and services, crea9ng employment opportuni9es, and oRen reshaping 

markets, entrepreneurship drives economic development. They oRen challenge and transform 

exis9ng market structures through innova9on and compe99on. 

2.1.1.2 Defini@on of Social Innova@on 

In discussions about contemporary entrepreneurship, the concept of social innova9on 

plays a central role (Cambridge Dic9onary, n.d.). A closely related term is ESG (environmental, 

social and governance), which refers to a framework of principles that guide business conduct. 
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ESG considera9ons evaluate how companies manage environmental impacts, social 

responsibili9es and governance prac9ces. 

At the European level, the European Commission defines social innova9on as the 

development and implementa9on of new ideas that address social issues and encourage new 

forms of social coopera9on (European Comission, n.d.). These innova9ons can take the form of 

products, services or organisa9onal models that respond more effec9vely to societal needs. 

In the Austrian context, however, the concept of innova9on has tradi9onally been mainly 

influenced by science and technology (SENA, 2020, p. 4). Compared to the way innova9on is 

understood interna9onally, a broader, more contemporary concept has only gradually gained 

recogni9on. Furthermore, the English term “social innova9on” is not synonymous with the more 

narrowly defined German term “soziale Innova9on”. While the term in Austria oRen refers 

primarily to innova9ons within the social sector, the English concept encompasses societal 

transforma9on more broadly, including ecological, economic and systemic dimensions. 

Therefore, a holis9c understanding of innova9on is required that integrates the concept of 

impact in line with the Sustainable Development Goals and reflects current societal movements. 

Social innova9on can be described as pursuing four overarching objec9ves (Schön & Lebert, 

2024, pp. 9–10): 

• Solving concrete societal problems 

Social innova9ons aim to address urgent issues such as climate change, health problems, 

educa9onal inequali9es and poverty. Guided by a strong orienta9on towards 

measurable impact, they act as drivers of systemic change. By providing effec9ve 

solu9ons to complex problems, social innova9ons can deliver tangible benefits to the 

public sector and wider society, while poten9ally reducing long-term social costs. 

• Deepening democracy and enabling par9cipa9on 

Another key objec9ve is to reinforce democra9c processes by encouraging inclusive 

par9cipa9on and solu9on-focused dialogue. Social innova9on emphasises the 

involvement of all relevant stakeholders, par9cularly young people. The aim is not only 
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to ensure that diverse voices are heard, but also to enable them to ac9vely contribute 

to the defini9on of measures. 

• Promo9ng sustainable economic prac9ces 

Social innova9ons play a key role in reorien9ng economic systems towards resolving 

urgent societal challenges. They encourage entrepreneurial approaches that integrate 

social, environmental and economic objec9ves in pursuit of the common good. Social 

enterprises are par9cularly important in achieving these aims. 

• Building transforma9ve capaci9es 

To respond effec9vely to contemporary crises, socie9es must develop the capacity for 

transforma9on. This means having the ability to learn collec9vely, act coopera9vely and develop 

crea9ve solu9ons. Social innova9on provides the necessary tools and frameworks to strengthen 

these competencies. 

2.1.1.3 Defini@on of Social Economy 

The social economy encompasses a wide range of organisa9ons opera9ng in various 

economic sectors, such as agriculture, construc9on, trade, energy, educa9on, health and culture 

(European Union, 2021, p. 5). According to the European Commission's European Social 

Economy Ac9on Plan, en99es within the social economy share several characteris9cs. These 

include priori9sing people and social or environmental objec9ves over profit maximisa9on, 

reinves9ng a substan9al por9on of their surpluses in their business and applying democra9c or 

par9cipatory governance. 

Tradi9onally, the social economy includes four main organisa9onal forms: coopera9ves, 

mutual benefit socie9es, associa9ons (including charitable organisa9ons) and founda9ons 

(European Union, 2021, p. 5). These en99es are privately established, operate independently 

from public authori9es, and are cons9tuted under specific legal frameworks. 

The Interna9onal Labour Organisa9on (ILO) uses the term “social and solidarity 

economy” (SSE) to describe organisa9ons and enterprises that engage in economic, social and 
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environmental ac9vi9es that serve collec9ve interests (ILO, 2022). According to this defini9on, 

such en99es are based on voluntary coopera9on, mutual support, democra9c or par9cipatory 

governance, independence from state control and priori9sing people and social objec9ves over 

capital when alloca9ng profits and assets. 

Similarly, the Organisa9on for Economic Co-opera9on and Development (OECD) defines 

the social economy as comprising associa9ons, coopera9ves, mutual organisa9ons, founda9ons 

and, more recently, social enterprises (OECD, 2022). 

2.1.1.4 Defini@on of Social Business or Social Enterprise 

Within the framework of the European Social Economy Ac9on Plan, social businesses are 

defined as market-oriented en99es opera9ng within the social economy (European Union, 2021, 

p. 5). According to the European Commission, social enterprises provide goods and services in 

an entrepreneurial and oRen innova9ve manner while explicitly pursuing social and/or 

environmental objec9ves as the primary mo9va9on for their economic ac9vity. They reinvest 

most of their profits to advance these objec9ves and their governance or ownership structures 

are designed to reflect democra9c, par9cipatory or socially oriented principles. As there is no 

unified legal form for social enterprises, they adopt diverse structures depending on na9onal 

legal contexts. 

The OECD defines a social business as an organisa9on that trades goods and services 

with the aim of fulfilling a societal mission. Its primary objec9ve is not to maximise financial 

returns for owners, but to reinvest earnings to ensure the con9nued pursuit of its social goals 

(OECD, 2022). 

Social enterprises can take various legal forms, including social coopera9ves, private 

companies limited by guarantee, mutual organisa9ons, associa9ons, voluntary organisa9ons, 

chari9es and founda9ons (European Commission, n.d.-a). Despite this diversity, their ac9vi9es 

commonly fall into one of four main categories: 

• Work integra9on of people with disabili9es or unemployed individuals. 
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• The provision of personal social services, such as healthcare, educa9on, childcare and 

services for disadvantaged groups. 

• Local development ini9a9ves in disadvantaged urban or rural regions. 

• Other fields include environmental protec9on, recycling, culture, sports, research and 

consumer protec9on. 

From a business model perspec9ve, these businesses are characterised by the crea9on 

of societal value in at least one of their core ac9vi9es (WKO Gründerservice, 2025, pp. 13–14). 

Three main types of business models can be iden9fied: 

1. Societal value in produc9on 

In this model, the social or environmental benefit stems from the way goods or services are 

produced. This could include resource-efficient produc9on processes, circular economy 

strategies, fair trade prac9ces or the integra9on of marginalised or affected groups into the value 

chain. 

2. Societal value for customers 

In this case, added societal value is generated by the target group being served. The 

enterprise provides products or services that were previously unavailable to this group, 

improving their situa9on. ORen, these target groups have limited purchasing power, so highly 

affordable solu9ons and effec9ve outreach strategies are required. One common challenge is 

the so-called “double customer” structure, whereby revenues are generated partly through a 

second customer segment, such as public authori9es or private companies, to ensure the 

model's financial sustainability. 

3. Societal value in the offering 

In this model, the societal benefit is embedded directly within the product or service 

itself, oRen in the form of a novel solu9on. Like typical start-ups, they oRen face challenges in 

product development and financing in the early stages. 

Together, these defini9ons of entrepreneurship, social innova9on, the social economy 

and social enterprises form the basis for this master’s thesis research topic. 
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2.1.2 Ins)tu)onal Theory 

Ins9tu9onal theory seeks to explain why organisa9ons in the same field tend to become 

more similar over 9me (Kauppi, 2022, p. 2,4). Rather than focusing on varia9on in organisa9onal 

prac9ces, it emphasises the mechanisms that cause organisa9ons in an industry to adopt 

comparable structures and strategies. As organisa9ons operate within broader ins9tu9onal 

environments, they oRen adjust their behaviour to comply with norms and expecta9ons. By 

doing so, businesses aim to gain public acceptance, secure access to necessary resources and 

increase their chances of long-term survival. Legi9macy is a closely connected concept. Within 

ins9tu9onal theory, legi9macy refers to the acceptance of an organisa9on's ac9ons and 

structures within its ins9tu9onal environment. It reflects the percep9on that organisa9on’s 

prac9ces are appropriate, desirable and consistent with societal expecta9ons. Therefore, 

achieving legi9macy becomes a central objec9ve for organisa9ons. 

A central concept within ins9tu9onal theory is ins9tu9onal similarity, or ins9tu9onal 

isomorphism, which refers to the process by which organisa9ons become more alike when 

opera9ng under similar environmental condi9ons (Kauppi, 2022, pp. 3–4). Ins9tu9onal similarity 

is driven by three main forms of ins9tu9onal pressure: 

• Coercive pressure arises from influen9al stakeholders, such as powerful customers, on 

whom organisa9ons depend. These actors may require organisa9ons to adhere to 

specific standards or prac9ces.  

• Mime:c pressure occurs when organisa9ons face uncertainty and respond by imita9ng 

other organisa9ons that are perceived as successful or legi9mate. Through imita9on, 

organisa9ons awempt to reduce uncertainty and strengthen their posi9on within their 

business ecosystem. 

• Norma:ve pressure comes from professional norms and standards that develop within 

industries. These norms spread through professional networks and shared expecta9ons 

regarding appropriate organisa9onal behaviour. 
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Unlike many other organisa9onal theories, ins9tu9onal theory assumes that organisa9ons 

do not always adopt structures and prac9ces only because they are efficient or effec9ve (Kauppi, 

2022, p. 2). Instead, organisa9ons may implement certain prac9ces primarily to enhance their 

legi9macy and public acceptance. 

Another important term within ins9tu9onal theory is “decoupling” (Kauppi, 2022, p. 4). This 

describes situa9ons in which organisa9ons formally adopt prac9ces in response to ins9tu9onal 

expecta9ons, but do not implement them fully in their everyday opera9ons. In such cases, they 

appear to comply with external expecta9ons, but their opera9onal prac9ces remain largely 

unchanged. 

Ins9tu9onal theory has been widely applied in various areas of organisa9onal research 

(Kauppi, 2022, p. 8). Previous studies have primarily used the theory to explain the adop9on of 

prac9ces such as quality management systems, informa9on technologies and supplier 

integra9on mechanisms. More recently, however, research applying ins9tu9onal theory has 

increasingly focused on sustainability-related issues. More general sustainability topics have 

received awen9on, par9cularly in studies published aRer 2012. 

In research on social businesses, the ins9tu9onal approach has been used to examine how 

social enterprises pursue societal impact while addressing ethical considera9ons through 

prac9ces such as sourcing from socially cer9fied suppliers, engaging in ethical trading, and 

producing ethical products (Li & Bosma, 2024, pp. 531, 540, 543). Addi9onally, researchers have 

examined the influence of both formal and informal ins9tu9ons on organisa9onal behaviour 

within the social economy sector. This includes aspects such as social value crea9on, financial 

performance, and the use of cer9fica9on schemes, such as B Corpora9on cer9fica9on (B Corp). 

Par9cularly labels are relevant for the social economy, as they can increase transparency and 

credibility with regard to organisa9ons' social and environmental commitments and therefore 

lead to legi9misa9on (OECD/European Union, 2025, p. 16). The importance of such mechanisms 

is increasingly highlighted by interna9onal and European policy ini9a9ves. For example, both the 
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OECD and the European Union emphasise the importance of exploring and developing labelling 

systems for organisa9ons opera9ng in this sector. 

Overall, there are s9ll several opportuni9es for further studies (Kauppi, 2022, p. 12).  One 

relevant area for future research is to examine whether sustainability prac9ces, such as 

cer9fica9on schemes, lead to substan9ve changes in the day-to-day opera9ons of organisa9ons, 

or if they primarily func9on as tools for improving organisa9onal reputa9on. More broadly, 

future research is encouraged to inves9gate the outcomes and consequences of ins9tu9ons, 

including whether their establishment, maintenance or dissolu9on has beneficial or nega9ve 

effects on organisa9ons and the society. 

Considering this theory, it is shown that the ins9tu9onal theory is a relevant framework for 

addressing the implementa9ons of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in Austria as it 

emphasises that organisa9ons frequently adopt structures and prac9ces not only because of 

their opera9onal effec9veness but also in order to gain legi9macy and acceptance within their 

ins9tu9onal environment. In this context, labels for social entrepreneurship can serve as 

mechanisms that signal credibility, transparency, and adherence to recognised standards. The 

VSE label is therefore an ins9tu9onal instrument through which social enterprises can 

demonstrate their commitment to making an impact and strengthen their legi9macy within the 

Austrian economy. 

Understanding the three types of ins9tu9onal pressure can also help to explain why 

organisa9ons may decide to drop or maintain the VSE label. Coercive pressures may arise from 

stakeholders, such as funders or partners, who expect organisa9ons to demonstrate social 

impact and accountability. Mime9c pressures may encourage organisa9ons to imitate 

recognised social enterprises that have already obtained the label, par9cularly when there is 

uncertainty about how to demonstrate credibility within the industry. Lastly, norma9ve 

pressures may influence adop9on through shared professional standards and expecta9ons 

within the social business economy. 
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Overall, ins9tu9onal theory provides a valuable framework through which to examine 

the early development of the VSE label. It facilitates the analysis of the mo9va9ons that 

encourage organisa9ons to get the label, the poten9al barriers that may influence their decision 

to renew it and the broader ins9tu9onal dynamics that determine its long-term establishment 

in Austria. 

2.1.3 Global Entrepreneurship Today 

From a global perspec9ve, one study stands out as the main source of informa9on on 

entrepreneurship (Hill, 2025, p. 20). The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) is the world’s 

longest-running and largest research project in this field. It collects data directly from 

entrepreneurs, providing comprehensive insights into entrepreneurial ac9vity worldwide. The 

most recent edi9on, published in 2025, included par9cipa9on from 56 countries. These newly 

established businesses combine innova9ve ideas with modern technologies, and are increasingly 

pursuing not only economic objec9ves, but also social and environmental goals. This contributes 

to the well-being of the society as a whole. A new genera9on of purpose-driven entrepreneurs 

is emerging and taking a leading role in this development. 

The study iden9fies several key insights and prac9cal policy recommenda9ons (Hill, 2025, p. 

12). While star9ng a business is increasingly viewed as accessible, fear of failure con9nues to 

discourage many poten9al entrepreneurs. This concern is oRen based on the assump9on that 

exi9ng a business is difficult and costly. However, the findings show the opposite: individuals 

who have previously closed a business are more likely to start another than those without such 

experience. To reduce these barriers, the report recommends stronger support measures, 

including bewer access to finance, training and mentorship programs, and simplified regula9ons, 

in order to encourage greater entrepreneurial engagement. 

The report highlights persistent gender inequali9es in entrepreneurship beyond the issue of 

fear of failure (Hill, 2025, p. 13). While challenging the tradi9onal stereotype of the entrepreneur 

as predominantly young and male, it confirms that, in most economies, women are s9ll less likely 
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than men to start businesses. This disparity is largely driven by unequal access to funding, 

training and mentorship. Therefore, more equitable support policies are recommended to 

ensure that women entrepreneurs have the same opportuni9es as men, thereby fostering more 

inclusive economic development. 

Another issue that has been iden9fied is the uneven awareness of ar9ficial intelligence (AI) 

among entrepreneurs (Hill, 2025, pp. 15–16). Many new entrepreneurs are uncertain about its 

future relevance, with fewer than 30% considering it a crucial factor for business development 

in most countries. This limited understanding could hinder innova9on and compe99veness. 

Targeted awareness campaigns and training programmes could help entrepreneurs to bewer 

understand the poten9al of AI and encourage its effec9ve adop9on, par9cularly in economies 

where recogni9on of its importance is currently low. 

Taken together, these findings show that entrepreneurial ac9vity is influenced by both 

individual mo9va9on and broader structural factors, such as access to resources, digital literacy 

and suppor9ve policy frameworks. 

2.1.3.1 Sustainability-focused Entrepreneurship 

From a global perspec9ve, sustainability has become an increasingly important aspect 

of entrepreneurial ac9vity (Hill, 2025, pp. 15, 67). The majority of early-stage entrepreneurs no 

longer focus solely on financial returns. In fact, in almost four out of five economies, new 

business founders priori9se social and environmental goals over profit maximisa9on. This shiR 

is par9cularly evident among female entrepreneurs in high- and middle-income countries. 

Despite this overall trend, the growth of social businesses varies between regions. The highest 

levels of engagement in sustainable business ac9vi9es are found in countries such as Brazil, 

Guatemala, Saudi Arabia, Thailand and Puerto Rico. In contrast, lower levels are reported in the 

Republic of Korea, Poland, Oman, Latvia and Israel. These differences highlight the impact of 

culture and ins9tu9onal support on entrepreneurial priori9es. 
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Public policy plays a crucial role in strengthening the social business economy (Hill et al., 

2025, p. 93). Governments can ac9vely encourage responsible business models by shaping 

entrepreneurial ecosystems. Key policy measures include: 

• Establishing sustainability as a core strategic objec9ve within na9onal entrepreneurship 

policies. 

• Promo9ng consumer and supplier awareness of sustainable products and services in 

order to s9mulate green markets. 

• Integra9ng environmental criteria into public procurement and supply-chain regula9ons. 

• Fostering skills development and knowledge exchange related to sustainable innova9on, 

especially between start-ups and established firms. 

• Developing clear and prac9cal sustainability impact indicators. 

Overall, global studies indicate that many entrepreneurs are embracing sustainability, 

even in the absence of strong ins9tu9onal support (Hill et al., 2025, p. 98). Nevertheless, 

progress remains gradual and uneven across economies. Aligning entrepreneurship policy with 

sustainability goals can strengthen the mutually reinforcing rela9onship between economic 

development and environmental responsibility. 

2.2 Social Business Economy in Europe 

The social business economy in Europe has grown to become a significant sector, 

comprising around 2.8 million organisa9ons and providing over 13 million paid jobs (European 

Union, 2021, p. 3). This represents approximately 6.3% of the European workforce. The 

increasing relevance of the social business economy is reflected in the integra9on of social 

enterprise concepts into public policies across the European Union (SENA, 2020, p. 5). Sixteen 

EU member states have developed strategic frameworks and policy measures to support the 

sector, while fourteen have introduced specific legal arrangements, either by crea9ng dedicated 

legal structures or by providing social enterprises with a dis9nct legal status. 
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At the regional level, ini9a9ves such as the European Social Economy Regions (ESER) aim 

to raise awareness of the social economy and encourage collabora9on between stakeholders 

(European Commission, n.d.-b). With over 100 par9cipants, the ESER network highlights the 

growing interest and engagement in promo9ng social enterprise ac9vi9es across Europe. 

This chapter begins by examining the current state of social enterprises in Europe, as 

revealed by a 2024 study. It then explores the governmental and public framework condi9ons, 

outlining the strategies and measures that the European Union and its member states are 

implemen9ng to strengthen and support the social economy ecosystem. 

2.2.1 Status Quo of European Social Enterprises 

To gain an accurate understanding of the social economy in Europe, the primary study in 

this field is the European Social Enterprise Monitor, with the most recent edi9on published in 

2025 (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 16). This biennial, survey-based study shows the state of European 

social businesses between 2023 and 2024. The purpose of this publica9on is to provide relevant 

data and informa9on to industry stakeholders to inform bewer decision-making. It establishes a 

framework that supports the social business economy in Europe, raising awareness of the needs 

of social enterprises and strengthening the development and support systems that these 

businesses require. This is the third publica9on of the European Social Enterprise Monitor, which 

now includes data from 31 European countries and nearly all European Union countries (25 out 

of 27). 

The report provides a descrip9on of a typical social enterprise, offering an easily 

understandable overview of the industry (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 14). On average, social 

businesses reinvest around 80.7% of their yearly profits back into their business to support their 

mission. Most businesses par9cipa9ng in the European Social Enterprise Monitor study operate 

in the following sectors: Human health and social work (29.4%), educa9on (25.2%) and service 

ac9vi9es (15.2%). Most of these businesses operate within their local or na9onal community 

and adopt an innova9on-driven mindset. Social enterprises are oRen private limited liability 
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companies or associa9ons, and the majority of the sector is currently in its business 

implementa9on and growth phase. 

Examining the impact of European social enterprises on social and environmental issues, 

it is evident that most businesses (71.6%) target specific groups, with a par9cular focus on 

suppor9ng children (25.3%) (Gazeley et al., 2025, pp. 14–15). Over half of the enterprises 

(54.5%) focus on SDG number 3, which relates to good health and wellbeing. Addi9onally, 84.2% 

of par9cipants reported commitments to the circular economy, which has a strong 

environmental impact. Measuring these impacts and quan9fying them is a crucial part of social 

entrepreneurship, with 62.2% currently doing so. However, many businesses face significant 

knowledge gaps regarding impact measurement, with only 18.8% confirming they have a high 

level of knowledge in this area. This knowledge gap is also the main reason why some social 

entrepreneurs s9ll do not measure their social and environmental impacts, with 70.1% facing 

mul9ple challenges in this process. 

In terms of diversity and minority representa9on, social enterprises are oRen more 

advanced than tradi9onal businesses (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 15). 46.5% of social enterprises 

report that some of their employees have a migrant background, and 43.5% indicate that they 

employ people with disabili9es. Women are also represented at all levels of most businesses. It 

is also interes9ng to note that volunteer work is common in the social economy sector, with over 

50% of businesses indica9ng that they use volunteers. 

In terms of finances, the 2023 to 2024 study found that 30.2% of par9cipa9ng social 

businesses were profitable, while 22.5% incurred losses (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 15). Addi9onally, 

13.7% were not permiwed to make a profit. Public financing, founda9on funding and private 

dona9ons are a secure source of external financing and hold immense power for social 

entrepreneurs. Both private (71.6%) and public (55.7%) social procurement are highly relevant 

for European social enterprises, but B2B (business to business) and B2C (business to customer) 

trading remain the most important source of income. 
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Collec9ng all this data on the European social business economy also reveals the barriers 

and challenges these firms face (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 15). A significant issue across Europe is 

the absence of public support schemes, with 40.8% viewing this as a major hindrance. 41.9% cite 

the complexity of public financing, while 40.2% men9on the weak level of lobbying for this 

sector. The same occurs at a na9onal level, with 69.8% ci9ng insufficient support from poli9cal 

ins9tu9ons. Social entrepreneurs would value a specific legal status for their type of business. 

