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Abstract: The aim of this article is to explore key changes in the mode of operation of Polish
social economy organizations (SEOs) that result from a social policy targeted at strengthening their
independence and sustainability. The activities of SEOs are largely supported by public institutions,
but their opportunities for assistance of capacity building are considered insufficient. Owing to the
current policy, not only an economic independence, but also the structure and behavior of supported
social organizations, especially in their relations with other stakeholders, can be strengthened.
Based on the exploratory analysis on how SOEs change their independence and sustainability as a
result of implementation of the public policy, a conceptual model of value co-creation will be used.
The model enables analyzing the scope and scale of stakeholder engagement in the development
of SEOs. The empirical research was conducted using a survey among 112 Polish social economy
organizations. The results of the study show that the market-oriented approach not only reduces
the scale of relations between SEOs and their stakeholders but also affects the way SEOs work,
transforming them to be more like traditional businesses.

Keywords: co-creation; stakeholders; social enterprise; NGO; social economy organization;
commercialization; public policy

1. Introduction

Within of 30 years of transformations, Poland, as one of the Central and Eastern European
countries, has been struggling to create a stable model of social economy. Here, the problems facing
post-communist countries have become evident. Analyses of solutions used in the countries of
Central and Eastern Europe demonstrate that, despite some differences, these countries have chosen a
similar path, and changes in many areas have brought about similar effects (Schwenger et al. 2013).
The social economy organizations in Poland implement their mission-based activities and, at the
same time, attempt to carry out business activities aimed at the diversification of income and their
development (Vaceková and Svidroňovária 2014). As a result, these organizations neither constitute
a fully fledged institution pursuing social goals nor are a full market player (Pacut 2010). Due to
the policy focused on development, independence and stabilization of activities of social economy
organizations government activities play an important role in this context (Vaceková and Svidroňovária
2014; Wells 2001). In addition, at the same time, the approach to perceiving and supporting innovation
is changing towards a social one - the importance of cooperation with a wide spectrum of actors
(including social economy entities) and the active participation of future users in creating solutions
that meet their expectations are emphasized (see more; Kopyciński 2017). The term “social economy
organization” is used in this article to describe the following organizations: the voluntary sector,
non-governmental organizations, and non-profit organizations. When it refers to both social economy
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organizations and social enterprises, the term of “social entity” can be used instead. The main reason
for that is the existence of imprecise definitions of these concepts in Polish law and public policies.
However, because of the lack of precise definitions, both of these terms will be used interchangeably
as synonyms in this article. For instance, according to the legal interpretation of Polish law, a social
enterprise is also a non-governmental organization engaged in any type of revenue-generating activities,
e.g., selling products and services and allocation of the proceeds to their statutory activities. According
to the research carried out in Poland, a social enterprise is defined as an entity pursuing social objectives
that introduces products or services to the market, irrespective of profit generation (Hausner et al. 2007;
Wygnański and Frączak 2008). In this article, a very broad definition of social enterprise will be used.
It also means the use of a broad definition of social economy (Borzaga and Defourny 2004; Pacut 2010;
Perrini 2006; Spear et al. 2018).

Therefore, the Polish state supports the developments of the social economy sector, including
associations, foundations, or social enterprises. The evolution in this field has become a challenge for
the state and SEOs (Farazmand 2018). A key issue concerns the direction of change reflected in the
following dilemmas: (1) should the SEOs become more market-oriented and pursue economic goals in
order to achieve independence and sustainability that provide their development or (2) should they
act in line with social goals and only additionally pursue economic goals?

In European countries, social activities are more and more commercialized (Schwenger et al. 2013).
Consistent implementation of policies strengthening the economic independence of NGOs
(Mikołajczak 2017) supports their market orientation and products or services commercialization
(Nunnenkamp and Öhler 2010). The term “commercialization” will be used to describe the process
of changing a SEO’s mode of operation when it becomes more market-oriented. This process is
crucial for SEOs’ independence as it can imply a redefinition of the social goals of an organization and,
consequently, their replacement by economic objectives (Fudaliński 2014). In Poland, the government
implements public policies to stimulate or accelerate this process.

The SEOs conducting business activities are interested in searching for new market opportunities
(Defourny 2001; Żur 2014). Those entities also try to change internally, e.g., their structure and their
mode of action (Vaceková and Svidroňovária 2014). Finally, the relationship with contractors and
stakeholders can be revised (Borzillo et al. 2014). The scale and extent of changes in social economy
organizations is an important research issue. Therefore, this study is focused on the changes in
the way SEOs’ work result from the state-determined policy. These changes increase the entities’
independence and strengthen mission-related activities. However, paradoxically, it also takes them
further away from the third sector and turns them into much more market-oriented organizations
(Borzaga and Defourny 2004; Mikołajczak 2018). In line with this, an analysis will be provided to
assess the relationship between commercialized social economy organizations and their stakeholders,
in particular, their customers. To this end, a conceptual and an empirical examination involving
stakeholder and co-creation analysis will be conducted.