However, support systems such as na9onal networks and membership organisa9ons do exist, 

with 31.1% having been in contact with such ins9tu9ons and receiving support over the last year. 

European social enterprises are a crucial part of the European economy, so it is 

important to con9nue collec9ng data on the needs and development of this sector (Gazeley et 

al., 2025, p. 135). This allows us to cri9cally reflect on how to support the European social 

economy ecosystem and achieve long-term societal impact. 

2.2.2 Government and Public Framework Condi)ons 

2.2.2.1 European Commission Social Business Ini@a@ve 

A milestone for the European social economy was reached in 2011 with the publica9on of 

the Social Business Ini9a9ve (European Commission, 2011, pp. 2–6). The aim was to foster a 

compe99ve social market economy. Social innova9on and social entrepreneurship were 

therefore defined as focus areas of the European Commission. This ac9on plan focuses on 

concrete short-term support measures and establishes the basis for the future medium- and 

long-term development of European social businesses. It fosters coopera9on between European 

Union member states and partnerships with various stakeholders in the sector.  

The Social Business Ini9a9ve proposed eleven key ac9ons summed up in three main 

categories (European Commission, 2011, pp. 6–10): 

• The first category focuses on improved funding methods focusing on private funding as 

well as EU funds. 
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• Secondly the focus remains on the increased visibility of businesses in the social 

economy sector. Therefore, tools should be implemented to increase the general 

understanding of this industry, and a stronger focus lies on the implementa9on of 

networks for more professionality. 

• The last category sets ac9ons for improving the legal environment by implemen9ng 

relevant legal forms that work for European social enterprises and foster state aid and 

public procurement regula9ons. 

In 2020, the final report on the impact of the European Commission’s Social Business 

Ini9a9ve, launched in 2011, was published, focusing also on follow-up ac9ons (Haarich et al., 

2020, pp. 144–145). The analysis revealed that social businesses had gained significantly more 

visibility and growth. This increased awareness also helped them gain recogni9on within the 

economy and poli9cal ins9tu9ons in general. A challenge for future EU policy frameworks is the 

increasing complexity at mul9ple levels and the need to define specific solu9ons for various 

seyngs. One drawback of the system was that a large propor9on of the social enterprise 

community remained unaware of this ini9a9ve, due to a lack of clear communica9on regarding 

Europe's social business objec9ves, ac9ons and organisa9ons. Nevertheless, the Social Business 

Ini9a9ve as a whole was successful. 

2.2.2.2 European Commission Social Economy Ac@on Plan 

In 2021, the European Commission published a new European framework based on the 

Social Business Ini9a9ve and the Start-up and Scale-up Ini9a9ve (European Union, 2021, p. 4). 

The so-called Social Economy Ac9on Plan, which serves as a strategy un9l 2030, presents 

concrete measures for suppor9ng the social economy sector. The two-year process of defining 

these goals paved the way for the strengthening of social innova9on, social entrepreneurship, 

and societal transforma9on within the European Union. 

The framework emphasises that successful implementa9on will require coopera9on 

within the EU and with social economy stakeholders at all levels (European Union, 2021, p. 21). 
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Member states must support each other, share knowledge across countries and update their 

individual strategies regarding social innova9on and social entrepreneurship. The European 

Commission will support countries in developing these strategies and achieving their goals. 

Main ac9ons taken by the European Commission are (European Union, 2021, p. 22):  

• The prepara9on of a Council Recommenda9on aimed at enhancing framework 

condi9ons for the social economy. 

• The organisa9on of targeted webinars and workshops for public officials across policy 

areas relevant to social economy development. 

• The introduc9on of a new ini9a9ve under the Single Market Programme to encourage 

local and regional partnerships between social economy organisa9ons and conven9onal 

businesses. 

• The establishment of a single EU Social Economy Gateway serving as a central access 

point for informa9on on EU funding, policies and ini9a9ves. 

• The crea9on of a Youth Entrepreneurship Policy Academy to promote youth 

entrepreneurship, in coopera9on with na9onal policymakers and relevant networks. 

• The deployment of new financial instruments under the InvestEU programme to awract 

private investment suited to social enterprises at different development stages. 

• The advancement of social impact measurement and management prac9ces across the 

EU. 

In March 2026, the European Commission published a mid-term report on the Social 

Economy Ac9on Plan, highligh9ng the key achievements and future steps for the following years 

(European Union, 2026, p. 1). 

There has been tangible progress, with more member states suppor9ng the journey by 

implemen9ng their own strategies, financing streams and legal frameworks (European Union, 

2026, p. 17). Key stakeholders, including public authori9es, financial ins9tu9ons and wider 

society, are paying more awen9on to the field, which supports the ecosystem. However, 
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challenges remain, such as the fact that the social economy is not yet recognised in all member 

states, which creates strong uncertain9es. These gaps need to be closed to ensure that support 

is not regionally specific. 

In order to unlock the full poten9al of this sector, the clear goal remains to implement a 

compe99ve, robust and recognised social economy in Europe (European Union, 2026, p. 9,17). 

To this end, the European Commission and key stakeholders are pursuing specific sub-goals to 

achieve these three main targets which are highlighted in the mid-term review in detail.  

2.2.2.3 European Laws for Social Businesses 

Several European laws pursue social, environmental and ethical objec9ves, making them 

par9cularly relevant for social enterprises as they closely align with their mission-driven 

approach (WKO Gründerservice, 2025, p. 7). Within the European Union's regulatory framework, 

enterprises are required to integrate sustainability and responsibility into their economic 

ac9vi9es. Central to this are ESG criteria, which require companies to consider ecological, social, 

and governance-related issues in their strategies and repor9ng. The Corporate Sustainability 

Repor9ng Direc9ve (CSRD) has strengthened these requirements, to broaden the scope and 

depth of sustainability repor9ng and increasing transparency regarding environmental and social 

impacts, par9cularly for companies seeking public funding or investment. 

Addi9onally, the EU Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Direc9ve requires companies 

to take responsibility for human rights and environmental standards across their en9re supply 

chain, thereby emphasising the importance of fair and sustainable partnerships (WKO 

Gründerservice, 2025, p. 7). The EU Taxonomy Regula9on complements this framework further 

by defining which economic ac9vi9es qualify as environmentally sustainable. This facilitates 

access to green finance for enterprises that contribute to ecological objec9ves. At a strategic 

level, the European Green Deal sets out the goal of achieving climate neutrality by 2050, 

s9mula9ng investment and funding in sustainable innova9on. Furthermore, the Direc9ve on 

Transparent and Predictable Working Condi9ons strengthens fair and transparent employment 
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condi9ons across the EU, which is par9cularly significant for social enterprises working with 

vulnerable groups. 

Together, these legal instruments create a coherent framework that promotes 

responsible business conduct while crea9ng opportuni9es for social enterprises to increase their 

impact within a European economy (WKO Gründerservice, 2025, p. 7).  

2.2.3 Support Ecosystem for Social Entrepreneurship 

Several organisa9ons support and lead the European social economy. One such 

organisa9on is Social Economy Europe, which acts as the voice of EU social enterprises and is the 

reference point at a European level (Social Economy Europe, n.d.). As a strategic partner to 

poli9cal ins9tu9ons, its main purpose is to connect the social economy with European 

ins9tu9ons to foster con9nuous dialogue. It also acts as the secretariat of the European Social 

Economy Intergroup. Together with its member organisa9ons, Social Economy Europe 

represents the interests of the social economy, promotes coopera9on and increases its visibility. 

Another support ini9a9ve is the Global Impact Hub, which operates worldwide (Impact 

Hub, n.d.). It fosters a social innova9on ecosystem and provides local support through its global 

community. By 2023, it had already established over 306 programmes in approximately 59 

countries. Through community events, co-working spaces, start-up programmes and coaching, 

it supports social entrepreneurs in over 120 ci9es. Support ecosystems of this kind are key to 

enabling European social enterprises to comply with regulatory requirements, while 

strengthening their posi9on and visibility within the broader market economy. 

2.2.4 Labels for Social Entrepreneurship 

Before examining the Austrian “Verified Social Enterprise” label in greater depth, it is 

useful to understand the importance of labelling schemes for the social economy and consider 

the development of comparable labels from other (European) countries. 

In general, labels can take different forms depending on the na9onal context 

(OECD/European Union, 2025, p. 16). These may include legal statuses, private labels, 
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cer9fica9ons or marks that dis9nguish businesses and their offerings. Many countries use the 

terms “label” and “cer9fica9on” interchangeably, although cer9fica9on usually refers to a 

specific type of label that needs an assessment by an independent third party. Therefore, a label 

is defined broader and indicates that an organisa9on complies with a defined set of standards 

or principles, such as ethical or social criteria. Interna9onal policy frameworks, such as those of 

the OECD and the EU Council, emphasise the importance of exploring labelling mechanisms for 

social enterprises. 

For social entrepreneurs, labels can offer a number of advantages (OECD/European 

Union, 2025, pp. 17–18). They increase iden9fica9on and visibility among governments, 

consumers and investors, therefore making it easier to build credibility and communicate 

effec9vely. They can also facilitate access to funding opportuni9es and support entry into public 

and private markets by signalling compliance with recognised standards. However, introducing 

too many labels or implemen9ng systems poorly can also create challenges. It is important to 

avoid confusing stakeholders, as this could reduce trust in labels and the social economy as a 

whole. Effec9ve verifica9on and monitoring mechanisms are also essen9al to maintain credibility 

and prevent greenwashing. 

Moving on with the development of comparable labels from other (European) countries. 

Especially, experiences from European countries provide valuable insights into the development 

and implementa9on of labels for social enterprises. The Danish label Registreret 

Socialøkonomisk Virksomhed (RSV) served as an important point of reference and inspira9on for 

the Austrian “Verified Social Enterprise” label (aws, n.d.-d, p. 1). However, the Danish case also 

illustrates the importance of sustained poli9cal commitment and long-term ins9tu9onal backing 

(Vandor et al., 2024, p. 72). Although the RSV ini9ally received posi9ve feedback within the 

sector, poli9cal support and the associated support infrastructure were significantly reduced 

following a change in government in 2015. The abrupt termina9on of the policy led to 

uncertainty and discouragement among social enterprise actors, demonstra9ng how fragile 
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progress can be when policy priori9es shiR. This example underlines the necessity of ensuring 

long-term commitment and con9nuous support for such ini9a9ves. 

Compared to similar labels in other countries, the Austrian “Verified Social Enterprise” 

label requires an investment of 9me for accredita9on but does not impose addi9onal financial 

burdens (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 83). This is in contrast to labelling models such as Benefit Corp 

or the SEE Mark in Hong Kong. Furthermore, unlike in the Netherlands, the Austrian label does 

not require notarial procedures. At the same 9me, the mandatory re-labelling process in Austria 

aRer three years establishes a structured quality assurance mechanism that is lacking in the 

Danish and Dutch labelling systems. 

This chapter provided an in-depth understanding of the social business economy within 

Europe, which forms an essen9al basis for understanding the Austrian approach to suppor9ng 

social entrepreneurship. 

2.3 Social Business Economy in Austria 

The advent of social entrepreneurship in Austria is traced back to 1976 (SENA, 2020, pp. 

6–7). A substan9al increase in this sector was observed around the year 2000 and a similar 

growth was also evident a decade later in 2010. A significant number of newly registered social 

businesses have been established within the Austrian economy in recent years. Since 2016, the 

aws (Austria WirtschaRsservice) has been the first and only organisa9on in Austria to offer 

funding programmes for sustainable entrepreneurs. The Social Entrepreneurship Monitor 

Austria published in 2020 from SENA (Social Entrepreneurship Network Austria) has been the 

first data basis that shows the poten9al of social businesses in Austria and provides 

recommenda9on for ac9ons to support the growth of the sector. The most recently published 

study in this field is the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 2023/24, which discusses the current 

situa9on and poten9al of the sector (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 1, 4, 8). This is the second edi9on, 

offering the opportunity to draw a comparison with recent years for the first 9me. As the report 

is also part of the European Social Enterprise Monitor, it provides data that allows for transparent 
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comparison across Europe. To provide a basis for this chapter, it is important to first understand 

how sustainability is implemented in Austria as a whole, before taking a closer look at the 

Austrian social economy. 

2.3.1 Sustainability in Austria 

The second Austrian Voluntary Na9onal Review (VNR) from 2024 documents Austria’s 

progress towards the United Na9ons 2030 Agenda and its 17 Sustainable Development Goals 

(Republic of Austria, 2024, pp. 10–13). This review was prepared during a period marked by 

global crises and recovery from the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the 2023 

Interna9onal Sustainable Development Report, Austria ranks fiRh out of the 166 countries 

evaluated, indica9ng a compara9vely high level of overall SDG implementa9on. Nevertheless, 

the assessment also highlights the need for further efforts. Significant challenges remain with 

regard to SDG 12 (Responsible Consump9on and Produc9on), SDG 13 (Climate Ac9on) and SDG 

15 (Life on Land). Gender equality, youth perspec9ves and interna9onal responsibility are given 

high priority as they influence the implementa9on of all 17 goals. Austria con9nues to follow a 

mainstreaming strategy, embedding SDG implementa9on across all policy areas. The review 

iden9fies three central areas of transforma9on: strengthening social cohesion to ensure that no 

one is leR behind, promo9ng educa9on and skills for sustainable development, and protec9ng 

the biosphere within planetary boundaries. 

Looking ahead to 2030, the report emphasises the need for accelerated ac9on in terms 

of climate protec9on, the transi9on to renewable energy and sustainable mobility, the 

conserva9on of biodiversity, and the development of a circular economy (Republic of Austria, 

2024, pp. 10–13). Austria again points out its commitment to mul9lateral coopera9on and to 

SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) as a key driver for future progress. Con9nued collabora9on 

between the government, society and interna9onal partners is considered essen9al to 

successfully achieving the goals of the 2030 Agenda. 
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2.3.2 Status Quo of Austrian Social Enterprises 

The current number of ac9ve social enterprises in Austria is approximately 2,385 (Vandor 

et al., 2024, pp. 8, 11). The study for the newest Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor is grounded 

in a mixed-methods approach, comprising a quan9ta9ve survey of 194 social enterprises as well 

as a qualita9ve expert study involving 30 par9cipants from Austria and interna9onal contexts. 

A review of the current structure of the sector reveals that social enterprises in Austria 

are characterised by a strong societal orienta9on, combined with a pronounced capacity for 

innova9on and inclusion (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 8). The majority of these ini9a9ves are 

concentrated in the sector of health and well-being, the reduc9on of inequali9es, gender 

equality and educa9on. In addi9on to social objec9ves, ecological goals play an important role, 

as evidenced by the fact that 47.9% of social enterprises report pursuing environmental aims, 

par9cularly in the areas of sustainability and climate protec9on. Innova9on is a fundamental 

characteris9c of the sector, with 83.5% of organisa9ons indica9ng that they introduced 

significant innova9ons either at the 9me of their founding or within the past two years. 

Furthermore, 46.4% of respondents reported reliance on new technologies such as mobile 

applica9ons or ar9ficial intelligence in their opera9onal ac9vi9es. 

From a structural perspec9ve, the sector is rela9vely young (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 8–

9). The Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 2023/24 has revealed that 47.9% of social enterprises 

were established within the last decade, with a further 38.6% currently in the early stages of 

company forma9on. Social enterprises in Austria are characterised by a profound dedica9on to 

their social mission. This commitment is further underscored by the fact that 94.3% of these 

individuals reinvest most of their profits back into the organisa9on. In accordance with this 

mission-driven approach, impact measurement plays a pivotal role within the sector, as 

evidenced by the fact that 84.5% of organisa9ons already assess their social or environmental 

impact. Sustainability is not merely an external objec9ve; rather, it is also embedded in internal 

organisa9onal prac9ces. A significant propor9on of social enterprises (51.6%) incorporate 
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principles of the circular economy into their opera9onal prac9ces, and 46.4% explicitly priori9se 

environmental sustainability within their supply chains. 

In terms of employment, social enterprises represent a significant and growing 

contributor to the Austrian labour market (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 9). When projected across the 

en9re sector, social enterprises account for between 34,000 and 93,000 jobs, measured in full-

9me equivalents. These employment effects go beyond simply crea9ng jobs, as many 

organiza9ons deliberately hire people who face disadvantages in the labour market. The social 

business sector in Austria is characterised by a notable degree of inclusiveness and gender 

balance, with women holding 50.8% of management posi9ons and 47.6% of founder roles. 

Furthermore, 43.8% of social enterprises employ people with disabili9es, while 38.1% employ 

individuals from ethnic minori9es. 

Overall it can be said, that recent years have been characterized by both posi9ve and 

nega9ve developments in the Austrian social enterprise sector (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 4, 9, 12). 

Social enterprises have demonstrated a high degree of resilience in 9mes of crisis, thereby 

making a meaningful contribu9on to social stability. At the same 9me, the sector’s con9nued 

impact cannot be taken for granted and remains dependent on governmental support. A large 

majority of organiza9ons (79.1%) iden9fy the current economic and poli9cal environment as a 

major challenge to their opera9ons. The discon9nua9on of COVID-19 related financial support 

has altered the funding landscape, although this has been par9ally offset by public funding 

programs for social enterprises. Ongoing geopoli9cal tensions, par9cularly the war in Ukraine 

and high infla9on rates, have generated uncertainty. Infla9on affects social enterprises in several 

ways. Many of these organiza9ons target vulnerable groups who are especially impacted by 

rising living costs, which leads to a higher demand for their services. At the same 9me, their own 

opera9ng costs increase. Despite these adverse condi9ons, the sector has demonstrated 

remarkable resilience, as 94.6% of the enterprises surveyed in 2021/2022 remained ac9ve and 

notable ins9tu9onal improvements have been introduced in recent years. This includes the 

expansion of tax incen9ves for dona9ons and the implementa9on of the “Verified Social 
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Enterprise” label, which represent important steps toward strengthening the sector’s structural 

support. 

2.3.3 Government and Public Framework Condi)ons 

Austria does not pursue a formal na9onal strategy for social entrepreneurship. However, 

the topic is increasingly being integrated into broader economic and policy frameworks. 

The Austrian Government Programme 2025 to 2029 sets out a clear commitment to 

strengthening social innova9on and social entrepreneurship as key elements of na9onal policy 

(Österreichische Volkspartei, 2025, p. 99). It pledges to further develop the exis9ng framework 

condi9ons for social and societal innova9ons, including ongoing support for instruments such as 

the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. Furthermore, the programme foresees the evalua9on of 

new funding structures based on public-private partnership models, including the poten9al 

establishment of a Na9onal Fund for Societal Innova9ons and the introduc9on of Social Impact 

Bonds. These measures aim to expand support for social entrepreneurs and integrate social 

innova9on more firmly into Austria's broader economic and innova9on strategy. 

Besides the na9onwide strategic priori9es, the individual Austrian federal states have 

also incorporated objec9ves and measures to promote social entrepreneurship into their 

government programmes (Millner et al., 2024, pp. 22–24). Current regional policy documents 

show that many regions address similar topics in their strategies rela9ng to areas such as 

inclusion, employment, regional development, and social services. Overall, the regional 

programmes demonstrate that they play an ac9ve role in advancing frameworks relevant to the 

social economy alongside the federal strategy through a variety of targeted measures. 

In 2016, Austria adopted a na9onal Open Innova9on Strategy with a planned 

implementa9on period un9l 2025 (Rohrhofer et al., 2021, p. 6). This made it the first, and so far 

only, European country to establish such a comprehensive framework. The strategy was 

developed in response to increasing globalisa9on and digitalisa9on, as well as the growing need 

for collabora9ve innova9on approaches. Its aim is to promote the systema9c opening up of 
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innova9on processes across different organisa9ons and sectors. Five years aRer its launch, in 

2021, the strategy underwent an evalua9on to assess progress and formulate recommenda9ons 

for the remaining period. The evalua9on revealed that awareness of Open Innova9on 

approaches had already grown within the research, technology, and innova9on community. 

However, as the strategy was not due to end un9l 2025, a final, comprehensive evalua9on of its 

overall impact and outcomes is not yet available. 

In addi9on, Austria published its Industrial Strategy for 2035 in 2026, which sets out 

long-term priori9es for strengthening the na9onal economy while suppor9ng sustainable 

transforma9on (Republik Österreich, 2026, pp. 64–68). Of the seven central fields of ac9on 

iden9fied in the strategy, the area of the “Circular Economy, Bioeconomy and Transforma9on” is 

a par9cular focus. The strategy emphasises the importance of increasing resource sovereignty, 

encouraging the use of sustainable raw materials and improving economic resilience. A central 

objec9ve of the strategy is to transi9on towards a circular economic model. This shiR is seen as 

a way of addressing rising raw material costs, resource scarcity, and global trade uncertain9es. 

Austria is recognised as a leading loca9on for environmental technologies within the European 

Union, with strong performance in innova9on rankings and above-average achievements in 

areas such as recycling, renewable energy and resource efficiency. The strategy emphasises that 

sustainable compe99veness and environmental responsibility must go hand in hand. Several 

concrete measures are outlined to achieve the defined goals. These include establishing na9onal 

and European raw material reserves, expanding recycling and processing systems, and crea9ng 

regional recycling and recovery clusters. Addi9onally, sustainable sourcing prac9ces should be 

ac9vely promoted within public procurement. These ini9a9ves aim to enhance Austria’s 

resilience, reduce dependency on primary resources and promote innova9on-driven 

transforma9on across key industrial sectors. 
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2.3.4 Support Ecosystem for Social Entrepreneurship 

In Austria, social entrepreneurs can draw on a wide range of support instruments, 

including networks, public advisory services, awards and cer9fica9on schemes. 

2.3.4.1 Networks 

A key player in Austria's social entrepreneurship ecosystem is the Social 

Entrepreneurship Network Austria, which was founded in 2018 and is based in Vienna (SENA, 

n.d.-a). SENA serves as the na9onal umbrella organisa9on and voice for social entrepreneurship, 

connec9ng stakeholders across the social and green entrepreneurship sectors. It raises 

awareness of social entrepreneurship and fosters understanding of it among society, businesses 

and policymakers, while increasing the visibility of ventures that create a posi9ve societal impact.  

In addi9on to this na9onwide network, several regional networks support social 

entrepreneurs at the local level. Impact Hub Vienna, established in 2009, provides spaces, 

programmes and community support for founders and ins9tu9ons developing entrepreneurial 

solu9ons to societal challenges (Impact Hub Vienna, n.d.-a). It aims to build strong impact 

ecosystems through collabora9on across sectors. The Social Business Hub Styria acts as an 

incubator and network for social businesses that address issues such as climate change, 

demographic shiRs, migra9on and educa9on (SBHS, n.d.-b). It provides guidance, exper9se and 

networking opportuni9es to promote social innova9on. Impact Hub Tirol, founded in 2019, 

fosters social entrepreneurship by crea9ng a community that is both locally rooted and globally 

connected, suppor9ng ventures that pursue a regenera9ve economy for people and the planet 

(Impact Hub Tirol, n.d.). Together, these networks demonstrate how na9onal coordina9on and 

regional support strengthen Austria’s social entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

2.3.4.2 Public Advisory Services 

The start-up service of the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber (WKO) plays a central 

role in suppor9ng entrepreneurial ac9vity in Austria, including the development of social 

enterprises (WKO Gründerservice, 2025, pp. 1, 53). Every year, the WKO assists thousands of 
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founders by providing personalised consulta9ons and structured guidance throughout the 

business crea9on process. To address the specific needs of social entrepreneurs, the WKO start-

up service offers detailed guidelines providing a systema9c overview of social entrepreneurship 

in Austria. These guidelines cover core aspects of social entrepreneurship and key steps in the 

founding process, with a focus on business model design and financing. They also explain impact 

measurement and the legal frameworks relevant to social enterprises, showcasing best prac9ces 

through Austrian case studies. This service plays a significant role in fostering a suppor9ve 

ecosystem for social entrepreneurship in Austria. 

2.3.4.3 Awards 

Awards for social entrepreneurs have a significant impact on the Austrian social 

innova9on ecosystem. They not only raise public awareness but also encourage financial support 

(Millner et al., 2024, p. 35). One of the most prominent awards is the so-called “Social Impact 

Award”. It was implemented in Austria in 2009 with the aim of suppor9ng young social 

entrepreneurs (Social Impact Award, 2022). Through workshops and incuba9on programmes, 

they build a network that provides informa9on on managing innova9ve business models focused 

on solving societal problems. Today, the network has an interna9onal reach, spanning over 139 

ci9es in more than 25 countries across Europe, Africa and Central Asia. It supports 10,000 young 

par9cipants each year through its events and workshops. Social businesses in the early stages of 

development can par9cipate in webinars and educa9onal events free of charge, learn about 

poten9al career paths, and receive support from the community in the form of mentoring and 

funding. Although it started in Austria, it has now become a larger community that not only 

Austrian social entrepreneurs can use to drive growth and knowledge. 

Other examples of awards that promote social business development in Austria include 

the “Get Ac9ve Social Business Award” and the “EY Entrepreneur of the Year” award, which has 

a special category for social entrepreneurship (Millner et al., 2024, pp. 35–36). 
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2.3.4.4 Labelling Schemes 

Since the introduc9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in December 2022, Austrian 

social and green enterprises have, for the first 9me, been able to officially label their social 

business status (SBHS, n.d.-a). It is currently the only na9onal Austrian label serving as a quality 

mark to support social entrepreneurs, investors, and funding programmes (SENA, n.d.-b). 

Further informa9on about the label, its labelling criteria, and labelled social entrepreneurs can 

be found in chapter 2.4. 

2.3.5 Recommenda)ons for Policy and Prac)ce 

The first comprehensive study on social entrepreneurship in Austria, published in 2020, 

revealed substan9al structural challenges for social entrepreneurs (SENA, 2020, pp. 12–16). In 

par9cular, the overall framework condi9ons were widely perceived as unfavourable, with strong 

cri9cism directed towards the limited policy support for the sector. Social entrepreneurs also 

expressed dissa9sfac9on with the current funding landscape, including the availability of impact 

investment and emphasised the need for greater poli9cal understanding of the different needs 

of social enterprises. Key expecta9ons of public authori9es included reduced labour-related 

costs, lower administra9ve burdens, more appropriate regulatory frameworks and tax relief 

measures. Beyond financial aspects, the sector also highlighted deficits in societal awareness, 

limited interac9on with policymakers and the need for support in impact measurement. 

Since then, the policy and ecosystem landscape has con9nued to evolve. More recent 

analyses, including the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 2023/2024 and a publica9on by the 

#mitsinn ini9a9ve demonstrate that these challenges are now being addressed in greater detail 

(Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 6; Vandor et al., 2024). The aim is to present a publicly available 

roadmap for the implementa9on of the social economy in Austria, which includes concrete 

proposals for systemic framework changes. Consequently, both sources provide specific 

recommenda9ons for policymakers and economic stakeholders, supported by prac9cal 
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examples from other European countries. This chapter highlights the key recommenda9ons 

aimed at strengthening the long-term development and impact of social enterprises in Austria. 

2.3.5.1 Governance and Public Framework Condi@ons 

To provide strategic direc9on and improve coordina9on across administra9ve levels, 

Austria requires a comprehensive na9onal strategy for social entrepreneurship (Schön & Lebert, 

2024, p. 75). This strategy should set out clear objec9ves and guiding principles while ensuring 

policies are connected at na9onal and regional levels. In doing so, Austria would be aligning itself 

with the prac9ces of many other EU member states and following the recommenda9ons of the 

European Commission. Par9cipa9on in the EU Social Economy Ac9on Plan requires clearly 

defined ins9tu9onal responsibili9es at a na9onal level. 

Addi9onally, a suppor9ve fiscal and tax framework is essen9al in enabling social 

enterprises to increase their impact (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 68). Alongside clear legal 

recogni9on of social enterprises, targeted tax incen9ves should be developed that reflect their 

economic as well as social mission. Key measures could include reducing corporate income tax 

and offering broader investment tax credits. Other op9ons could be income tax reduc9ons linked 

to employment in social enterprises and tax relief for new social businesses. 

At the same 9me, it is recommended that bureaucra9c procedures should be simplified 

to reduce the administra9ve burden on social enterprises (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 71). This 

includes mandatory notarial acts, cer9fica9on procedures, and the insufficient digitalisa9on of 

administra9ve processes. Selec9on criteria for public funding should focus more on societal 

impact, and repor9ng and accoun9ng requirements should be simplified. 

Finally, it is recommended that the “Verified Social Enterprise” label should be 

strengthened further and recognised as a key governance instrument (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 

83–84). While the label is generally perceived posi9vely, there is room for improvement. As a 

network good, its value increases with the number of labelled enterprises. Experts emphasise 
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that sustained poli9cal commitment and pa9ence are cri9cal to enabling the label to fulfil its 

poten9al. 

2.3.5.2 Financing 

Strengthening the financing of the social economy in Austria requires coordinated ac9on 

across mul9ple levels, combining private, public, and European resources (Vandor et al., 2024, 

pp. 86–88). At the private level, philanthropic founda9ons are recommended to play a more 

prominent role as providers of risk capital, given that their independence enables them to 

address neglected social challenges and accept higher risks. But compared to other European 

countries the level of philanthropic engagement in Austria is rather low, this is why major 

founda9ons should significantly increase the available funding. In parallel, private investment 

financing through impact inves9ng should be supported and implemented more widely. At the 

public level, funding schemes should systema9cally recognise social innova9on equally and 

consistently. Finally, European Union funds offer significant leverage. Programmes such as ESF+ 

and EFRE can co-finance na9onal and regional ini9a9ves and awract addi9onal public and private 

funding. Taken together, these measures could increase the financial resources available for the 

Austrian social economy. 

2.3.5.3 Markets and Demand Crea@on 

Crea9ng func9oning markets and las9ng demand is essen9al for enabling social 

enterprises in Austria to grow and achieve long-term impact (Schön & Lebert, 2024, pp. 50, 55). 

Public procurement plays a key role in crea9ng demand. Taking a consistent approach that 

considers value crea9on as well as price helps public contrac9ng authori9es to integrate social 

and environmental criteria alongside financial considera9ons. Increasing the visibility of social 

enterprises in public procurement processes and developing relevant skills within public 

administra9ons can help align public spending with broader sustainability goals. 

Access to private markets is equally important as public markets, as sales revenues 

represent a central source of income for businesses (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 88–91). However, 
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low societal recogni9on of their value oRen puts businesses at a compe99ve disadvantage. 

Reducing informa9on gaps and increasing awareness among private customers through 

demand-side measures is key to addressing this imbalance. Taking this approach would lead to 

more inclusive markets that reward societal efforts. 

2.3.5.4 Educa@on and Skill Development 

Educa9on, skill development and research are essen9al for strengthening social 

entrepreneurship in Austria (Schön & Lebert, 2024, pp. 59, 63). Therefore, societal innova9on 

should be more embedded within exis9ng educa9on and training structures. At the school level, 

ini9a9ves such as the Ini9a9ve for Teaching Entrepreneurship demonstrate how entrepreneurial 

and innova9ve competencies can be introduced at an early stage. At the ter9ary level, Austria 

already benefits from a view research and teaching ins9tu9ons, including the Social 

Entrepreneurship Center at the Vienna University of Economics. Based on that, further 

expansion of academic capacity is recommended, for example by university programs focused 

on social entrepreneurship.  

Beyond schools and universi9es, a system of con9nuing educa9on for all is needed to 

enable lifelong learning (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 64). In this regard, the establishment of 

training or advisory programs for employees would strengthen the skills of workers to ac9vely 

shape societal innova9on. This could be offered by the Chamber of Labour. More than 40% of 

Austrian social enterprises themselves express a strong demand for prac9cal training 

opportuni9es, especially in areas such as impact measurement and scaling (Vandor et al., 2024, 

p. 91). Expanding and strengthening such training programs is therefore a key recommenda9on. 

2.3.5.5 Visibility and Societal Recogni@on 

Social enterprises con9nue to face limited public recogni9on (Schön & Lebert, 2024, pp. 

17–19; Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 94–95). A significant majority (78.1%) of Austria's social 

enterprises state that low public awareness is a major barrier to their work. Therefore, increasing 

the visibility and societal recogni9on of social enterprises in Austria is essen9al for their long-
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term development and poli9cal relevance. The Austrian federal government should therefore 

proac9vely communicate about this sector and its contribu9on to social, economic, and 

ecological transforma9on. A na9onwide awareness campaign, perhaps focusing on the “Verified 

Social Enterprise” label, is recommended to strengthen public understanding. Addi9onally, 

systema9cally mapping the social enterprise ecosystem would provide a stronger evidence base 

for policy development. 

The main recommenda9on in this field is to establish a na9onal summit or conference 

on societal innova9on, to be held every two years (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 19). If implemented 

as a mul9-stakeholder ini9a9ve, such a pla~orm would not only increase visibility, but also 

encourage exchange and mutual learning across sectors. Austria already has SENA, an interest 

group for social entrepreneurs. While this is a good first step, SENA requires long-term funding 

to ensure ongoing success. This will enable it to con9nue represen9ng the sector's interests and 

ac9ng as a strong collec9ve voice in poli9cal decision-making processes. 

 All of these recommenda9ons combined aim to support the Austrian social economy by 

encouraging poli9cians, businesses and organisa9ons to act in a way that ensures long-term 

stability and growth. 

2.4 “Verified Social Enterprise” Label 

With the implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label (VSE label) in December 

2022, it is now possible for social and green enterprises to obtain an official social business status 

(SBHS, n.d.-a). The VSE label is a na9onal Austrian label and marks a milestone in the 

development of social businesses in Austria. As a quality mark, the label supports not only social 

entrepreneurs themselves but also investors and funding programs (SENA, n.d.-b). Regarding the 

benefits of the label, the Social Entrepreneurship Network Austria claims the following four main 

benefits: 
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• Credibility: The VSE label fosters trust and recogni9on among stakeholders, as it is based 

on transparent criteria. Therefore, it increases the credibility of businesses, especially 

among investors, funding programs, and customers. 

• Iden9ty and affilia9on: As registered VSEs, companies can easily communicate what they 

do and what their core values are, as they are part of a larger community. 

• Statement to investors: Using the VSE label when addressing poten9al investors may 

serve as a compe99ve advantage and support social entrepreneurs. 

• Exclusive funding programs: Together with business partners, SENA works towards the 

goal of implemen9ng funding and support programs exclusively for labelled companies. 

The main partners in this regard are the WKO and aws. 

Furthermore, the “Verified Social Enterprise” label contributes to systemic change that may 

have the power to influence policies in the long run (Impact Hub Vienna, n.d.-b). It strengthens 

the impact ecosystem by crea9ng unified standards for green and social businesses in Austria. 

The men9oned benefits, as well as the media exposure following the labelling ceremony, create 

a suppor9ve basis for compe9ng in the Austrian impact landscape. 

 Various partners, such as SENA, Social Business Hub Styria, Impact Hub Vienna, and 

atempo, support the vision of the VSE label (aws, n.d.-b). They provide informa9on about the 

labelling process, advise companies on how to improve their impact strategies, and guide social 

businesses towards becoming VSEs through workshops and start-up programs. 

2.4.1 Implementa)on 

 The official publica9on of the VSE label took place in December 2022 (SBHS, n.d.-a). The 

leading organisa9on that made this label possible is SENA, opera9ng under the supervision of 

the Austrian Federal Ministry of Labour and Economy. All Austrian companies, coopera9ves, and 

associa9ons whose purpose is to make a posi9ve environmental or societal contribu9on are 

eligible to start the labelling process (aws, n.d.-a). Thus, companies of all industries, from small 
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start-ups to large businesses, are part of the target group for the label, which is valid for three 

years and subsequently requires a re-cer9fica9on procedure. 

 The purpose of the VSE label is to create transparency by publicly iden9fying social 

businesses in Austria that meet certain criteria (aws, n.d.-a). Therefore, the label can be used for 

communica9on purposes in combina9on with the company name. ARer a posi9ve review of the 

applica9on materials, the label is officially awarded by the BMAW and managed by the aws in 

coopera9on with SENA and the WKO. 

 In addi9on to the ini9al defini9on of the target group, the aws provides a clear statement 

on who can receive the VSE label and who cannot (aws, n.d.-a): 

• Who is permiwed to receive the VSE label? 

To obtain the label, it is required to publish a publicly accessible impact report that 

includes a meaningful impact logic. Furthermore, the company must state its self-

commitment and create a pitch deck for the applica9on. All Austrian-based and 

commercially ac9ve organisa9ons with societal impact that state their commitment in 

their statutes or comparable publica9ons have the possibility to start the labelling 

process. 

• Who is not permiwed to receive the VSE label? 

There are two main criteria that exclude companies from applying for the VSE label: first, 

if their registered office is not located in Austria and second, if they do not provide 

impact documenta9on that proves the company’s posi9ve impact on society. 

Shortly aRer the implementa9on of the VSE label, the first study regarding the label was 

published (Kleewein, 2023, pp. 77–78). The study focused on the measures needed to raise 

acceptance of the label, and eight social business experts were interviewed. The main expected 

benefits of the label are funding incen9ves and visibility, as well as usage as a USP (Unique Selling 

Point). The most popular reasons why social entrepreneurs are interested in the label are to raise 

awareness of the social business economy, and because they see the bigger picture, despite 

there being no immediate benefits connected to the label. Poten9al hurdles for companies to 
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obtain the label may include wri9ng the impact report and naviga9ng the applica9on process. 

The study highlights the need for any necessary adjustments to be made quickly to prevent the 

label from failing. 

2.4.2 Labelling Process 

 The labelling process can be found online on the aws webpage and consists of the 

following four main steps: 

1. The applica9on for the labelling process is done online via the aws funding manager 

(aws, n.d.-d, p. 2). In the beginning, the applicants fill out a ques9onnaire that serves to 

state the most important facts to check compliance with the mandatory label criteria. 

Addi9onally, the companies have to select three of the 17 Sustainable Development 

Goals to define their green or social impact. 

2. Three documents must be submiwed for a formally compliant applica9on (aws, n.d.-d, 

p. 1): 

• Impact Report: Companies must submit a so-called impact report with an impact logic 

that follows the guidelines stated in the Terms and Condi9ons of Par9cipa9on, which 

can also be found online. It is a report that presents the impact of a company in a 

structured way. 

• Pitch Deck: Guidelines for the pitch deck can also be found online, and the purpose is to 

present the company itself, with its core opera9ons, mission and vision. 

• Legal documenta9on: To confirm the legal basis of the business, they also must provide 

their ar9cles of associa9on, statutes and bylaws. 

3. ARer the first check of comple9on of the applica9on documents and basic criteria, a so-

called impact board evaluates the poten9al VSEs (aws, n.d.-a). The impact board is an 

independent group of experts that is in control of the reviews. Applica9ons can be 

submiwed on an ongoing basis and will be reviewed in about four to eight weeks. 
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4. ARer a posi9ve review of the impact board, the jury makes the final decision, and the 

VSE label is issued by the Austrian Federal Ministry of Labour and Economic Affairs. 

The labelled social entrepreneurs are obligated to inform aws as soon as there are any 

changes of the business model that affect compliance with the label (aws, n.d.-d, p. 2). The 

dura9on of the label holds up to three years but can be undone via email by both par9es. ARer 

three years, the re-labelling will be approved if the VSE s9ll upholds all criteria of the condi9ons 

of par9cipa9on (Impact Hub Vienna, n.d.-b). The re-assessment is done using a ques9onnaire. 

Failing the re-assessment leads to an immediate withdrawal of the “Verified Social Enterprise” 

label. The whole labelling process, the support from aws throughout the process, and the label 

itself are all free of charge (aws, n.d.-d, p. 3). 

2.4.3 Impact Report 

 The most complex part in the prepara9on for the VSE labelling is the wri9ng process of 

the impact report. Therefore, the aws offers a guideline document which step by step explains 

what to men9on and how to formally explain the company’s impact  (aws, n.d.-c, pp. 3–8). The 

basis for the structure of the report is the interna9onally implemented IOOI framework (Input, 

Output, Outcome and Impact). First comes the input, which is what the business uses for its 

business model. It includes financial as well as human resources, physical materials, knowledge 

of the team, and coopera9on with relevant stakeholders. Second step in this framework is the 

output, which is the result that follows the companies input and describes what the customers 

get, the product or service. Concluding the IOOI framework, outcomes and impacts are changes 

that affect the whole society, only certain stakeholders or the environment. These impacts and 

outcomes come from products and services provided by companies and are not always posi9ve, 

in fact, they can be posi9ve or nega9ve, intended or not intended and expected as well as 

unexpected. 

 The impact report starts by explaining in detail the societal problem that the social 

business is addressing (aws, n.d.-c, pp. 3–5). It is important that the stakeholders understand this 
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part to see the purpose of the business. The extent of the problem should be the focus as well 

as the causes for this issue. Poin9ng out long-term and short-term consequences to see what 

will happen in the future if nobody acts today leads to the part where the social businesses 

explain their own idea. Explaining how other services deal with the societal problem and then 

sta9ng the differences to the own solu9on creates good understanding. This step-by-step 

approach, combined in one model is called the impact logic of a social business model. 

 The next part of the impact report focuses on the resources used during the repor9ng 

period, which is mostly one business year (aws, n.d.-c, pp. 8–9). The companies must document 

their different inputs, the created output, as well as their achieved outcomes and impacts. The 

chapter offers insights in data and comparison to previous years. 

 Next up, the impact report con9nues with planning the next steps and preparing an 

outlook regarding the goals of the social enterprise (aws, n.d.-c, p. 10). The goals should be 

precise and should match the company’s mission and vision. As a prepara9on for future 

uncertain9es related to business trends, policies or other external influences, the business must 

iden9fy relevant risks and opportuni9es. 

 The impact report concludes with an overview of the company and team structure (aws, 

n.d.-c, p. 11). Visualising the organisa9onal structure explains who is involved in crea9ng impact 

and how the different units are connected. Finally, the report must men9on the most important 

coopera9on partners and introduce the social entrepreneurs itself. 

2.4.4 Registered Enterprises 

As of May 2026, there are 85 companies, organisa9ons and associa9ons that hold the 

“Verified Social Enterprise” label (Unternehmensserviceportal, 2026). All of these companies can 

be found online in the Austrian company service portal and are also listed in the A-Z company 

register of the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber (aws, n.d.-a). The company service portal 

lists all registered VSEs, links their webpage, and states how long the label is valid 
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(Unternehmensserviceportal, 2026). As the label dura9on is three years, the first 28 registered 

businesses will need re-labelling in 2026. 

Looking closer at the published VSEs, it is no9ceable that approximately 84% are SMEs 

(Small and Medium-sized Enterprises) and 16% are larger organisa9ons. Around 73% are 

economically ac9ve organisa9ons, whereas around 27% are purely non-profit. The 85 VSEs can 

be clustered in six industry types shown in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Industry Distribu9on VSE Companies. Source: Own illustra9on. 

2.4.5 Poten)al for Improvement 

Recently, in September 2025, the European Social Economy Gateway published an ar9cle 

about Austria making social impact visible via the VSE label (aws, n.d.-b). It states that the label 

does not only foster social entrepreneurship in Austria, but it contributes to the ambi9ons of the 

European Social Economy Ac9on Plan that stands for visibility and growing importance in the 

economy. Although there is already a number of social enterprises registered with the label, 

there is s9ll poten9al for improvement as shown in the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 

2023/24 (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 72). 
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As part of the study, companies were asked about the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, 

and about 50% of them already knew about this label (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 71). However, it is 

important to men9on that the survey was shared via organisa9ons like SENA and aws, so there 

is high poten9al for oversampling of VSEs. 12.1% of those surveyed already hold the VSE label, 

and 17.9% state they might want the label in the future. Men9oned reasons why businesses did 

not apply for the label are the lack of knowledge about the label itself, the disbelief in its 

advantages, and that the companies do not meet the basic criteria that are mandatory. 

Addi9onally, social businesses as well as experts of the social business economy were 

asked about the poten9al for improvement of the label (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 72). Both 

stakeholder groups see financial benefits as a main driver for growth and seek for advantages 

against conven9onal businesses when it comes to public tenders. Especially experts point out 

the need for las9ng implementa9on and support to prevent failure of the whole project. Some 

experts fear that the rela9vely low number of labelled businesses so far creates a distorted 

picture of the sector and its poten9al power in the economy. The need for more awrac9ve 

incen9ves will be a challenge and should become the focus in further developing strategies for 

the implementa9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label in Austria. 
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3 Empirical Study 

In order to answer the research ques9ons concerning the VSE label, an empirical study is 

necessary to gather the addi9onal data required aRer the literature review phase. This chapter 

explains in detail the methodology used to collect this data. It starts by outlining the overall 

empirical approach, then focuses on the two streams of data collec9on, and finally provides 

insights into the data analysis phase. 

3.1 Empirical Approach 

For this master’s thesis, a mixed methods research design is used, as it is well suited to 

the topic and helps address the iden9fied research gap. Mixed methods research refers to the 

strategic combina9on of qualita9ve and quan9ta9ve research methods (Malhotra, 2020, p. 153). 

A qualita9ve research approach is exploratory in nature and generally less structured, typically 

involving a small sample size. It provides an ini9al understanding of the topic and generates 

valuable insights. In contrast, a quan9ta9ve research approach is used to quan9fy the collected 

data, ideally based on a large and representa9ve sample. The two approaches complement each 

other and, when combined, contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the research 

topic and support conclusions based on reliable data. 

 

Figure 3: Empirical Approach. Source: Own illustra9on. 
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Due to the limited amount of data available on the implementa9on of the VSE label, a 

mixed methods approach is appropriate. It allows qualita9ve findings to be supported by 

quan9ta9ve research, thereby strengthening the quality of the results presented and the 

recommenda9ons derived from them. The primary focus is on exploratory research, which is 

par9cularly suitable in cases where only limited or no secondary data is available. 

3.2 Data Collec:on 

The first step of the empirical study is the data collec9on phase. In terms of qualita9ve 

research, semi-structured interviews are used to iden9fy ini9al insights into the research topic. 

ARerwards, a quan9ta9ve online survey is conducted to further strengthen the data by making 

it more representa9ve. However, the qualita9ve interviews represent the primary method and 

therefore provide the main body of data. The online survey serves as a complementary 

quan9ta9ve element and mainly focuses on RQ1. 

3.2.1 Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews are a qualita9ve research method that uses a direct approach, meaning the 

purpose of the study is clearly communicated to the respondent (Malhotra, 2020, p. 155). Semi-

structured interviews are commonly used in exploratory research (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 378). 

3.2.1.1 Research Sample 

For the qualita9ve part, eight interviews were conducted. The interview partners were 

iden9fied with the support of the Social Business Hub Styria as well as through the networks of 

the interview partners themselves. The selec9on criteria were that par9cipants either work for 

a registered VSE company, conduct research in this field or work for an ins9tu9on that engages 

with the label. For the registered companies, the focus was on organisa9ons that hold the label 

for more than two years by now. 

It is important to note that four interviews were conducted with organisa9ons that 

currently hold the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, two with experts who conduct research in 
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the field of the VSE label, and two with individuals from organisa9ons that manage or support 

the label. Some interviewees fulfil more than one of these roles. One interview was conducted 

with two interview partners, meaning that in total there were five male and four female 

interview partners. 

Table 1: Overview interview partners. Source: Own illustra9on. 

Number Gender Type of Organisa:on Dura:on Date 

01 male Registered VSE company 24 min 05.03.26 

02 male Registered VSE company 38 min 09.03.26 

03 male Organisa9on that supports the label 43 min 11.03.26 

04 2x female Registered VSE company 31 min 18.03.26 

05 male Expert that researches this topic 30 min 25.03.26 

06 female Registered VSE company 27 min 27.03.26 

07 male Expert that researches this topic 29 min 31.03.26 

08 female Organisa9on that supports the label 48 min 22.05.26 

 

3.2.1.2 Interview Guideline 

Using semi-structured interviews means that, for this master’s thesis, each interview 

followed a consistent structure (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 374–375). However, there were both 

must-have ques9ons and nice-to-have ques9ons, and depending on the context of the interview 

partner, the most appropriate ques9ons were selected. Most ques9ons were asked in all 

interviews, but the researcher was free to ask addi9onal ques9ons or skip certain sub-ques9ons 

if the topic had already been covered. 

The basis for developing the interview guideline were the three research ques9ons. For 

each research ques9on, a thema9c block with three to five sub-ques9ons was created in order 

to explore the topic in sufficient depth to later answer the research ques9ons. The interview 

guideline begins with an introduc9on of the researcher and the purpose of the study, followed 

by a personal ques9on and an ice-breaker ques9on at the start. ARerwards, the main part of the 

interview is structured around the three focus sec9ons. The interview ends with a short 
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conclusion in which the main points discussed are summarised. ARer the interview, the interview 

partners were provided with further details on the next steps of the study. 

All ques9ons were developed based on theory from the literature review. To avoid bias 

from the ques9ons or the interviewer, all ques9ons were formulated in a neutral way and asked 

in a neutral tone, so that they do not lead the respondent in a specific direc9on. In addi9on, the 

use of open-ended ques9ons helps to further reduce bias. In order to make the interview more 

varied, different ques9oning styles were used. 

The full interview guideline can be found in appendix A. 

3.2.1.3 Time Period and Execu@on 

All interview partners were contacted via email, and the interviews were conducted 

online via MicrosoR Teams, with only one interview taking place in person. The interviews lasted 

between 24 and 48 minutes and were conducted in April 2026, with one interview taking place 

later at the end of May 2026. The interviews were conducted in German, as all par9cipants, 

including the interviewer, are German speaking. This was done to avoid any loss of informa9on 

due to language barriers and to ensure clarity throughout the interviews. 

ARer signing the data protec9on declara9on, all interviews were recorded using a mobile 

phone. The recordings were subsequently transcribed using the MacWhisper tool, which enables 

local transcrip9on and therefore meets high data security standards. The transcripts were then 

manually anonymised and aRerwards revised and translated from German into English using the 

AI tool ChatGPT. 

Ethical considera9ons were taken into account throughout the en9re research process, 

both during the design of the study and its execu9on. All personal data is securely stored, and 

the data used is anonymised by excluding names of interviewees, company names and other 

iden9fiable details such as specific years and loca9ons. 
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3.2.2 Online Survey 

The online survey is used in the descrip9ve research part in order to strengthen the 

findings from the interviews, with a main focus on RQ1. Based on the literature, it is designed 

with standardised ques9ons that are easy to understand so that all par9cipants understand them 

in the same way and there is limited room for interpreta9on (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 419). 

3.2.2.1 Research Sample 

The target group of the online survey consists of all registered VSE companies, which 

numbered 85 as of May 2026 (Unternehmensserviceportal, 2026). Given the limited popula9on 

size of registered VSEs in Austria, all registered companies were contacted in order to ensure 

maximum coverage and representa9veness. However, it was difficult to obtain responses from 

many companies, which is why ul9mately 24 representa9ves from the 85 VSE companies 

par9cipated in the survey. 

To reach all social businesses within the target group, various communica9on channels 

were used. All companies were contacted via email, the survey was shared via LinkedIn, and 

several partners, such as the SHBS, SENA and the aws, also distributed the link through their 

communica9on channels. 

3.2.2.2 Ques@onnaire Design 

The survey ques9ons were developed through the opera9onalisa9on of the research 

ques9ons and the theore9cal constructs iden9fied in the literature review. Each ques9on is 

linked to one specific research ques9on. 

Several ques9oning styles were used, although the survey mainly consists of closed 

ques9ons (Malhotra, 2020, pp. 330–334). The ques9ons were formulated in a neutral way, 

avoiding leading wording and using simple, easy-to-understand language. 

A funnel structure was applied, meaning the order of the ques9ons moves from general 

to more specific topics. Ra9ng ques9ons in the form of a five-point Likert scale were used instead 
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of yes/no ques9ons in order to collect more suitable data for the analysis (Saunders et al., 2012, 

pp. 436–437). 

The survey items were derived from the interview findings and structured according to 

the ins9tu9onal pressures iden9fied in ins9tu9onal theory. The importance of mo9va9onal 

factors was measured using Likert scale items. Mean scores can then be calculated to iden9fy 

the rela9ve importance of push and pull factors, allowing for the development of a ranked list of 

mo9va9ons. Re-labelling inten9on was measured using a Likert-type likelihood scale, which 

enables the capture of behavioural inten9ons in a more nuanced way and supports descrip9ve 

sta9s9cal analysis. 

Due to the small popula9on size of registered “Verified Social Enterprise” companies in 

Austria, only a limited number of demographic variables were collected in order to ensure 

respondent anonymity and reduce the risk of indirect iden9fica9on. 

Three pre-tests were conducted to iden9fy and eliminate poten9al issues (Malhotra, 

2020, p. 338). Two experts in research design reviewed the survey, and one person from the 

target group itself tested it as well. 

3.2.2.3 Time Period and Execu@on 

The survey was created using the tool Ques9onPro, and the pre-tests were also 

conducted with the final survey design in the tool. Comple9ng the survey takes approximately 

five minutes, and it is accessible on both mobile phones and laptop devices. 

The survey was ini9ally launched at the beginning of May 2026 and ac9vely promoted 

throughout May and June 2026. The survey was closed aRer 9 weeks. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

The main focus of the analysis phase is on the interviews, which were analysed using 

Mayring’s content analysis approach. The data from the addi9onal online survey was analysed 

using a descrip9ve sta9s9cal approach. 
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3.3.1 Analysis of Interviews 

3.3.1.1 Qualita@ve Content Analysis 

The purpose of content analysis is to understand the connec9ons and overlapping 

statements in communica9on materials (Mayring, 2015, pp. 11–13).In this master's thesis, the 

focus is on the content of eight interviews. The approach involves crea9ng a systema9c, rule-

based and theory-based structure that can be used to analyse each interview. 

As men9oned in the previous chapter about data collec9on, all eight interview 

transcripts were prepared for analysis in the same way during the data collec9on phase. All 

content analyses by Mayring are typically structured in the same way, star9ng with the 

prepara9on of the material and clarifying the goal and the research ques9ons that will lead the 

analysis (Mayring, 2015, p. 62,65). However, there are special qualita9ve techniques that aim to 

provide structure and rules for understanding and interpre9ng interview content. 

For this study, a deduc9ve qualita9ve content analysis approach was chosen (Mayring, 

2015, pp. 97–98). This means that the categories used to analyse the interview content are based 

on the research ques9ons and can be supported by theory. Following four categories have been 

formed, covering all three research ques9ons: 

• Category 1: Mo9va9on to become a VSE (RQ1) 

• Category 2: Benefits of the VSE label (RQ1) 

• Category 3: Re-labelling and long-term commitment (RQ2) 

• Category 4: Future development of the VSE label (RQ3) 

Each category is divided into several subcategories, each of which is defined by specific 

coding guidelines. These guidelines are used in the next step, when the en9re content is 

systema9cally reviewed using the QCAmap tool. Each category has its own codebook containing 

defini9on, anchor examples and coding rules. The coding guidelines were tested on two of the 

eight interviews and then refined to ensure the highest quality when analysing the content of all 

eight interviews. This is an important step when considering Mayring's theory. 
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ARer coding the en9re content, the QCAmap tool provides an Excel document including all 

marked phrases and the expert who stated them (E1–E8). These lists are essen9al for the actual 

analysis of the content. Each sub-category is described neutrally and provides an overview of the 

content men9oned, including similari9es and differences. Quotes are also provided to improve 

understanding of how interview partners discussed certain topics. In this process, the AI tool 

ChatGPT was used with a detailed prompt, ensuring that no content was added and only facts 

based on the coded material were used. The tool does not replace manual analysis but rather 

supports it in a digital and structured way, making the findings more understandable. 

The coding guidelines and the coded content of each subcategory can be found in appendix 

A. 

3.3.1.2 Connec@on to Ins@tu@onal Theory 

The deduc9ve qualita9ve content analysis aims to describe the interview findings based 

on the developed category system. The chapter discussion interprets the findings by combining 

the interview results with the descrip9ve survey findings and rela9ng them to the research 

ques9ons. 

Ins9tu9onal theory serves as the analy9cal lens through which the findings are then 

interpreted. The discussion par9cularly examines whether the statements reflect ins9tu9onal 

pressures (coercive, norma9ve or mime9c) and how considera9ons of legi9macy influence 

mo9va9on to obtain the VSE label and willingness to re-label. 

3.3.2 Analysis of Online Survey 

3.3.2.1 Descrip@ve Sta@s@cal Analysis 

The descrip9ve sta9s9cal approach uses numerical data to describe the findings, 

allowing numerical variables to be interpreted and compared (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 502–

508). Addi9onally, graphical representa9ons are used to make the data more accessible and 

easier to understand. 
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Due to the use of Likert scale items, mean values were calculated, and the push and pull 

factors mo9va9ng applica9ons for the VSE label were ranked from highest to lowest priority. This 

allows the data to be interpreted in a straigh~orward way. For the re-labelling ques9on and most 

other items, frequencies and percentages, supported by graphs, are used to illustrate the 

tendencies of the par9cipants. The data is described in a neutral manner and is not interpreted 

at this stage; interpreta9on is reserved for the discussion chapter. 

3.3.2.2 Integra@on with Interview Findings 

The survey items were derived from theore9cal constructs and insights gained from the 

interviews. Therefore, the purpose of the quan9ta9ve findings is to support and strengthen the 

qualita9ve results, or to iden9fy aspects that may not apply to a larger group. Addi9onally, the 

survey data provides further insights into the qualita9ve interview findings. 

3.4 Methodological Limita:ons 

However, despite the literature-based methodological design, this study has several 

limita9ons. 

The main limita9on is the rela9vely small sample size in both the interviews and the 

online survey. Especially in the early stage of implementa9on of the VSE label, the views of 

different social businesses may vary significantly. 

In addi9on, poten9al subjec9vity in the qualita9ve interpreta9on is an important factor to 

consider. Overall, the research results should be seen as a general indica9on rather than a fix 

conclusion, as the qualita9ve research represents an ini9al step and further data would be 

needed to strengthen the findings due to the exploratory nature of this study. 
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4 Results 

This chapter presents the results of the qualita9ve and quan9ta9ve studies. The aim is to 

present the findings in a neutral but structured way, while keeping the interview and survey data 

separate for now. 

4.1 Qualita:ve Study 

The interview findings are described qualita9vely, outlining the main statements and 

structuring the content to highlight essen9al similari9es and differences regarding the “Verified 

Social Enterprise” label. 

 

Figure 4: Qualita9ve Analysis Categories. Source: Own illustra9on. 
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4.1.1 Category 1: Mo)va)on to Become a VSE 

Category 1 relates to RQ1 and focuses on the reasons and influencing factors that 

mo9vate organisa9ons to apply for the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. The results are 

organised into two deduc9ve categories. 

Category 1.1: Pull Factor 

The findings on pull factors for becoming a VSE show that mo9va9on is primarily driven 

by perceived external recogni9on, differen9a9on, credibility, and a sense of belonging, alongside 

some expecta9ons of emerging (but not yet fully realised) benefits. 

A dominant theme is the search for credibility, recogni9on, and external valida9on (E1; 

E3; E5; E8). The label is described as a form of official confirma9on that organisa9ons are ac9ng 

in line with their mission and standards. One expert refers to it as “a kind of check, similar to an 

organic cer9fica9on, showing that you are trustworthy” (E1), while another highlights “self-

confirma9on and external valida9on vis-à-vis third par9es and stakeholders” (E3). 

Closely related is the desire for differen9a9on and external visibility (E1; E3; E4; E6). 

Several interviewees emphasise that the label helps organisa9ons dis9nguish themselves in the 

market and communicate their mission-oriented iden9ty more clearly. This includes both 

external communica9on and internal posi9oning. One expert states it is “about standing out” 

(E6), while another notes the inten9on “to differen9ate yourself somewhat from others” (E1). 

At the same 9me, it is seen as a tool to make already exis9ng internal prac9ces visible to the 

outside (E4). 

A further important aspect is the sense of community and belonging within the 

ecosystem (E2; E5; E8). The label is perceived as a way to become part of a broader movement 

and connect with like-minded organisa9ons. One interviewee describes it as “nice to be part of 

a community” (E2), while others emphasise that this sense of community is itself a key 

mo9va9ng factor (E8). 
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In addi9on, some statements point to instrumental and strategic advantages, 

par9cularly in rela9on to funding, public recogni9on, and emerging policy frameworks (E1; E5; 

E7). The label is seen as poten9ally beneficial in funding applica9ons or as a signal in ins9tu9onal 

contexts. At the same 9me, expecta9ons of concrete benefits remain partly future-oriented. 

Finally, a smaller but notable theme is value-based mo9va9on and symbolic support for 

the ecosystem itself (E4; E7). Some organisa9ons emphasise that their mo9va9on is not only 

self-oriented but also linked to suppor9ng the broader development of the social enterprise 

field.  

Overall, the findings suggest that pull factors are driven by a combina9on of external 

legi9macy, differen9a9on, community belonging, and par9ally an9cipated strategic advantages. 

While credibility and recogni9on emerge as the strongest mo9vators, differences between 

interviews relate to whether the focus is primarily on external signalling, internal iden9ty 

confirma9on, or ecosystem-oriented support. 

Category 1.2: Push Factors 

The findings on push factors for becoming a VSE indicate that mo9va9on is primarily 

triggered through external ecosystem actors, although this theme is men9oned less frequently 

and in less detail compared to pull factors, sugges9ng a rela9vely weaker role of push dynamics 

in the overall mo9va9on process. 

A key element is the role of intermediary organisa9ons and ecosystem builders like SENA 

and the Social Business Hub Styria in crea9ng ini9al awareness of the label (E1; E6; E8). These 

actors make the topic visible within the Austrian social enterprise ecosystem. One expert 

emphasises that without such ins9tu9ons, “this topic would hardly be on the radar in Austria at 

all” (E6). 

In addi9on, exposure through organised events serves as an ini9al trigger for 

engagement (E1). In such contexts, the label is introduced and explained, leading to immediate 

recogni9on, as reflected in the statement: “yes, that fits, we will give it a try” (E1). 
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Finally, poli9cal and ins9tu9onal context factors are men9oned as an enabling 

background condi9on (E2), contribu9ng to legi9macy and awareness but not described as a 

primary driver. 

Overall, push factors appear limited and mainly related to ini9al exposure and awareness 

crea9on, while mo9va9on to become a VSE is more strongly shaped by pull factors iden9fied in 

the previous analysis. 

4.1.2 Category 2: Benefits of the VSE Label 

Category 2 relates to RQ1 and focuses on the perceived posi9ve effects and added value 

that the “Verified Social Enterprise” label creates for individual organisa9ons and the wider 

social enterprise ecosystem. The results are organised into two deduc9ve categories. 

Category 2.1: Benefits for Social Businesses 

The findings show that perceived benefits of the VSE label for social businesses are 

mainly concentrated around visibility and signalling effects, while more tangible economic 

advantages are men9oned less consistently across interviews. 

A dominant theme is increased visibility and external recogni9on of social enterprises 

(E1; E3; E4; E6; E7; E8). The label is described as helping organisa9ons posi9on themselves more 

clearly in the market and become iden9fiable as social enterprises. It is also seen as crea9ng 

curiosity and awareness among external stakeholders, as some actors reportedly “had never 

seen it before and had to google what it was” (E6). Similarly, it is emphasised that companies can 

“present themselves more effec9vely to consumers, funders, and investors” and signal 

cer9fica9on status (E7). In this sense, visibility is closely linked to differen9a9on and market 

posi9oning. 

Closely related is the signalling of credibility, legi9macy, and orienta9on for external 

stakeholders (E1; E4; E7; E8). Several experts highlight that the label helps communicate 

seriousness and trustworthiness, par9cularly in contexts where stakeholders have limited 9me 

for evalua9on. It is described as providing “credibility and visibility, as well as a clear posi9oning 
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as a social enterprise” (E4) and as a way to create “clarity and legi9macy” towards third par9es 

(E7). The label is also seen as suppor9ng classifica9on and making organisa9ons easier to iden9fy 

through publicly accessible lists (E8). 

A third recurring aspect concerns internal development and learning effects within 

organisa9ons (E1; E6; E8). The label is associated with more structured working approaches, 

increased reflec9on on impact, and engagement with impact measurement. One expert notes 

that it makes the topic of impact “much more present and conscious” and encourages reflec9on 

on what is being contributed and how it can be measured (E6). Similarly, it is described as helping 

organisa9ons “truly understand what they are doing” and iden9fy achieved outcomes (E8). This 

indicates an internal capacity-building effect beyond external signalling. 

In contrast, several statements point to a limited or s9ll underdeveloped level of 

concrete economic advantage (E3; E5; E7; E8). While some expecta9ons include improved 

market posi9oning or compe99ve advantage, mul9ple interviewees stress that these effects are 

not yet strongly realised in prac9ce. One expert reports that “most of them said that it has not 

brought them par9cularly much so far” (E5), while another explicitly states that there are “no 

immediate or obvious benefits” at present (E8). 

Overall, the findings indicate a clear pawern: the VSE label is currently perceived as most 

effec9ve in genera9ng visibility, signalling credibility, and fostering internal reflec9on processes, 

while direct economic or compe99ve advantages are described as emerging but not yet fully 

realised. 

Category 2.2: Benefits for the Social Business Ecosystem 

The findings indicate that the VSE label is primarily perceived as beneficial for the 

broader social business ecosystem through increased visibility, strengthened cohesion, and 

improved external orienta9on. 

The most prominent theme across interviews is enhanced visibility of the social 

enterprise sector (E1; E2; E3; E4; E6; E7; E8). The label is consistently described as a mechanism 

that raises awareness of social entrepreneurship among poli9cal actors, funding bodies, and the 



 72 

wider public, while also strengthening its recogni9on as a dis9nct field. One expert highlights 

that it serves as “a useful point of orienta9on for partners, customers, and funding bodies” (E8), 

while another emphasises its role in increasing “the visibility of the sector overall” (E3). 

A second key aspect is the strengthening of ecosystem coordina9on and poli9cal 

embedding (E2; E3; E7). The label is seen as contribu9ng to a more structured dialogue between 

stakeholders and as a signal of ins9tu9onal recogni9on. In this context, it is described as a 

“vehicle” that enables engagement with public actors and ensures that the topic is addressed at 

poli9cal level (E7). Similarly, the label is interpreted as sending “a signal of transforma9on to the 

wider economy” (E3). 

Closely related is the strengthening of community and shared iden9ty within the sector 

(E1; E4; E5; E8). Several experts emphasise that the label fosters cohesion among social 

enterprises and reduces compe99ve thinking in favour of collabora9on. It is also seen as 

suppor9ng a collec9ve iden9ty in a field that is s9ll emerging and not fully structured. This is 

reflected in the descrip9on of “a sense of cohesion, a shared iden9ty” (E4). 

Finally, the label is perceived as providing orienta9on and legi9macy for external 

stakeholders (E5; E8), making the sector more understandable and dis9nguishable from profit-

oriented business models. In this way, it contributes to a clearer posi9oning of social enterprises 

within the broader economic system. 

Overall, the findings suggest a high level of agreement that the VSE label func9ons not 

only as an instrument for individual recogni9on, but as a systemic tool that strengthens visibility, 

coordina9on, and cohesion within the social business ecosystem. 

4.1.3 Category 3: Re-labelling and Long-term Commitment 

Category 3 relates to RQ2 and focuses on organisa9onal percep9ons, evalua9ons and 

behavioural factors that influence the decision of a registered “Verified Social Enterprise” 

companies to renew its status aRer the ini9al labelling period of three years. The results are 

organised into four categories based on deduc9ve reasoning. 
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Category 3.1: Clarity of Re-labelling Process 

The findings indicate that knowledge and understanding of the procedure are s9ll limited 

among several interview-partners, with only a few having concrete informa9on available. 

Overall, the subcategory is characterised by uncertainty, fragmented knowledge, and varying 

levels of perceived transparency. 

A dominant theme is the lack of clear and consistent informa9on about the re-labelling 

process (E1; E3; E4; E7). Several interview-partners explicitly state that the process is not yet well 

understood or sufficiently communicated. One person notes, “It is not yet clear to me.” (E1), 

while another states, “At the moment, there is no informa9on available yet” (E4). This indicates 

that for some registered companies, re-labelling remains a largely undefined or insufficiently 

communicated procedure. 

In contrast, a smaller group of statements reflects ini9al procedural understanding and 

emerging transparency (E6; E8). These experts describe a basic awareness of the three-year cycle 

and the requirement to submit an impact report as part of the renewal process. One registered 

VSE company explains that “aRer three years there is an impact measurement” to demonstrate 

con9nued eligibility for the label (E6). Similarly, it is noted that “the process has to take place 

every three years” and largely mirrors the ini9al applica9on, with the main requirement being 

an updated impact report (E8). 

Finally, a few interviewees explicitly indicate limited personal engagement or knowledge 

due to early-stage implementa9on of the process (E2; E7), with one no9ng uncertainty and lack 

of clarity regarding expecta9ons, reflec9ng the s9ll evolving nature of the re-labelling 

framework. 

Overall, the findings show a mixed picture: while some basic structural elements of the 

re-labelling process are known, par9cularly the three-year cycle and repor9ng requirement, 

overall clarity remains limited. The process is perceived as only par9ally communicated, with 

significant varia9on in how well it is understood across stakeholders. 

Category 3.2: Perceived Complexity of Re-labelling Process 
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The findings on the perceived complexity of the re-labelling process indicate that it is 

generally viewed as manageable, with only limited concerns about excessive effort. 

A dominant theme is that the process is considered rela9vely simple or feasible to handle 

within organisa9onal rou9nes (E2; E5; E6). Several experts explicitly describe the effort as “s9ll 

manageable” (E5) and expect that re-labelling will be “just as simple as the registra9on” (E6). 

This suggests an overall percep9on of low procedural complexity. 

At the same 9me, one interview-partner points out that the effort depends on internal 

priori9es and how strategically the required data collec9on is integrated into organisa9onal 

processes (E1). Another expert similarly acknowledges that, while not excessive, the process s9ll 

requires some effort (E2). 

The findings suggest that the re-labelling process is not perceived as highly complex, but 

rather as a manageable administra9ve requirement, with minor varia9on depending on 

organisa9onal context and prepara9on. 

Category 3.3: Barriers for Re-labelling 

The findings on barriers for re-labelling indicate that the main obstacles are perceived 

lack of added value, resource constraints, and uncertainty regarding expecta9ons, all of which 

may reduce willingness to con9nue with the label over 9me. 

A dominant theme is the lack of perceived tangible benefits in rela9on to required effort 

(E1; E2; E3; E5; E6; E7). Several experts emphasise that organisa9ons are only willing to engage 

in re-labelling if clear value is visible. One person summarises this by sta9ng, “there has to be a 

benefit” (E2), while another notes that “a lack of added value would be the main reason” for 

discon9nuing (E6). Similarly, it is highlighted that companies may opt out if “they simply do not 

currently have the 9me” and the effort outweighs perceived gains (E8). This indicates a 

consistent logic of cost–benefit evalua9on across responses. 

Closely related is the issue of resource constraints, par9cularly 9me, capacity, and 

organisa9onal pressure (E1; E4; E5; E8). Several respondents point to limited internal resources 

as a key barrier, especially for smaller organisa9ons. One interview-partner warns that “the 
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repor9ng process requires significant capacity” and ques9ons whether organisa9ons will be able 

to allocate sufficient resources in the future (E4). Others explicitly men9on that “if resources are 

lacking - whether 9me or manpower - then it becomes difficult” (E5), highligh9ng opera9onal 

limita9ons as a prac9cal barrier to re-labelling. 

A further aspect concerns uncertainty, communica9on gaps, and unclear expecta9ons 

regarding the process and requirements (E3; E7). Some interviewees indicate that insufficient 

clarity around expecta9ons or impact measurement requirements may discourage par9cipa9on. 

One person refers to “significant communica9on gaps” in how requirements are conveyed (E3), 

while another highlights general “uncertainty regarding expecta9ons” (E7). This suggests that 

ambiguity in implementa9on may act as an addi9onal barrier. 

Finally, some statements point to contextual and strategic risks affec9ng long-term 

commitment, such as changing organisa9onal priori9es, funding pressures, or external economic 

condi9ons (E4; E8). These factors may reduce the priority of re-labelling or shiR focus away from 

the label. 

The findings indicate that overall barriers to re-labelling are primarily driven by a 

perceived imbalance between effort and benefit, reinforced by limited resources and some 

uncertainty regarding requirements. These factors together suggest that long-term commitment 

depends strongly on whether the label con9nues to deliver prac9cal value for organisa9ons. 

Category 3.4: Drivers for Re-labelling 

The findings on drivers for re-labelling show that the inten9on to con9nue with the VSE 

label is primarily shaped by perceived benefits, organisa9onal fit, and the community, alongside 

prac9cal considera9ons such as effort and capacity. 

A dominant theme is the con9nua9on of perceived benefits and func9onal advantages 

of the label (E1; E3; E5; E7). Several experts emphasise that re-labelling is likely when the label 

con9nues to provide value, such as improved processes, funding advantages, or signalling 

effects. One interviewee highlights “bewer funding condi9ons and certain simplifica9ons” as a 

reason to con9nue (E1). Similarly, it is suggested that companies will remain engaged when the 
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label contributes to business advantages such as customer acquisi9on or investor recogni9on 

(E5). 

Closely related is the role of community belonging, networking, and ecosystem 

contribu9on (E1; E2; E5; E8). Many respondents describe con9nued par9cipa9on as being driven 

by a sense of connec9on and collec9ve development within the social enterprise ecosystem. 

One interview-partner explains the community leading to reduced compe99on and mutual 

support (E1), while another emphasises “being part of a community and jointly developing the 

ecosystem” (E2). This indicates that social and rela9onal factors play an important role in 

sustaining long-term engagement. 

A further aspect concerns organisa9onal embeddedness and strategic alignment with 

impact-oriented prac9ces (E1; E3; E6). Re-labelling is more likely when impact measurement and 

structured processes are already integrated into the organisa9on’s core opera9ons. One expert 

notes that those who already collect data and define indicators will “naturally con9nue” (E3). 

In addi9on, some statements point to structural condi9ons, such as available capacity, 

low procedural burden, and external support structures (E4; E5; E7). The ease of the process and 

sufficient organisa9onal resources are men9oned as relevant facilitators. At the same 9me, 

visibility, signalling effects, and external recogni9on are highlighted as addi9onal mo9va9onal 

drivers, par9cularly where the label helps communicate legi9macy to third par9es. 

The findings suggest that drivers for re-labelling are shaped by a combina9on of 

perceived ongoing benefits, community and ecosystem affilia9on, and organisa9onal fit with 

impact-oriented prac9ces. While func9onal advantages and signalling effects appear par9cularly 

important, rela9onal and structural factors also contribute to the willingness to maintain long-

term engagement with the VSE label. 

4.1.4 Category 4: Future Development of the VSE Label 

Category 4 relates to RQ3 and focuses on the perceived ac9ons, strategies and structural 

changes required to strengthen, expand and ins9tu9onalise the “Verified Social Enterprise” label 
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within the Austrian ecosystem. The results are organised into five categories based on deduc9ve 

reasoning. 

Category 4.1: Further Incen:ves 

The findings on further incen9ves for the future development of the VSE label show a 

strong emphasis on economic and structural advantages that could increase the awrac9veness 

and prac9cal relevance of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. Across the interviews, financial 

and policy-related incen9ves are men9oned far more frequently than symbolic or community-

oriented measures. 

A dominant theme is the introduc9on of tax-related advantages for VSE companies (E1; 

E2; E3; E4; E5; E6). Several interview-partners propose measures such as reduced VAT, lower 

wage-related taxes, tax-deduc9ble dona9on status, or broader tax relief mechanisms. These 

incen9ves are seen as a way to acknowledge the societal contribu9on of social enterprises and 

create tangible economic value linked to the label. One registered VSE company argues that 

“from an economic perspec9ve, this is the strongest mo9va9on” (E1), while another suggests 

that organisa9ons contribu9ng posi9vely to society should not simply be treated “in the same 

category as all the large companies that are only focused on profit maximisa9on” (E6). 

Closely related is the theme of stronger integra9on of the label into public funding and 

procurement systems (E1; E2; E3; E4; E7; E8). Several respondents highlight preferen9al 

treatment in public tenders, simplified funding applica9ons, higher funding rates, or dedicated 

funding schemes as important future incen9ves. Interviewees emphasise that organisa9ons 

crea9ng social value should receive stronger considera9on in procurement decisions. One expert 

describes this as “an extremely important element” (E2). 

A further aspect concerns addi9onal support structures and ecosystem services linked 

to the label (E7). These include workshops, training programmes, networking support, and 

facilita9on of contacts with public administra9on or private actors. Such measures are described 

as helpful in strengthening the ecosystem and increasing the usefulness of the label. 
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Overall, the findings indicate a strong consensus that future development of the VSE 

label requires more tangible and systemic incen9ves. While visibility and recogni9on remain 

relevant, the interviews clearly priori9se economic, financial, and ins9tu9onal advantages as the 

most important drivers for increasing the long-term awrac9veness and impact of the label. 

Category 4.2: Responsible Stakeholder 

The findings show strong agreement that the future development of the VSE label 

depends on a mul9-stakeholder approach, rather than a single responsible ins9tu9on. 

Responsibility is broadly distributed across poli9cal actors, intermediary organisa9ons, 

ecosystem actors, and companies themselves (E2; E3; E4; E5; E6; E7; E8). 

A dominant theme is the central role of poli9cal ins9tu9ons, especially the Federal 

Ministry, State Secretary, and Austria WirtschaRsservice (aws). Several interview-partners 

emphasise the need for stronger poli9cal leadership and commitment, with one sta9ng that “the 

en9re sector requires far more poli9cal support” (E2). 

Closely linked is the key role of the Social Entrepreneurship Network Austria as an 

intermediary actor responsible for lobbying, coordina9on, and awareness-building. SENA is 

described as “absolutely essen9al” and ac9ng in the role of “lobbyists” pushing the topic forward 

(E8) and is also highlighted together with aws for ac9vely suppor9ng implementa9on (E6). 

Ecosystem actors such as the Austrian Federal Economic Chamber (WKO), universi9es, 

founda9ons, and social business incubators are also men9oned, mainly due to their 

communica9on reach and ins9tu9onal influence, although some are seen as slow-moving (E3; 

E7). 

Finally, several interview partners stress that responsibility also lies within organisa9ons 

themselves, highligh9ng the importance of bowom-up engagement and intrinsic mo9va9on. The 

label is described as a mul9-stakeholder ini9a9ve combining top-down and bowom-up 

approaches (E5), while another registered VSE company highlights that “the greatest influence 

comes from the organisa9on’s own idealism” (E4). 
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Overall, the findings confirm that the VSE label is perceived as requiring coordinated 

collabora9on between government ministries, aws, SENA, ecosystem actors, and social 

enterprises, with poli9cal ins9tu9ons ensuring structure and legi9macy, and intermediary 

organisa9ons driving implementa9on and advocacy. 

Category 4.3: Promo:on and Awareness Measures 

Promo9on and awareness measures are described by the interviewees as essen9al 

factors for strengthening the future relevance and visibility of the VSE label. Across the 

interviews, respondents repeatedly emphasise that broader public recogni9on, stronger 

communica9on strategies, and more visible representa9on of social enterprises are necessary 

to increase acceptance and awrac9veness of the label (E1; E2; E3; E5; E6; E7; E8). 

Par9cular importance is assigned to marke9ng, media presence and public 

communica9on efforts (E1; E2; E3; E5; E7). Several experts argue that the label requires much 

stronger strategic promo9on in order to gain visibility both within society and beyond the 

exis9ng social entrepreneurship community. One interviewee directly states that “ul9mately, 

this is a ques9on of marke9ng” (E2), while another emphasises that “marke9ng is a huge factor” 

(E5). Suggested measures include campaigns, press coopera9on, television adver9sing, events, 

and broader communica9on ac9vi9es designed to establish the label more firmly in public 

discourse (E3; E5; E7). Improved communica9on is also linked to mo9va9ng more organisa9ons 

to apply for or maintain the label (E1; E3). 

Another frequently men9oned aspect concerns the role of storytelling and visible 

examples of successful “Verified Social Enterprise” companies (E2; E3; E7). Respondents stress 

that the label gains legi9macy when connected to concrete examples of impac~ul organisa9ons. 

One social enterprise explains that “a label by itself has no value, but by presen9ng strong 

examples, you can demonstrate why it mawers” (E2). One interview-partner further highlights 

the idea of strengthening the VSE label as an umbrella brand that creates emo9onal value and 

collec9ve public recogni9on for social enterprises (E7). 
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In addi9on to media-oriented strategies, some respondents emphasise ecosystem-based 

awareness measures such as workshops, advisory services, educa9onal integra9on, and public 

rela9ons ac9vi9es (E5; E8). Educa9onal ins9tu9ons in par9cular are described as important 

mul9pliers that could familiarise future entrepreneurs with the VSE label (E5). 

Several respondents addi9onally underline that effec9ve promo9on requires financial 

resources and ins9tu9onal support (E5; E6; E7). Public visibility campaigns and large-scale 

communica9on efforts are seen as difficult to implement without sufficient funding and 

coordinated involvement from actors such as aws, SENA, and related ecosystem organisa9ons. 

Overall, the interviews suggest broad consensus that stronger promo9on and 

awareness-building are necessary for the future development of the VSE label. While some 

experts primarily emphasise tradi9onal marke9ng and media campaigns, others focus more 

strongly on storytelling, ecosystem engagement, or educa9onal outreach. Despite these 

differences, the interviews consistently iden9fy visibility, recogni9on, and communica9on as key 

condi9ons for increasing the long-term relevance and societal acceptance of the VSE label. 

Category 4.4: Scaling and Interna:onalisa:on 

The topic of scaling and interna9onalisa9on is discussed by the interviewees as a 

possible long-term direc9on for the VSE label, although most respondents view it as a future 

rather than immediate priority (E1; E2; E3; E4; E5; E6; E7; E8). Across the interviews, the 

respondents acknowledge the poten9al benefits of stronger European alignment and 

interna9onal visibility, while simultaneously emphasising structural, legal, and contextual 

limita9ons that currently restrict broader implementa9on. 

One central theme concerns the poten9al value of developing a stronger European 

framework for social enterprises and the VSE label (E1; E2). Several interviewees argue that 

greater European harmonisa9on could strengthen legi9macy, comparability, and cross-border 

recogni9on of social enterprises. One states that “we would need something European” (E1), 

while another highlights that “it would naturally be helpful to establish at least a common 

framework at the European level” (E2). In this context, the Austrian VSE label is also described 
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as a poten9al good-prac9ce example that could contribute to interna9onal discussions and 

alignment processes (E2). 

At the same 9me, many respondents express cau9on regarding interna9onalisa9on and 

ques9on whether it is currently realis9c or necessary (E3; E5; E7; E8). Several interview partners 

argue that the label first needs stronger ins9tu9onalisa9on and long-term stability within Austria 

before broader expansion can be considered. One interviewee explains that “before pursuing 

interna9onalisa9on, the most important requirement would be long-term ins9tu9onalisa9on” 

(E7), while another states that “I do not see interna9onalisa9on as a priority at this stage” (E3). 

Similarly, some respondents describe a European or global umbrella label as theore9cally 

possible, but s9ll “very far away” (E5). 

Another recurring aspect relates to structural and contextual barriers that complicate 

interna9onal scaling (E1; E5; E6; E7). Experts refer to differences in legal systems, labour 

regula9ons, corporate structures, and na9onal contexts as major challenges for transferring the 

label across countries. One interviewee argues that “a 1:1 transfer of the label will probably not 

work” because “the contexts in different European countries are simply too different” (E5). 

Likewise, another respondent highlights the absence of unified European corporate, labour, and 

insolvency law as “the biggest obstacle” (E1). Financial and organisa9onal capacity is also 

men9oned as a limi9ng factor for broader interna9onal expansion (E6). 

In addi9on, some interview partners emphasise more moderate forms of 

interna9onalisa9on, such as knowledge sharing, mutual learning, and increased interna9onal 

visibility, rather than full replica9on of the label system (E3; E8). 

Overall, the findings suggest cau9ous openness towards scaling and interna9onalisa9on 

of the VSE label. While they generally recognise the poten9al advantages of stronger European 

alignment and interna9onal visibility, the interviews consistently emphasise that ins9tu9onal 

consolida9on within Austria, legal differences between countries, and limited capaci9es 

currently represent significant barriers. As a result, interna9onalisa9on is mainly viewed as a 

long-term possibility rather than an immediate development priority. 
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Category 4.5: Challenges for Future Development 

The interviews iden9fy several interconnected challenges regarding the future 

development of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label, with a par9cularly strong focus on the lack 

of tangible benefits, limited visibility, poli9cal dependency, and difficul9es in crea9ng broader 

societal understanding and acceptance of the label (E1; E2; E3; E4; E5; E6; E7; E8). Across the 

interviews, respondents repeatedly emphasise that the label currently lacks sufficient incen9ves 

and recogni9on to generate stronger adop9on and long-term momentum. 

One of the most frequently discussed challenges concerns the absence of concrete added 

value and incen9ves linked to the label (E2; E3; E4; E6; E7; E8). Several experts argue that 

symbolic recogni9on or community belonging alone will not be enough to sustain long-term 

interest among organisa9ons. One interviewee states that “there are no immediate or obvious 

benefits” (E8), while another social business argues that “some kind of concrete advantage will 

be necessary, otherwise the label is unlikely to gain real momentum” (E2). Respondents 

repeatedly stress that tangible pull factors such as procurement advantages, financial incen9ves, 

or measurable benefits are crucial for increasing par9cipa9on and long-term relevance (E2; E3; 

E4; E6; E7). 

Another central challenge relates to visibility, public awareness, and societal 

understanding of the VSE label and the broader concept of social entrepreneurship (E1; E2; E3; 

E5; E6; E7). Several interviewees describe the label as s9ll largely remaining within a limited 

“bubble” or insider community (E2; E6). One respondent explains that “if you are not part of the 

bubble, you oRen do not know” (E6), while another highlights that “the greatest challenge will 

be posi9oning the topic in such a way that it is clearly understood and accepted at all levels of 

society” (E3). Limited adop9on rates and low public visibility are therefore perceived as 

significant barriers to future growth (E7). 

Closely connected to this is the challenge of communica9ng and defining the concept itself 

(E3; E5). Some respondents argue that the term “social enterprise” is oRen misunderstood or 

perceived too narrowly, especially in rela9on to environmental or sustainability-oriented 
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organisa9ons as the term “sozial” in German is understood differently than the “social” in 

English. One interview partner notes that organisa9ons may reject the label because they think: 

“I am not a social entrepreneur, I am doing something for the environment” (E5). Another expert 

therefore prefers the term “impact enterprise” because the concept should include both societal 

and ecological impact (E3). 

Poli9cal and structural dependency is also described as a major challenge for the long-

term stability of the label (E1; E2; E6; E7). Several respondents stress that future poli9cal 

priori9es, funding availability, and government support will strongly influence whether the label 

con9nues to exist and expand. One person warns that “if the State Secretary and the government 

do not start moving on these issues, then I do not think this ini9a9ve has a par9cularly strong 

long-term future” (E2). Others addi9onally point to funding constraints within public ins9tu9ons 

and the need for permanent ins9tu9onal embedding beyond changing legisla9ve periods (E6; 

E7). 

Overall, the findings suggest broad consensus that the future development of the 

“Verified Social Enterprise” label depends on overcoming several structural and strategic 

challenges. While opinions differ in whether they primarily emphasise incen9ves, 

communica9on, terminology, or poli9cal support, the interviews consistently highlight the need 

for stronger visibility, clearer added value, broader societal understanding, and long-term 

ins9tu9onal stability in order to ensure the future relevance and expansion of the VSE label. 

4.2 Quan:ta:ve Study 

The findings of the online survey are presented using a descrip9ve sta9s9cal approach, 

outlining responses from 24 registered “Verified Social Enterprise” companies regarding five 

categories. The first category focuses on the par9cipants' demographics, while the other 

categories each align with a specific research ques9on: 

• Demographic Ques9ons 

• Pull Factors (RQ1) 
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• Push Factors (RQ1) 

• Re-labelling (RQ2) 

• Outlook (RQ3) 

4.2.1 Demographic Ques)ons 

Figure 5 presents the distribu9on of respondents according to their role within their 

organisa9on. 

 

Figure 5: Role of respondents within their organisa9on (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

A total of 87.5% (n = 21) iden9fied themselves as founders or managing directors. 

Employees accounted for 8.3% (n = 2) of the respondents, while 4.2% (n = 1) indicated that they 

held the posi9on of department lead. 

The following figure illustrates the year in which respondents' organisa9ons first received 

the VSE label. 
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Figure 6: Year in which respondents' organisa9ons first received the VSE label (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

A total of 37.5% (n = 9) reported first receiving the label in 2023, followed by 33.3% (n = 

8) in 2026. A further 20.8% (n = 5) indicated that their organisa9on first received the label in 

2024, while 8.3% (n = 2) reported 2025. 

The next figure illustrates the number of employees currently employed in the 

respondents' organisa9ons. 

 

Figure 7: Number of employees currently employed in respondents' organisa9ons (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 
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A total of 66.7% (n = 16) of respondents indicated that their organisa9on employs 

between one and nine employees. Organisa9ons with 10-49 employees accounted for 20.8% (n 

= 5) of the sample, while 8.3% (n = 2) reported employing 50 or more employees. One 

respondent (4.2%) selected the response op9on "I don't know". 

4.2.2 Pull Factors 

The following figure illustrates respondents' assessment of the importance of various 

pull factors for their organisa9on's decision to apply for the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. 

 

Figure 8: Heatmap pull factors (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

The survey data indicate that the assessed pull factors were generally perceived as 

important decision to apply for the VSE label. Across most factors, responses were concentrated 
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in the categories Rather important (4) and Very important (5). The strongest levels of agreement 

were observed for the factors related to increasing the credibility and legi9macy of the 

organisa9on, bewer differen9a9on from tradi9onal companies, and increasing the visibility of 

social businesses overall. In contrast, support in the further development of internal strategy and 

organisa9onal goals received compara9vely lower importance ra9ngs. 

Table 2 summarises the pull factors according to their mean values, providing an overall 

ranking of their perceived importance. 

Table 2: Ranking of pull factors by mean value (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

Ranking Pull Factor Statement Mean Value 

1 Increase in the credibility and legi9macy of my organisa9on 4.71 

2 Bewer differen9a9on of my organisa9on from tradi9onal 

companies 

4.54 

3 Contribu9on to increasing the visibility of social businesses overall 4.38 

4 Increase in the visibility and public recogni9on of my organisa9on 4.33 

5 Improved access to funding, financing or investors 4.29 

6 Feeling of belonging to the social business community 3.83 

7 Support in the further development of internal strategy and 

organisa9onal goals 

2.83 

 

The ranking points out that Increase in the credibility and legi@macy of my organisa@on 

received the highest mean value (M = 4.71), followed by BeVer differen@a@on of my organisa@on 

from tradi@onal companies (M = 4.54) and Contribu@on to increasing the visibility of social 

businesses overall (M = 4.38). Support in the further development of internal strategy and 

organisa@onal goals recorded the lowest mean value (M = 2.83). 

4.2.3 Push Factors 

The following figure illustrates respondents' assessment of the importance of various 

push factors for their organisa9on's decision to apply for the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. 
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Figure 9: Heatmap push factors (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

The responses indicate a more varied assessment of the importance of the examined 

push factors compared to the pull factors. While recommenda9ons from network organisa9ons, 

the increasing importance of social entrepreneurship in poli9cal strategies, and new funding 

programmes or support offers related to the VSE label were predominantly rated as Rather 

important (4) or Very important (5), other factors received more mixed responses. Expecta9ons 

from customers or clients, expecta9ons from investors or private funders, concern about being 

at a disadvantage compared to organisa9ons without the label, and orienta9on towards 

organisa9ons that had already received the VSE label were more frequently assessed as Not 

important at all (1), Rather not important (2), or Neither important nor unimportant (3). 
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Table 3 summarises the push factors according to their mean values, providing an overall 

ranking of their perceived importance. 

Table 3: Ranking of push factors by mean value (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

Ranking Push Factor Statement Mean Value 

1 Recommenda9ons from network organisa9ons (e.g. SENA, Impact 

Hub Vienna, Social Business Hub Styria) 

4.04 

2 Increasing importance of social entrepreneurship in poli9cal 

strategies 

4.04 

3 New funding programmes or support offers related to the VSE 

label 

3.54 

4 Expecta9ons from public ins9tu9ons or government funding 

bodies 

3.21 

5 Expecta9ons from investors or private funders 2.88 

6 Expecta9ons from customers or clients 2.79 

7 Concern about being at a disadvantage compared to other 

organisa9ons without the label 

2.29 

8 Orienta9on towards other organisa9ons that have already 

received the VSE label 

2.25 

 

The ranking shows that Recommenda@ons from network organisa@ons (e.g. SENA, 

Impact Hub Vienna, Social Business Hub Styria) and Increasing importance of social 

entrepreneurship in poli@cal strategies received the highest mean values (M = 4.04 each). These 

were followed by New funding programmes or support offers related to the VSE label (M = 3.54). 

Orienta@on towards other organisa@ons that had already received the VSE label (M = 2.25) and 

Concern about being at a disadvantage compared to other organisa@ons without the label (M = 

2.29) recorded the lowest mean values. 

Table 4 combines the rankings of all pull factors (marked in violet) and push factors 

(marked in orange) according to their mean values, providing an overall comparison of their 

perceived importance in respondents' organisa9ons' decision to apply for the VSE label. 
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Table 4: Overall ranking of pull and push factors by mean value (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

Ranking Push Factor & Pull Factor Statement Mean Value 

1. Increase in the credibility and legi9macy of my organisa9on 4.71 

2. Bewer differen9a9on of my organisa9on from tradi9onal 

companies 

4.54 

3. Contribu9on to increasing the visibility of social businesses overall 4.38 

4. Increase in the visibility and public recogni9on of my organisa9on 4.33 

5. Improved access to funding, financing or investors 4.29 

6. Recommenda9ons from network organisa9ons (e.g. SENA, Impact 

Hub Vienna, Social Business Hub Styria) 

4.04 

7. Increasing importance of social entrepreneurship in poli9cal 

strategies 

4.04 

8. Feeling of belonging to the social business community 3.83 

9. New funding programmes or support offers related to the VSE 

label 

3.54 

10. Expecta9ons from public ins9tu9ons or government funding 

bodies 

3.21 

11. Expecta9ons from investors or private funders 2.88 

12. Support in the further development of internal strategy and 

organisa9onal goals 

2.83 

13. Expecta9ons from customers or clients 2.79 

14. Concern about being at a disadvantage compared to other 

organisa9ons without the label 

2.29 

15. Orienta9on towards other organisa9ons that have already 

received the VSE label 

2.25 

 

The combined ranking indicates that the highest mean values were predominantly 

associated with pull factors. The five highest-ranked factors were all classified as pull factors, led 

by Increase in the credibility and legi@macy of my organisa@on (M = 4.71). The highest-ranked 

push factors were Recommenda@ons from network organisa@ons and Increasing importance of 

social entrepreneurship in poli@cal strategies, both with a mean value of 4.04. Overall, push 

factors tended to receive lower mean values than pull factors. 
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4.2.4 Re-labelling 

The following figure illustrates respondents' assessment of the likelihood that their 

organisa9on will re-label aRer the current registra9on period of the “Verified Social Enterprise” 

label expires. The mean likelihood for a renewal is 4.33 on a five-point scale. 

 

Figure 10: Likelihood of re-labelling of the VSE label (N = 24). Source: Own survey data. 

A total of 62.5% (n = 15) indicated that their organisa9on is Very likely to apply for a 

renewal of the VSE label, while 20.8% (n = 5) selected Rather likely. A further 8.3% (n = 2) 

reported being Neither likely nor unlikely. Rather unlikely and Very unlikely were each selected 

by 4.2% (n = 1) of respondents. 

To complement the quan9ta9ve findings, respondents were invited to briefly explain the 

reasons for their assessment of the likelihood of applying for a renewal of the VSE label. The 

responses are summarised according to the selected response category. 

• Very likely = 5 (n = 15) 

Respondents in this category most frequently refer to the VSE label as reflec9ng their 

organisa9onal values, mission, and commitment to social entrepreneurship. Several responses 

emphasise the importance of the label for communica9ng credibility, demonstra9ng social 
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impact, and strengthening the organisa9on's posi9on within the social entrepreneurship 

ecosystem. Other recurring reasons include having already completed the re-labelling process, 

considering renewal part of an ongoing organisa9onal process, and expec9ng the renewal 

process to require less effort than the ini9al registra9on. A small number of respondents also 

acknowledge that, although the prac9cal benefits of the label are currently limited, they 

nevertheless intend to renew it because of its symbolic value and long-term poten9al. 

• Rather likely = 4 (n = 5) 

Responses in this category highlight the alignment of the VSE label with organisa9onal values 

and impact orienta9on, as well as its contribu9on to communica9ng credibility externally. 

Several respondents express hope that the recogni9on and significance of the label will increase 

over 9me. At the same 9me, some note that they have not yet experienced clear economic or 

prac9cal benefits, while others state that the decision to renew depends on future external 

condi9ons. 

• Neither likely nor unlikely = 3 (n = 2) 

Respondents in this category refer to the limited prac9cal benefits they have experienced 

from the VSE label. In addi9on, one respondent states that the decision to renew depends on a 

future assessment of the label's value, as well as the organisa9on's capacity and con9nued 

existence at the 9me of re-labelling. 

• Rather unlikely = 2 (n = 1) 

The respondent indicates that no tangible improvements or benefits have resulted from 

the VSE label so far. Nevertheless, the person expresses hope that the label could contribute to 

posi9ve developments in the future and emphasises a willingness to con9nue suppor9ng the 

ini9a9ve despite the limited benefits experienced to date. 

• Very unlikely = 1 (n = 1) 

The single respondent in this category does not provide a substan9ve explana9on. 
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4.2.5 Outlook 

Respondents iden9fy several measures that could improve the awrac9veness and long-

term use of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label. The most frequently men9oned theme is the 

introduc9on of tangible benefits associated with the label, par9cularly in the form of tax 

incen9ves, dedicated funding programmes, simplified access to public funding, favourable 

financing opportuni9es, and preferen9al considera9on in public procurement processes. 

Another recurring theme concerns increasing the visibility and recogni9on of the VSE 

label. Respondents refer to the need for stronger communica9on and promo9on of the label 

among the general public, public ins9tu9ons, businesses, and poli9cal stakeholders. Several 

responses also highlight the importance of increasing awareness of the label beyond the social 

entrepreneurship ecosystem and strengthening its posi9on as a recognised quality mark. 

Addi9onal sugges9ons include expanding networking opportuni9es within the VSE 

community, providing prac9cal support such as workshops and guidance materials, promo9ng 

examples of successful Austrian social businesses, and introducing an official bilingual cer9ficate 

explaining the purpose and significance of the label for use in interna9onal applica9ons and 

funding procedures. 
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5 Discussion 

This discussion chapter is structured according to the three research ques9ons and the 

corresponding thema9c categories developed throughout the analysis. For each category, the 

interview findings serve as the primary basis for interpreta9on and are complemented by the 

survey results to strengthen and contextualise the iden9fied pawerns. The findings are then 

discussed in rela9on to exis9ng literature to assess whether they confirm, extend, or contradict 

previous research. Furthermore, the results are interpreted through the lens of ins9tu9onal 

theory to provide a theore9cal explana9on of the observed pawerns. Based on these integrated 

insights, prac9cal recommenda9ons are derived in the end for relevant stakeholders of the VSE 

label, ensuring that the discussion not only contributes to the academic understanding of the 

topic but also provides ac9onable implica9ons for prac9ce. 

5.1 Mo:va:on to Become a VSE & Benefits of the Label 

This category addresses RQ1 by examining why organisa9ons apply for the VSE label and 

what benefits they associate with it. It combines insights on the key mo9va9ons for registra9on 

with the perceived added value of the label for both individual organisa9ons and the wider social 

enterprise ecosystem. 

5.1.1 Main Interview Findings 

The main pull factors for becoming a VSE are gaining credibility, external recogni9on, and 

valida9on from stakeholders, while also differen9a9ng the organisa9on from others. Many 

organisa9ons are addi9onally mo9vated by the opportunity to join a like-minded community, 

strengthen their iden9ty, and increase visibility. Further mo9va9ons include expected future 

strategic benefits, such as improved funding opportuni9es and public recogni9on, as well as 

contribu9ng to the development and support of the wider social enterprise ecosystem. 

The main push factors for becoming a VSE are external awareness and encouragement 

provided by ecosystem actors, par9cularly organisa9ons such as SENA and the Social Business 

Hub Styria. Events and ins9tu9onal networks introduce organisa9ons to the label and increase 



 95 

its visibility, while the broader poli9cal and ins9tu9onal context supports its legi9macy. Overall, 

however, push factors play a rela9vely minor role compared to the stronger pull factors driving 

applica9on. 

The VSE label is primarily perceived as increasing visibility, credibility, and recogni9on, 

helping social businesses differen9ate themselves and communicate their mission more 

effec9vely. It also supports internal learning and reflec9on, par9cularly regarding impact 

measurement and organisa9onal development. While some strategic and economic benefits are 

expected, interviewees generally agree that these remain limited or are s9ll emerging. 

The VSE label is seen as strengthening the wider social business ecosystem by increasing 

the sector’s visibility, legi9macy, and recogni9on among policymakers, funders, and the public. 

It also fosters collabora9on, shared iden9ty, and ecosystem coordina9on, while providing clearer 

orienta9on for external stakeholders and suppor9ng the broader ins9tu9onal development of 

the social enterprise sector. 

5.1.2 Integra)on of Survey Results 

Taking a deeper look at the findings of the online survey, it is encouraging to see a strong 

alignment with the interview findings, which makes the data more robust. In par9cular, the 

finding that pull factors are much more relevant than push factors in mo9va9ng organisa9ons to 

apply for the VSE label is strongly reflected in both data sets. 

Furthermore, the survey iden9fied the same top pull factors as the interviews, thereby 

strengthening the interview findings. The most important pull factors relate to increasing the 

legi9macy of social businesses and enabling bewer differen9a9on from tradi9onal companies. 

Only one push factor was rated as highly relevant by both interview and survey 

par9cipants: recommenda9ons from network organisa9ons such as SENA, Impact Hub Vienna, 

and Social Business Hub Styria. In addi9on, if par9cipants perceive an increasing relevance of 

social businesses in poli9cal strategies, this can also act as a driving push factor. Other push 

factors were not perceived as par9cularly relevant. 
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5.1.3 Literature-Based Discussion 

The findings demonstrate that pull factors are considerably more influen9al than push 

factors in mo9va9ng organisa9ons to apply for the VSE label. This aligns with the push & pull 

theory of entrepreneurial mo9va9on, which argues that behaviour driven by awrac9ve 

opportuni9es and intrinsic mo9va9ons is generally more sustainable and successful than 

behaviour triggered by external pressures (Kirkwood, 2009, p. 346). Since organisa9ons primarily 

seek credibility, differen9a9on, and community, the current mo9va9onal structure suggests 

favourable condi9ons for the long-term relevance and con9nued adop9on of the VSE label. 

Although push factors were found to be less influen9al overall, the findings highlight the 

central role of ecosystem organisa9ons in promo9ng the label. This is consistent with the global 

approach of the Impact Hub network, which fosters social entrepreneurship by connec9ng and 

suppor9ng them globally (Impact Hub, n.d.). The strong influence of organisa9ons such as 

Impact Hub Vienna, Impact Hub Tirol, and Social Business Hub Styria confirms the importance of 

these intermediary actors in increasing awareness of the VSE label and encouraging 

organisa9ons to apply (Impact Hub Tirol, n.d.; Impact Hub Vienna, n.d.-a; SBHS, n.d.-b). These 

organisa9ons, especially SENA as the na9onal umbrella organisa9on (SENA, n.d.-a), represent a 

par9cularly powerful push factor, despite the overall lower relevance of push mo9va9ons. The 

interviews and survey confirm that SENA already fulfils this role by serving as one of the main 

channels through which organisa9ons become aware of the VSE label. 

The second relevant push factor iden9fied in this study concerns the growing poli9cal 

recogni9on of social entrepreneurship. This finding is supported by the Austrian Government 

Programme 2025 to 2029, which explicitly commits to strengthening social innova9on and 

further developing instruments such as the VSE label (Österreichische Volkspartei, 2025, p. 99). 

Such poli9cal commitment is likely to enhance the ins9tu9onal legi9macy of both the label and 

the wider social enterprise sector, thereby crea9ng a more favourable environment for future 

applica9ons. This interpreta9on is further supported by the Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 
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2023/24, which recommends strengthening the VSE label as a key governance instrument while 

acknowledging that there is s9ll room for further development (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 83–84). 

The perceived benefits of the VSE label strongly align with the literature on cer9fica9on 

schemes for social enterprises. According to the OECD and European Union, labels primarily 

contribute by increasing visibility, strengthening credibility, facilita9ng communica9on with 

stakeholders, and improving access to funding opportuni9es and markets (OECD/European 

Union, 2025, pp. 17–18). The present findings confirm these benefits, par9cularly regarding 

credibility, visibility, and differen9a9on. At the same 9me, they indicate that many of these 

advantages currently remain concentrated within the exis9ng social entrepreneurship 

ecosystem. To realise their full poten9al, broader public awareness and recogni9on beyond this 

rela9vely small community will be necessary. 

Some of the officially communicated benefits of the VSE label are only par9ally 

confirmed by the empirical findings. SENA highlights credibility, iden9ty and affilia9on, signalling 

value for investors, and access to exclusive funding programmes as key advantages (SENA, n.d.-

b). While credibility and community iden9ty are clearly supported by the findings, the benefits 

related to investors and funding appear to be considerably more limited in prac9ce. Many 

organisa9ons reported that they first need to explain the purpose of the label because it is s9ll 

largely unknown outside the social entrepreneurship community. Similarly, exclusive funding 

opportuni9es were perceived as rela9vely limited and not equally relevant for all business 

models. This suggests that these benefits are likely to increase only if the label achieves greater 

market recogni9on and a larger number of registered organisa9ons. 

Finally, the new findings largely confirm the results of the first study on the VSE label 

three years ago (Kleewein, 2023, pp. 77–78). Similar to the earlier study, organisa9ons con9nue 

to associate the label primarily with visibility, differen9a9on, and contribu9ng to the broader 

development of the social business ecosystem rather than with immediate economic benefits. 

However, the present findings indicate that the expected funding incen9ves remain rela9vely 

limited and that tangible benefits have developed more slowly than ini9ally an9cipated. This 
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suggests that, three years aRer its introduc9on, the VSE label has established itself as an 

important instrument for legi9macy and visibility, while its prac9cal economic value s9ll depends 

on further ins9tu9onal development and broader societal recogni9on. 

5.1.4 Ins)tu)onal Theory Perspec)ve 

From the perspec9ve of ins9tu9onal theory, the findings indicate that the VSE label 

currently func9ons primarily as a mechanism for gaining legi9macy rather than as a source of 

immediate economic benefits. This strongly reflects the assump9on that organisa9ons oRen 

adopt structures and prac9ces not solely because they are opera9onally efficient, but because 

they enhance legi9macy and public acceptance within their ins9tu9onal environment (Kauppi, 

2022, p. 2). The interviews show that many organisa9ons want the VSE label to increase 

credibility, strengthen their iden9ty as social enterprises, and contribute to the broader 

development of the social entrepreneurship ecosystem, even though the tangible benefits are 

currently perceived as limited. 

Examining the findings through the three forms of ins9tu9onal pressure reveals that 

coercive pressure is currently the most visible mechanism influencing adop9on. Although 

organisa9ons are not formally required to obtain the VSE label, influen9al ecosystem actors such 

as SENA and Social Business Hub Styria ac9vely promote the label and encourage organisa9ons 

to apply. Through their networks, events, and advisory ac9vi9es, these organisa9ons shape the 

ins9tu9onal environment and increase the perceived legi9macy of the label, thereby crea9ng a 

soR form of coercive pressure (Kauppi, 2022, pp. 3–4). 

Norma9ve pressure is currently less present but can already be observed to some extent. 

The findings show that organisa9ons value the shared iden9ty, community, and common 

understanding associated with the VSE label. Professional networks increasingly communicate 

that recognised social enterprises should demonstrate their societal impact through transparent 

standards (Kauppi, 2022, pp. 3–4). However, these norms are not yet sufficiently established to 

create strong expecta9ons across the wider economy. 
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In contrast, mime9c pressure appears to be largely absent at the current stage of the 

label's development. Ins9tu9onal theory suggests that organisa9ons imitate successful and 

legi9mate peers under condi9ons of uncertainty (Kauppi, 2022, pp. 3–4). However, the findings 

provide liwle evidence that organisa9ons apply for the VSE label because other social enterprises 

have already done so. The label has not yet reached a level of public recogni9on where registered 

organisa9ons serve as strong role models that encourage imita9on. As awareness and the 

number of registered businesses increase, mime9c pressure may become more relevant in the 

future. 

5.2 Re-labelling and Long-term Commitment 

The next category addresses RQ2 and examines how organisa9ons perceive the VSE label 

over 9me. It focuses on factors that influence whether registered social businesses remain 

commiwed to the label and consider the re-labelling process. 

5.2.1 Main Interview Findings 

The re-labelling process is generally perceived as unclear and only par9ally understood, 

with limited and inconsistent informa9on available to organisa9ons. While some basic elements 

such as the three-year cycle and the requirement for an impact report are known, overall 

transparency remains low and understanding varies widely between stakeholders. 

The process is mostly seen as manageable and not overly complex, with re-labelling 

expected to require a similar level of effort as the ini9al applica9on. However, the actual 

workload is seen as dependent on internal organisa9on, priori9sa9on, and how well repor9ng 

requirements are integrated into exis9ng processes. 

Key barriers include a perceived lack of added value rela9ve to effort, limited 

organisa9onal resources (9me, staff, money) and uncertainty about expecta9ons and 

requirements. Addi9onal risks such as shiRing priori9es or external pressures may also reduce 

long-term commitment to maintaining the label. 
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Re-labelling is mainly driven by con9nued perceived benefits such as funding 

advantages, signalling effects, and general business value. Community belonging and ecosystem 

par9cipa9on also play an important role, along with good organisa9onal fit and embedded 

impact prac9ces. Low effort and sufficient resources further support the decision to con9nue 

with the VSE label. 

5.2.2 Integra)on of Survey Results 

Addi9onally, looking at the findings of the online survey, the overall tendency for re-

labelling looks quite good with a mean value of 4.33. Most respondents (15 out of 24) are highly 

likely to re-label their company. However, it is highly relevant to consider the reasons behind this 

decision. As men9oned in the interviews as well, the VSE companies that will definitely re-label 

mainly refer to factors such as alignment with their own company values and impact orienta9on. 

The interview findings as well as the survey findings state that the re-labelling process is 

expected to require less effort than the ini9al applica9on and can therefore be easily managed 

with limited resources. 

However, many men9on the lack of tangible benefits at the moment and are hoping for 

significant improvements before they have to make a decision about whether to re-label their 

social business or not. Interes9ngly, some respondents say that suppor9ng the field is s9ll more 

important to them, even without tangible benefits. Others say that they might stop if no benefits 

emerge soon, and these respondents mainly ranked their likelihood of re-labelling as rather low 

to medium. Nevertheless, most hope for a posi9ve development and want to support the label 

as long as economically viable, which very much aligns with the interview findings. 

5.2.3 Literature-Based Discussion 

The posi9ve aytude towards re-labelling aligns with previous literature, which describes 

the renewal process as an important quality assurance mechanism that helps maintain the 

credibility and reliability of labelling schemes over 9me (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 83). The 

interviewees likewise viewed re-labelling as an important element of ensuring the label's quality 
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and legi9macy. Compared to similar European cer9fica9on schemes, the VSE label may have an 

addi9onal advantage, as the renewal process is free of charge, reducing one poten9al barrier to 

long-term par9cipa9on. 

However, the findings also show that external condi9ons can significantly influence 

organisa9ons' willingness to renew the label. The Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor highlights 

that social enterprises con9nue to operate in a challenging poli9cal and economic environment 

characterised by funding uncertainty, infla9on, and increasing opera9onal costs, while remaining 

dependent on governmental support (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 4,9,12). These findings correspond 

with the interviews, where limited organisa9onal resources and changing priori9es were 

iden9fied as important barriers to re-labelling.  

The findings further align with previous research showing that limited public awareness 

remains one of the major challenges facing Austrian social enterprises (Schön & Lebert, 2024, 

pp. 17–19; Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 94–95). Par9cipants repeatedly stated that the label is s9ll 

largely unknown outside the social entrepreneurship ecosystem. This reduces its perceived 

added value and may weaken organisa9ons' mo9va9on to invest resources in maintaining the 

label if external stakeholders do not recognise or reward the label. 

Compared with the first study on the VSE label, the findings reveal an important shiR in 

perceived barriers. Kleewein iden9fied the applica9on process and the prepara9on of the impact 

report as poten9al obstacles to obtaining the label (Kleewein, 2023, pp. 77–78). In contrast, the 

present findings suggest that organisa9ons generally perceive both the ini9al applica9on and the 

re-labelling process as manageable. Once organisa9ons have established internal impact 

measurement systems and completed their first report, the administra9ve effort appears less 

problema9c than ini9ally expected. This development may also reflect the availability of detailed 

guidelines and structured support for preparing the required impact. Instead, the lack of tangible 

benefits has emerged as the more significant challenge which again aligns with the study of the 

Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor, which iden9fies financial incen9ves as one of the most 

important drivers of growth for social enterprises (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 72). 
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A related finding concerns the limited understanding of the re-labelling process itself. 

Although the necessary informa9on is publicly available (Impact Hub Vienna, n.d.-b), many 

interview par9cipants reported uncertainty regarding the process and where to find relevant 

informa9on. This suggests that providing informa9on alone is not sufficient. Improving 

communica9on and making the re-labelling process more visible and transparent could 

therefore represent a rela9vely simple but effec9ve measure to increase long-term commitment. 

5.2.4 Ins)tu)onal Theory Perspec)ve 

From an ins9tu9onal theory perspec9ve, the concept of decoupling is par9cularly 

relevant for understanding the importance of the re-labelling process. Decoupling describes 

situa9ons in which organisa9ons formally adopt structures or prac9ces to sa9sfy ins9tu9onal 

expecta9ons but fail to implement them consistently in their day-to-day opera9ons (Kauppi, 

2022, p. 4). The mandatory re-labelling process every three years helps to reduce this risk by 

requiring organisa9ons to con9nuously demonstrate that they s9ll fulfil the VSE criteria and 

ac9vely create social impact. In this way, re-labelling strengthens transparency, maintains the 

credibility of the VSE label, and helps prevent greenwashing. 

The findings indicate that organisa9ons generally recognise this quality assurance 

func9on and view re-labelling as an appropriate mechanism for maintaining the integrity of the 

VSE label. At the same 9me, the process is perceived as sufficiently manageable, sugges9ng that 

it balances accountability with prac9cal feasibility. 

5.3 Future Development of the VSE Label 

This category addresses RQ3 and explores how the VSE label can be further developed 

and strengthened within the Austrian social business ecosystem. It focuses on ac9ons, strategies, 

and structural adjustments needed to enhance the label’s visibility, credibility and long-term 

ins9tu9onalisa9on. 
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5.3.1 Main Interview Findings 

Interviewees emphasise that the VSE label would become more awrac9ve through 

tangible economic and ins9tu9onal incen9ves, par9cularly tax benefits and stronger integra9on 

into public funding and procurement. Addi9onal support services, such as training, networking, 

and advisory programmes, are also seen as valuable for increasing the label’s prac9cal relevance 

and long-term impact. 

The future development of the VSE label is seen as a shared responsibility involving 

poli9cal ins9tu9ons, aws, SENA, ecosystem organisa9ons, and social enterprises themselves. 

While poli9cal actors are expected to provide legi9macy and structural support, intermediary 

organisa9ons play a key role in coordina9on, advocacy, and implementa9on, complemented by 

bowom-up engagement from registered social businesses. 

Stronger promo9on and awareness-building are considered essen9al for increasing the 

visibility and acceptance of the VSE label. Interviewees highlight the importance of marke9ng 

campaigns, media presence, storytelling, and showcasing successful VSE companies, alongside 

educa9onal ini9a9ves and ecosystem ac9vi9es. Effec9ve promo9on is also seen as dependent 

on sufficient funding and coordinated support from key stakeholders. 

Interviewees generally view scaling and interna9onalisa9on as a long-term opportunity 

rather than an immediate priority. While greater European alignment could improve recogni9on 

and legi9macy, significant legal, structural, and contextual differences between countries make 

broader implementa9on challenging. Most respondents believe the VSE label should first 

become more established within Austria before expanding interna9onally. 

The main challenges for the VSE label are the lack of tangible incen9ves, limited public 

awareness, and insufficient understanding of social entrepreneurship. Interviewees also 

highlight poli9cal dependency, funding uncertainty, and the need for stronger ins9tu9onal 

support, while emphasising that clearer communica9on and greater prac9cal value are essen9al 

for the label’s long-term success. 
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5.3.2 Integra)on of Survey Results 

One open ques9on was asked in the online survey about what the label would need for 

long-term success, and the findings were very similar to those from the interviews. The most 

important factor for long-term success is crea9ng tangible benefits, otherwise companies will 

not register or re-label in the long term. The most frequently men9oned benefit is financial, such 

as tax benefits, funding programmes, and public procurement regula9ons that support VSE 

companies. This was also men9oned several 9mes in the interviews. 

The interviews also men9oned the importance of increasing public recogni9on and 

visibility through marke9ng campaigns to raise awareness of the topic in general society, a point 

that can be reinforced by the addi9onal survey findings. 

Lastly, it was men9oned that providing network events and workshops to further 

support the community would be relevant. However, this would only be possible if several 

stakeholders work together, as evidenced by the addi9onal data. 

5.3.3 Literature-Based Discussion 

The findings indicate that the VSE label has considerable poten9al to strengthen the 

Austrian social entrepreneurship ecosystem, but that its long-term success depends on further 

ins9tu9onal development. This aligns with current figures showing that Austria has 

approximately 2,385 social enterprises, while only around 85 organisa9ons currently hold the 

VSE label (Unternehmensserviceportal, 2026; Vandor et al., 2024, p. 11). The rela9vely low 

number of registered organisa9ons suggests that there is significant poten9al for future growth 

if the label becomes more awrac9ve and widely recognised. 

The findings further support the view that the VSE label can become an important 

governance instrument for strengthening social entrepreneurship in Austria (Vandor et al., 2024, 

pp. 4–10). However, interviewees repeatedly emphasised that this poten9al can only be realised 

through stronger poli9cal commitment and concrete support measures. This corresponds with 

broader European evidence showing that the lack of public support schemes remains one of the 
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main barriers for social enterprises (Gazeley et al., 2025, p. 15). Similarly, the Austrian mul9-

stakeholder ini9a9ve #mitsinn  argues that Austria requires a comprehensive na9onal strategy 

for social entrepreneurship (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 75). While European ini9a9ves such as the 

Social Business Ini9a9ve and the Social Economy Ac9on Plan provide an important strategic 

framework, the findings suggest that na9onal implementa9on remains the decisive factor for 

the future success of the VSE label (European Commission, 2011; European Union, 2021). 

The importance of long-term poli9cal commitment is further illustrated by the Danish 

case. The Austrian Social Enterprise Monitor 2023/24 describe how the Danish label ini9ally 

developed successfully but lost momentum aRer poli9cal priori9es shiRed and ins9tu9onal 

support was reduced (Vandor et al., 2024, p. 72). The concerns expressed by interview 

par9cipants closely reflect this experience, as poli9cal dependency and uncertain long-term 

commitment were iden9fied as major risks for the future development of the VSE label. This 

suggests that con9nuous governmental support is essen9al to ensure ins9tu9onal stability and 

maintain confidence among registered social businesses. 

The requested support measures iden9fied in this study strongly correspond with 

previous research on the needs of Austrian social enterprises. The Austria Social 

Entrepreneurship Monitor from 2020 reports that organisa9ons par9cularly expect reduced 

administra9ve burdens, more suitable regulatory frameworks, lower labour-related costs, and 

tax incen9ves (SENA, 2020, pp. 12–16). These priori9es closely match the interview and survey 

findings, where financial incen9ves and simplified framework condi9ons were consistently 

iden9fied as the most important requirements for strengthening the VSE label. 

The findings are further supported by recent policy recommenda9ons for the Austrian 

social economy. Men9oned ini9a9ves recommend crea9ng suppor9ve fiscal condi9ons, 

simplifying bureaucra9c procedures, and implemen9ng broader systemic reforms to strengthen 

the sector (Schön & Lebert, 2024, p. 68,71; Vandor et al., 2024). par9cular, the recommenda9on 

to further establish the VSE label as a central governance instrument aligns closely with the 

interview findings (Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 83–84). The present study reinforces this 
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recommenda9on by showing that long-term poli9cal commitment and pa9ence will be 

necessary before the label can fully realise its intended impact. 

Finally, the findings strongly confirm previous research highligh9ng limited public 

awareness as one of the greatest challenges facing social enterprises in Austria (Schön & Lebert, 

2024, pp. 17–19; Vandor et al., 2024, pp. 94–95). Similar to the literature, interviewees 

men9oned na9onwide marke9ng campaigns, stronger media presence, and increased public 

communica9on as essen9al measures for improving recogni9on of both social entrepreneurship 

and the VSE label. While the literature recommends that the Austrian federal government should 

ac9vely lead such awareness campaigns, the present findings suggest that the responsibility will 

likely need to be shared among policymakers, SENA, ecosystem organisa9ons, and registered 

social enterprises themselves. This shared responsibility appears crucial for achieving the broad 

societal recogni9on required for the VSE label's long-term success. 

5.3.4 Ins)tu)onal Theory Perspec)ve 

From an ins9tu9onal theory perspec9ve, the future development of the VSE label 

depends primarily on its ability to become a widely recognised and legi9mate ins9tu9on within 

the Austrian economy. Ins9tu9onal theory argues that organisa9ons seek legi9macy because it 

increases public acceptance, facilitates access to important resources, and improves their long-

term chances of survival (Kauppi, 2022, p. 2,4). The findings indicate that the VSE label has not 

yet reached this level of ins9tu9onal legi9macy, as its public recogni9on and prac9cal benefits 

remain limited. 

The proposed development measures iden9fied in this study, such as stronger poli9cal 

support, financial incen9ves, increased public awareness, and broader stakeholder engagement, 

can therefore be understood as mechanisms for strengthening the ins9tu9onal legi9macy of the 

label. As legi9macy increases, organisa9ons are more likely to perceive the VSE label as valuable, 

while external stakeholders such as policymakers, funders, customers, and business partners are 

more likely to recognise and reward the label. 
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This interpreta9on is consistent with the OECD and European Union, which emphasise 

that labels play an important role in increasing transparency, credibility, and legi9macy within 

the social economy (OECD/European Union, 2025, p. 16). The findings therefore suggest that the 

long-term success of the VSE label will depend less on changes to the labelling process itself and 

more on establishing the label as a recognised ins9tu9onal standard for social enterprises in 

Austria. Achieving this broader legi9macy would strengthen all forms of ins9tu9onal pressure 

and create a self-reinforcing system that encourages both ini9al applica9on and long-term 

commitment. 

5.4 Prac:cal Recommenda:ons 

Based on the findings of this study, several prac9cal recommenda9ons can be made to 

support the further development and long-term success of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label 

in Austria. These recommenda9ons aim to ensure that the discussion contributes to both the 

academic understanding of the topic and provides prac9cal implica9ons. The recommenda9ons 

are par9cularly relevant for organisa9ons involved in implemen9ng and promo9ng the label, 

including aws, SENA, WKO, Impact Hub Vienna, Social Business Hub Styria and Impact Hub Tirol, 

as well as poli9cal ins9tu9ons. 

First, the findings indicate that future communica9on and promo9on of the VSE label 

should primarily build on the iden9fied pull factors that mo9vate organisa9ons to apply. 

Therefore, future awareness campaigns should place par9cular emphasis on the aspects that 

organisa9ons perceive as most valuable: increasing organisa9onal legi9macy, differen9a9ng 

social enterprises from tradi9onal businesses, and contribu9ng to the visibility and recogni9on 

of the social business sector as a whole. A clear communica9on strategy, including stronger 

media presence and success stories of exis9ng label holders, could increase awareness of the 

label and encourage further applica9ons. SENA, in coopera9on with aws, should take a leading 

role in coordina9ng such marke9ng campaigns. 
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In addi9on, awareness of the VSE label and the concept of social entrepreneurship 

should be strengthened by collabora9on with universi9es and universi9es of applied sciences. 

Integra9ng the topic into educa9onal seyngs would familiarise students with social 

entrepreneurship as a recognised entrepreneurial pathway. This collabora9on should not only 

target business-related programmes but also students from other disciplines where social 

innova9on plays an important role. SENA, together with ecosystem organisa9ons such as Impact 

Hub Vienna, Social Business Hub Styria, and Impact Hub Tirol, could contribute to reaching 

universi9es across different regions of Austria. 

The findings further focus on the importance of networking events and informa9on 

sessions. Many organisa9ons are not yet aware of the VSE label or may perceive the applica9on 

process, par9cularly the prepara9on of the impact report, as complex. Workshops, networking 

events, and prac9cal guidance offered by ecosystem organisa9ons can therefore func9on as 

important facilita9ng factors by reducing uncertainty and increasing accessibility. These ac9vi9es 

should con9nue to be organised collabora9vely by SENA, Social Business Hub Styria, Impact Hub 

Vienna, and Impact Hub Tirol. 

Another important recommenda9on concerns maintaining the community aspect of the 

VSE label. Par9cipants frequently described the opportunity to become part of a network of 

values-driven organisa9ons as important. Con9nuing to foster exchange between labelled 

businesses through networking opportuni9es and joint events could therefore increase the 

perceived value of the VSE label beyond the labelling itself. 

Furthermore, the findings also highlight the importance of improving communica9on 

regarding the re-labelling process. As the VSE label requires renewal aRer three years, 

organisa9ons should receive 9mely and transparent informa9on about the requirements well 

before their label expires. Relying solely on informa9on available on the aws website appears 

insufficient. Instead, proac9ve communica9on through reminder emails, LinkedIn updates, the 

aws portal, and other communica9on channels are important to reduce uncertainty. The key 

stakeholder for taking the lead in implemen9ng these communica9on measures is aws. 
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Perhaps the most significant recommenda9on emerging from this study concerns the 

need to strengthen the VSE label through tangible benefits. Financial incen9ves were men9oned 

most frequently, including tax benefits, access to funding programmes, and stronger 

considera9on within public procurement. Although SENA can play an important advocacy role in 

promo9ng these developments, the implementa9on ul9mately depends on poli9cal decision-

makers. Without stronger poli9cal support, there is a risk of declining re-labelling rates over 9me. 

At the same 9me, the quality and credibility of the VSE label should remain a priority. 

One of the central findings of this study is that organisa9ons strongly iden9fy with the values 

represented by the label. Consequently, lowering labelling standards solely to increase the 

number of labelled organisa9ons should be avoided, as this could undermine the credibility of 

the label and weaken trust in both the label and the broader social business ecosystem. Keeping 

strict quality standards, par9cularly during the re-labelling process, is therefore an essen9al 

recommenda9on for maintaining the long-term legi9macy of the VSE label. 

Finally, the implementa9on of many of these recommenda9ons depends on the 

availability of sufficient financial and ins9tu9onal resources. Par9cipants repeatedly men9oned 

that the further development of the VSE label requires stronger long-term support from poli9cal 

ins9tu9ons to ensure stable funding for promo9on, community-building ac9vi9es and 

communica9on measures. More broadly, the findings underline that the future success of the 

VSE label is a shared responsibility. Poli9cal ins9tu9ons, aws, SENA, ecosystem organisa9ons, 

and social enterprises themselves all play complementary roles in strengthening the label and 

increasing its long-term impact. Con9nued coopera9on between these stakeholder groups will 

therefore be essen9al to ensure that the VSE label becomes an established and sustainable 

instrument for recognising and suppor9ng social enterprises in Austria. 
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6 Conclusion 

The introduc9on of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label was a significant milestone for 

the Austrian social enterprise sector, and it s9ll offers considerable poten9al for future 

development. However, un9l now, no academic literature has specifically examined the label's 

ins9tu9onal development in its first three years. This study therefore starts to fill this significant 

research gap by providing valuable insights for the responsible stakeholders who are leading the 

way. The main stakeholders are SENA, aws and the WKO. Other organisa9ons, such as Social 

Business Hub Styria, Impact Hub Vienna and Impact Hub Tirol, will also benefit from these 

findings, as will poli9cal ins9tu9ons, which are the main decision-makers and can use the 

findings of this study as a reliable source when making decisions about the future development 

of the VSE label. 

RQ1: What push and pull factors mo:vate Austrian businesses to become a “Verified 

Social Enterprise” company? 

The first research ques9on focuses on the mo9va9onal factors behind applying for the 

VSE label. Currently, pull factors are much more powerful than push factors. The main pull factors 

driving ini9al applica9ons are increasing the credibility and legi9macy of one's own organisa9on, 

bewer differen9a9on from tradi9onal companies, and contribu9ng to raising the overall visibility 

of the social business sector. The push factors with the most poten9al are recommenda9ons 

from network organisa9ons such as SENA and the Social Business Hub Styria, and the growing 

importance of social entrepreneurship in poli9cal discussions and strategies. 

The VSE label is seen as increasing the credibility and visibility of individual organisa9ons, 

as well as the social business ecosystem as a whole. However, although economic benefits were 

expected, they remain quite limited for now. Nevertheless, the expected community focus is s9ll 

seen as adding significant value to the VSE label. It fosters collabora9on and limits compe99ve 

thinking, thereby crea9ng a resilient ecosystem with poten9al for growth. 
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RQ2: What barriers might prevent a social business that has been registered as a 

“Verified Social Enterprise” company from undergoing the re-labelling process aOer three 

years? 

Considering the findings of the second research ques9on, which focused on iden9fying 

barriers to re-labelling, it is clear why the actual growth rate is rather low and why immediate 

ac9on is needed to prevent a decline in numbers. One major barrier to re-labelling is the lack of 

a common understanding of how the re-evalua9on works and what exactly needs to be delivered 

by the registered companies. It is important to communicate this more proac9vely so that 

companies are not lost due to uncertainty about requirements, especially since the findings 

indicate that the re-labelling process is expected to not be overly complex. 

Overall, the trend towards re-labelling looks promising for now, with most companies 

commiwed to suppor9ng the VSE label even aRer the ini9al three-year registra9on period. The 

drivers for re-labelling are the project's impact orienta9on, which matches their own values, and 

the already perceived benefits, such as the signalling effect and community power. 

However, the most impac~ul barrier for re-labelling might be the lack of tangible 

benefits of the VSE label. In the long run, it will not be enough for companies to support the 

growth of social entrepreneurship in Austria and be part of a great community, they will need 

actual benefits to offset the resources they have to invest in the labelling and re-labelling 

processes. Tangible benefits, especially financial ones, will be the main driver of re-labelling and 

long-term commitment to the label. This leads to the final research ques9on. 

RQ3: What measures are needed to further promote the successful implementa:on of 

the “Verified Social Enterprise” label within the Austrian social enterprise ecosystem? 

The final research ques9on focuses on the future development of the label and the 

factors that will contribute to the long-term success of this project. The main focus aRer the 

study is the lack of tangible benefits of the VSE label. Registered companies need concrete 

advantages that support their business model. Specifically, they are looking for tax benefits and 

stronger integra9on into public funding programmes and public procurement. Further support 
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for the community in the form of networking events, workshops, and knowledge-sharing is also 

seen as important in maintaining the label's posi9ve image. 

The VSE label and its further development are seen as a shared responsibility, which no 

single stakeholder can achieve alone. Poli9cal actors in par9cular must priori9se implemen9ng 

monetary benefits and funding for marke9ng. To raise overall awareness, it is recommended that 

a mul9media awareness campaign is created, highligh9ng successful VSE companies and 

fostering a broader understanding of the topic. 

All of these findings contribute to strengthening the “Verified Social Enterprise” label 

and its long-term relevance. Such ini9a9ves have the power to provide a business sector with 

the visibility it deserves, thereby strengthening its relevance in poli9cal and economic 

discussions. This is why this master's thesis not only presents academic findings but also 

translates them into prac9cal recommenda9ons targe9ng the main stakeholders in the Austrian 

social business ecosystem. 
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7 Limita:ons 

The primary objec9ve of this chapter is to acknowledge the limita9ons of the study while 

iden9fying opportuni9es for future research that can build upon its findings. 

The main limita9on of this master's thesis is the scarcity of scien9fic literature on the 

Austrian social business economy, par9cularly with regard to the “Verified Social Enterprise” 

label. At the 9me of wri9ng, there were no peer-reviewed publica9ons that specifically 

addressed the VSE label, meaning that this study was largely exploratory. While one interview 

partner (E5) suggested that a relevant publica9on is expected soon, the absence of exis9ng 

research restricts the ability to compare the findings with those of previous studies. 

Another limita9on of the study is its small sample size. Qualita9ve research included 

interviews with eight experts from the Austrian social business ecosystem, while 24 registered 

VSE companies completed the quan9ta9ve online survey. While the online survey served to 

complement and strengthen the qualita9ve findings, the number of par9cipants remains 

rela9vely small compared to the social business sector as a whole. Consequently, the results are 

not sta9s9cally representa9ve but rather provide an ini9al empirical insight into the 

implementa9on of the VSE label during its first three years. 

The findings highlight the need for further research into the Austrian social business 

economy and the VSE label. Future studies could repeat the online survey with the aim of 

achieving a full census of all registered VSE companies. 

Another important area for research is inves9ga9ng why eligible social businesses 

choose not to apply for the VSE label, even though they meet the labelling criteria. As interview 

partner 5 highlighted, understanding these barriers could contribute to improving the label. 

Furthermore, future research should examine why organisa9ons decide to renew or discon9nue 

their label aRer the ini9al three-year period. This is par9cularly relevant given that more than 25 

organisa9ons are expected to make this decision in 2026. 
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Another limita9on of this study is that it focuses on the perspec9ves of registered VSE 

organisa9ons and selected experts within the Austrian social business ecosystem. Due to the 

scope of a master's thesis, it was not possible to incorporate the views of all relevant 

stakeholders. Future research could therefore include representa9ves from government 

ins9tu9ons and policymakers responsible for shaping the regulatory framework for social 

businesses in Austria. Addi9onally, valuable insights into the regional development of the social 

business ecosystem could be gained from the focus of the umbrella organisa9on SENA and 

incuba9on hubs such as the Social Business Hub Styria, Impact Hub Vienna and Impact Hub Tirol. 

Such research could help to iden9fy differences between Austrian federal states, as well as 

exploring poten9al urban-rural dispari9es in the availability of support structures and promo9on 

of the VSE label. 

In conclusion, the significant lack of scien9fic literature on the Austrian social business 

economy and the “Verified Social Enterprise” label is the main limita9on of this study. However, 

this gap also highlights the considerable poten9al for future academic research in this area. The 

limita9ons iden9fied throughout this thesis suggest several opportuni9es for research that could 

contribute to a deeper understanding of social businesses and support the further development 

of the Austrian social business ecosystem. Given the increasing societal and economic 

significance of social businesses, further research in this area would be extremely valuable for 

academia and policymakers. 
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9 Appendix A: Interview Content 

Appendix A contains the interview guidelines, coding guidelines and the coded interview 

content, offering detailed documenta9on of the study's qualita9ve data collec9on and analysis. 

Interview Guidelines 

Master’s Thesis of Anna Stoffaneller (FH JOANNEUM) à Topic: 

Social Business in Austria: Assessment of the Implementa@on of the "Verified Social Enterprise" 

Label 

Method: Semi-structured expert interviews (approx. 45 minutes, MS Teams) 

Part 1: Introduc9on (10 minutes) 

Introduc@on by Interviewer 

• Welcome and thank you for par9cipa9on 

• Brief introduc9on of researcher and master’s thesis topic 

• Purpose of the interview 

• Dura9on (about 45 minutes) 

• Confiden9ality and anonymisa9on à signed before interview 

• Permission to record 

Introduc@on Expert 

• Could you briefly introduce yourself and your organisa9on? 

• What is your role in rela9on to the “Verified Social Enterprise” label? 

Opening Ques@on 

• From your perspec9ve, what characterises a social enterprise in Austria? 

Part 2: Main Sec9on (30 minutes) 

Mo@va@on to Become a VSE 

• What are the main reasons for becoming a “Verified Social Enterprise”? 

o (If applicable) What were your organisa9on’s specific mo9va9ons? 

• What expecta9ons did you associate with the label (before labelling/implementa9on)? 
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o To what extent have these expecta9ons been fulfilled? 

o Were there any unexpected outcomes (posi9ve or nega9ve)? 

• What concrete benefits does the VSE label create: 

o for individual enterprises? 

o for the Austrian social enterprise ecosystem? 

Re-Labelling and Long-Term Commitment 

• What is your current understanding of the re-labelling process aRer three years? 

o How transparent and clear do you perceive this process to be? 

• In your opinion, what challenges might discourage a registered enterprise from 

undergoing re-labelling? 

• Imagine a registered VSE deciding whether to renew the label in 2026. What factors 

would influence this decision most strongly? 

• How would you assess the influence of ins9tu9ons such as Social Entrepreneurship 

Network Austria, Austria WirtschaRsservice and WirtschaRskammer Österreich on 

companies’ willingness to become or remain registered? 

o On a scale from 0 (no influence) to 10 (very strong posi9ve influence), how 

would you rate their impact? Please explain your reasoning. 

Future Development of the VSE Label 

• What measures would make the VSE label more awrac9ve to social enterprises? 

• Which stakeholders should take the lead in strengthening and promo9ng the label? 

• How could the implementa9on of the VSE label be improved in the coming years? 

• Do you see poten9al for interna9onal recogni9on or replica9on of the VSE label? Why 

or why not? 

Sum-up 

• Is there anything we have not discussed that you consider important? 

Part 3: Reflec9on and Summary (5 minutes) 
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Please complete the following sentences: 

• The greatest benefit of the VSE label for my organisa9on is … 

• For the Austrian social business economy, the label primarily contributes … 

• The biggest challenge for the long-term success of the label will be … 

Part 4: Closing 

• Informa9on about next steps (anonymisa9on, data analysis and 9meline) 

• Thank you for your 9me and contribu9on! 

Coding Guidelines 
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Coded Interview Content 
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10 Appendix B: Online Survey Content 

Appendix B contains the online survey ques9onnaire and the responses to the open-

ended ques9ons, providing detailed documenta9on of the study's quan9ta9ve data collec9on. 

Ques:onnaire Online Survey 

This survey is addressed to all organisa9ons currently registered as “Verified Social Enterprise” 

(VSE) companies in Austria. 

Par9cipa9on in the survey takes approximately 5 minutes. Your responses will of course be 

treated anonymously and used exclusively for scien9fic purposes. 

My name is Anna Stoffaneller, and I am conduc9ng this survey as part of my Master’s thesis at 

FH JOANNEUM. The 9tle of my thesis is: Social Business in Austria: Assessment of the 

Implementa9on of the "Verified Social Enterprise" Label. 

The aim of this survey is to capture your mo9va9on for registering and your assessments of the 

VSE label, thereby contribu9ng to the further development of the label and to strengthening the 

social business sector in Austria. 

Thank you very much for taking the 9me to par9cipate in this survey. 

Screening Ques9on 

Is your organisa@on currently registered as a “Verified Social Enterprise” (VSE)? (Single Choice)* 

o Yes 

o No à End of survey 

Demographic Ques9ons 

What role do you have in your organisa@on? (Single Choice)* 

o Founder or Managing Director 

o Member of the management team 

o Head of department 

o Employee 

o Other: ________ 
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In which year did your organisa@on first receive the VSE label? (Single Choice)* 

o 2023 

o 2024 

o 2025 

o 2026 

o I don’t know 

How many employees are currently employed in your organisa@on? (Single Choice) → not 

mandatory 

o 1–9 employees 

o 10–49 employees 

o 50 or more employees 

o I don’t know 

Pull Factors = posi9ve incen9ves or benefits 

How important were the following posi@ve expecta@ons and benefits for your organisa@on’s 

decision to apply for the VSE label?* 

Please rate each of the following factors using the scale. 

1 = Not important at all 

2 = Rather not important 

3 = Neither important nor unimportant 

4 = Rather important 

5 = Very important 

Factors to be assessed: 

o Increase in the credibility and legi9macy of my organisa9on 

o Increase in the visibility and public recogni9on of my organisa9on 

o Contribu9on to increasing the visibility of social businesses overall 

o Bewer differen9a9on of my organisa9on from tradi9onal companies 

o Improved access to funding, financing or investors 
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o Feeling of belonging to the social business community 

o Support in the further development of internal strategy and organisa9onal goals 

Push Factors = pressure or external expecta9ons 

How important were the following external factors for your organisa@on’s decision to apply for 

the VSE label?* 

Please rate each of the following factors using the scale. 

1 = Not important at all 

2 = Rather not important 

3 = Neither important nor unimportant 

4 = Rather important 

5 = Very important 

Factors to be assessed: 

o Expecta9ons from customers or clients 

o Expecta9ons from investors or private funders 

o Expecta9ons from public ins9tu9ons or government funding bodies 

o Orienta9on towards other organisa9ons that have already received the VSE label 

o Concern about being at a disadvantage compared to other organisa9ons without the 

label 

o Recommenda9ons from network organisa9ons (e.g. SENA, Impact Hub Vienna, Social 

Business Hub Styria) 

o New funding programmes or support offers related to the VSE label 

o Increasing importance of social entrepreneurship in poli9cal strategies 

Re-labelling 

From today’s perspec@ve, how likely is it that your organisa@on will apply for a renewal (re-

labelling) of the VSE label aher the current label expires?* 

1 = Very unlikely 

2 = Rather unlikely 
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3 = Neither likely nor unlikely 

4 = Rather likely 

5 = Very likely 

Please briefly explain the reasons for your assessment. → not mandatory 

Open text field 

Outlook 

In your opinion, which measures or support offers would help to improve the aVrac@veness and 

long-term use of the “Verified Social Enterprise” label?* 

Open text field 

à End of survey 

Thank you for your par9cipa9on. 

If you have any further ques9ons regarding the survey or the study, please feel free to contact 

me by email: anna.stoffaneller@edu.�-joanneum.at 

Responses to Open-Ended Ques:ons 
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11 Appendix C: Disclosure of (AI-)Tools 

Appendix C includes an overview of the (AI-)tools used, the Declara9on of Honour and 

the Declara9on of Independent Research and Academic Integrity, providing transparency 

regarding the use of AI-tools and compliance with academic integrity requirements. 

Overview of (AI-)Tooles Used 

Overview Tools Chapter "Introduc9on" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

Google Translate Transla9on English/German / 

Zotero APA cita9on / 

ChatGPT Structuring notes for academic use please take my notes regarding 

“xy” and structure them in an 

academic way, do not add 

content 

Source: Own illustra9on. 

Overview Tools Chapter "Literature Review" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

Google Translate Transla9on English/German / 

Zotero APA cita9on / 

ChatGPT Providing simple explana9ons of 

complex contents like ins9tu9onal 

theory to understand how it can be 

used 

- 

Structuring notes for academic use 

- 

Providing an overview of e.g. report 

finings to understand relevance for 

the thesis  

explain this in short and simple 

words 

Source: Own illustra9on. 
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Overview Tools Chapter "Empirical Study" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

Google Translate Transla9on English/German / 

Zotero APA cita9on / 

ChatGPT Transla9on of anonym interview 

transcripts, survey ques9ons and 

interview guideline  

- 

Structuring methodological approach 

- 

Rephrasing coding guidelines 

please translate my German 

transcript from my master’s 

thesis interviews using Bri>sh 

English, translate what is given, 

refine the text so that the 

sentences make sense but do not 

add or remove content from the 

interview 

- 

please translate this German 

survey/interview guide using 

Bri>sh English, do not change 

the content 

QCAMap Coding support for Mayring analysis / 

MacWhisper Local transcrip9on of audios / 

Source: Own illustra9on. 

Overview Tools Chapter "Results" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

ChatGPT Summarising findings of coded 

interview content in a neutral way 

without interpreta9on 

- 

Summarising findings of online 

survey in a neutral way without 

interpreta9on 

please analyse this subcategory 

"xy" of the main category "xy" in 

a way that you give an overview 

of the men>oned content, 

outline similari>es and 

differences and provide strong 

quotes as an example - please do 

not add any content and put in () 

which of the experts (E1-E8) 

have men>oned this 

- 

please describe the findings 

presented in aKached survey 

figure, write in formal Bri>sh 

English using a neutral, 

descrip>ve style, report the 

percentages and absolute 

frequencies without interpre>ng 

or explaining the results, do not 

add informa>on that is not 

shown in the figure 

QCAMap Coding support for Mayring analysis / 

Source: Own illustra9on. 
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Overview Tools Chapter "Discussion" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

Google Translate Transla9on English/German / 

Zotero APA cita9on / 

ChatGPT Summarising main findings from 

analysis 

- 

Structuring notes for academic use 

shorten these findings to provide 

an overview, do not add content 

and no interpreta>on 

Source: Own illustra9on. 

Overview Tools Chapter "Conclusion" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

Source: Own illustra9on. 

Overview Tools Chapter "Limita9ons" 

AI Tool Purpose of Use Prompts used 

DeepL Write Refining style & grammar check / 

ChatGPT Structuring notes for academic use please take my notes regarding 

“xy” and structure them in an 

academic way, do not add 

content 

Source: Own illustra9on. 

 



 145 

Declara:on of Honour 

I hereby declare under oath 

• that I have independently prepared this master’s thesis and have performed all 

associated tasks myself, using no other sources or aids than those indicated 

• that in preparing the thesis I have adhered to the guidelines of FH JOANNEUM for 

ensuring good scien9fic prac9ce and for avoiding misconduct during the prepara9on of 

this work 

• that I have properly cited all formula9ons and concepts taken over from printed or 

unprinted works as well as from the internet in wording or in the essen9al content in 

accordance with the rules of Good Scien9fic Prac9ce (guideline GSP) and have marked 

them by precise references 

• that I have declared in the method presenta9on, the appendix and in the Declara9on of 

Independent Research and Academic Integrity (see below) all aids used (ar9ficial 

intelligence assistance systems such as chatbots [e.g., ChatGPT], transla9on applica9ons 

[e.g., DeepL], paraphrasing applica9ons [e.g., Quill bot], image generator applica9ons 

[e.g., Dall-E], or programming applica9ons [e.g., Github Copilot], and indicated their 

usage at the corresponding text passages. 

• that this original thesis, in its current form, has not been submiwed to any other 

academic ins9tu9on for the purpose of obtaining an academic degree. 

I have been informed that my work may be checked for plagiarism and for third-party authorship 

of human (ghostwri9ng) or technical origin (ar9ficial intelligence assistance systems). 

I am aware that a false statement may result in legal consequences such as a nega9ve 

assessment of my work, the subsequent revoca9on of any obtained degree, and legal 

prosecu9on. 
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Declara:on of Independent Research and Academic Integrity 

Research and Data Analysis Yes No 
Not 

relevant 

All data analysed or generated using AI tools such as [ChatGPT] 

have been presented and transparently described in the 

methodology sec9on of this thesis. 

x   

All results have been personally verified by me to ensure their 

validity and reliability. 

x   

Interviews and Surveys Yes No 
Not 

relevant 

I confirm that the use of AI in conduc9ng surveys and interviews 

was methodologically sound and did not cause any distor9ons or 

manipula9ons of the results. The AI tools used are listed in detail 

in the appendix. 

x   

All par9cipants were informed in advance about the use of AI 

technology and provided their explicit consent. 

x   

Use of Chatbots for Surveys Yes No 
Not 

relevant 

All par9cipants of AI-supported surveys and interviews were 

informed in advance about the use of AI technology and provided 

their explicit consent. 

x   

I confirm that when using chatbots [ChatGPT] for data collec9on, 

all ethical guidelines were followed, and par9cipants were fully 

informed. 

x   

Hypothesis Genera:on Yes No 
Not 

relevant 

I confirm that the hypotheses of this thesis were generated with 

the support of an AI technology. However, I take full 

responsibility for selec9ng, adap9ng, and further scien9fically 

examining these hypotheses. 

  x 

AI algorithms were used in this thesis to generate research 

hypotheses. I have cri9cally reviewed all generated hypotheses, 

modified them where necessary, and independently evaluated 

their scien9fic relevance. 

  x 

Literature Research Yes No 
Not 

relevant 

The iden9fica9on of relevant literature was par9ally supported 

by AI. I confirm that I independently analysed all selected sources 

and assessed their relevance for this thesis. 

  x 

An AI tool or many AI tools was/were used for automated 

literature research. I declare that I understand the tool’s 
methodology and that I independently reviewed the resul9ng 

literature sugges9ons and appropriately integrated them into the 

scien9fic context of this work. 

  x 
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Automa:c Code Genera:on Yes No 

Not 

relevant 

I used AI tools to generate code examples. These examples were 

reviewed, adapted, and integrated into the scien9fic context of the 

thesis by me. 

  x 

I confirm that all code generated with the help of AI tools has been 

clearly iden9fied as such and served solely as a founda9on for my 

own programming contribu9ons. 

  x 

Text and Language Processing Yes No 

Not 

relevant 

Automated Text Improvement    

I declare that the use of AI-assisted correc9on tools [DeepL Write, 

ChatGPT] was limited to grammar, spelling, and punctua9on. The 

substan9ve core of the thesis remains unaffected. 

x   

AI-assisted correc9on tools [DeepL Write, ChatGPT] were used only 

in the early stages of wri9ng to improve stylis9c flow, not to alter 

the content. All changes made by AI tools were personally 

reviewed and validated by me to ensure the independence of the 

scien9fic content. 

I confirm that the use of AI-supported correc9on tools did not 

result in any plagiarism or improper academic prac9ces. 

x   

Auto-Generated Summaries    

Any automa9cally generated summaries or sec9ons created by AI 

tools [ChatGPT] are explicitly marked as such in this thesis. 

x   

Automated summaries of texts were created in this thesis using AI 

tools [ChatGPT]. I independently assessed the relevance and 

accuracy of all automa9cally generated summaries. 

x   

Automated Transla:ons Yes No 

Not 

relevant 

I hereby declare that all texts integrated into this thesis with the 

help of AI transla9on tools [ChatGPT, Google Translate] were 

carefully reviewed and manually corrected where necessary. These 

transla9ons are appropriately marked in the text to ensure 

transparency. 

I confirm that the AI transla9on tools used served only as auxiliary 

tools and that I retain full responsibility for the correctness and 

appropriateness of the transla9ons. I further ensured that these 

transla9ons comply with the academic and ethical standards of 

this thesis. 

x   

I declare that all transla9ons performed using AI tools [ChatGPT, 

Google Translate] have been appropriately marked and reviewed.  

x   

Text Analysis Yes No 

Not 

relevant 

I declare that all text analyses conducted with the support of AI 

tool [ChatGPT] are fully described and iden9fied in the 

methodology sec9on. I independently selected the AI tools, 

defined their parameters, and interpreted the results. I confirm 

that these analyses and their results meet scien9fic standards and 
are ethically sound. Furthermore, I documented all steps of the 

analysis to ensure traceability and verifiability. 

x   

All text analysis performed by AI tools [ChatGPT] are appropriately 

iden9fied and described in the methodology. 

x   
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Media Genera:on and Evalua:on Yes No 

Not 

relevant 

Image Processing    

Some of the graphics used in this thesis were created, op9mised, or 

edited using AI tools. The selec9on and applica9on of these tools as 

well as the final edi9ng were performed by me. 

  x 

I declare that all images, graphics, and diagrams altered or 

generated by AI are appropriately marked in this thesis 

   

Audio/Video Transcrip@on    

Audio/video interviews were transcribed using AI-supported 

soRware [MacWhisper]. I manually corrected and validated the 

transcrip9ons. 

x   

Image and Video Analysis    

This thesis contains image or video material analysed using AI. I 

independently interpreted the AI results and integrated them into 

my research context. 

  x 

List of AI Tools Used & Comments 

ChatGPT 

DeepL Write 

Google Translate 

MacWhisper 

à further details listed in detailed tables above  

   

 