The research objective of this article is to explore key changes in the mode of operation of
Polish social economy organizations that result from a social policy targeted at strengthening their
independence and sustainability. The key research aspects include collaboration between the actors
involved in the process of value creation and a public policy aimed at the commercialization of SEOs’
goods and services (Fudaliński 2014). The main question of the analysis is what kind of effects can occur
due to by the commercialization of SEOs’ activities? The changes resulting from commercialization
are not always noticeable. A co-creation model, however, made it possible to spot the changes and
describe the phenomenon. The next research question focused on how the relationships between
stakeholders in the co-creation process by using a matrix of stakeholders’ participation can be described?
Finally, using a co-creation model and a matrix of stakeholders’ participation, how can the effects of
SEOs’ commercialization be analyzed? To answer these questions, the study was conducted based
on 112 entities in the region of Lesser Poland between 2016 and 2019. For the analysis of the results,
a co-creation model and the analysis of stakeholders were applied.
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The article is divided into four sections. In Section 1, different issues on social economy
organizations and the factors of change are analyzed. This literature review provides an outlook on (1)
targets of the state policy aimed at commercializing SEOs, (2) the role of co-creation in social economy
organizations and (3) the relationship between SEOs and their stakeholders. For the purpose of this
article, stakeholders were selected from the participants in the process of creation and implementation
of innovations or in the process of creation of products or services. The methodological section
presents a sampling description based on 112 Polish SEOs, data collection methods using surveys and
in-depth interviews, and data analysis methods. In the next section, the results of the research are
analyzed. It shows how the engagement of stakeholders decreases with the changes in the SEOs mode
of operation. Finally, the results are summarized, providing our contribution and recommendations
for public policies as well as suggestions on further research.

2. Social Economy Organizations and the Factors of Change: Public Policy, Co-Creation,
and Stakeholder Engagement

2.1. State Policy Aimed at Commercializing of Social Economy Organizations

The social economy organizations in Poland carry out mission-related activities that are subject
to principles other than economic activity. Mission-related activities are divided into unpaid
mission-related activities, when the customer does not pay for the services provided by the entity,
and paid mission-related activities, when the customer pays for the service, but this service is not carried
out for profit. The SEOs may also operate a business activity. The generated profit must be allocated
to implementation of the organization’s mission; otherwise, the profit can be taxed under general
accounting principles (Farazmand 2018). In Poland, all SEOs engaged in economic activities or in paid
statutory activities are considered by public authorities to be companies (Wygnański and Frączak 2008).
It is associated with a very broad approach to social entrepreneurship and, as a consequence, to the social
economy sector. According to the Polish definition, it is not necessary to conduct economic activities to
be classified as a social enterprise (Hausner and Laurisz 2008). Therefore, supporting this sector is
problematic since even a small amount of financial aid is treated as public help. However, the state
or local authorities can contract public services (Defourny 2001). The SEOs’ activities are supported
by allowing them to broaden a range of activities. At the same time, the SEOs’ activities are
dependent on public money (Vincent 2006) and interdependent on the economic functions of the public
policy (Moulaert and Nussbaumer 2005). This type of state activity serves to pursue a social policy.
As a result, SEOs’ goals become the state objectives concerning the development and implementation
of public policies. Using that kind of support leads to the increased dependence of SEOs on the state
(Vaceková and Svidroňovária 2014). Moreover, organizations that spend their funds exclusively on
providing social services do not grow in strength. A withdrawal from public contracting can lead
to the end of an SEO’s activity due to insufficient resources (Wells 2001). Organizations carrying on
exclusively mission-related activities encounter financial difficulties that have a negative impact on
their development, economic stability, and staff retention (Fudaliński 2014; Mikołajczak 2018).

In addition, there is another way to finance SEOs activities. The organizations can themselves
create and increase revenues and generate a surplus in order to cover operating costs. Hence, the basic
goal of state actions is to reinforce the SEOs’ sustainability and independence, understood as their
economic independence (Blackburn 2012; Moulaert and Ailenei 2005). The Polish government
and local authorities allocate resources in order to encourage SEOs to launch business activities
or to scale up of existing businesses (Hausner et al. 2007; Mikołajczak 2017; Pacut 2010). As a
result, the state supports the process of commercializing social economy organizations and thus
stimulates an increase of social enterprises created, primarily through a transformation of NGOs
implementing social activities into entities partly engaged in economic activity (Perrini 2006).
However, business activity does not have to constitute a basis for the operations of these entities
(Alter 2007; Amin 2009). An immediate objective of a public policy is an increase in the financial
independence of social entities. An intermediate goal is to strengthen social capital by supporting
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independence and the development of social entities (Laville et al. 2005). Social capital is an important
factor when it comes to long-term development of SEOs, societies (Laville and Nyssens 2001), and also
economies (Beugelsdijk and Smulders 2009; Helliwell and Putnam 1995; Mikucka and Sarracino 2014).
In particular, Central and Eastern European countries, including Poland, are characterized by a
noticeably lower level of social capital than Western European countries (Czapiński and Panek 2015).
Moreover, from the perspective of socio-economic development, the trends of changes are not optimistic
for the region. Given the index of civic cooperation, in Western Europe countries, a positive trend can
be observed, and in post-Soviet states, a negative trend can be observed (Sarracino and Mikucka 2017).
Therefore, the Polish government implemented a policy to support existing entities and the emergence
of new NGOs and new social enterprises (Laurisz and Mazur 2008). This is also a general reason why
governments support SEO development (Evers 2001; Spear et al. 2018).

An important issue is the distinction between direct financial support for an entity and the support
of its mission-related activity. In Poland, if an SEO implements a project consistent with the mission
and financed by public funding, it has to finance a part of this project on its own, even if the SEO
performs tasks contracted by the state (Pacut 2010). The government significantly limits the possibility
of building material or financial capital in case of SEOs implementing mission-related projects. This can
be considered to be a major impediment in the implementation of SEOs’ mission-related activities
(Bohdziewicz-Lulewicz and Rychły-Mierzwa 2018). Moreover, entities undergoing commercialization
can obtain financial support from the state for building up physical capital, development,
and stabilization. In line with this, this study focuses on an examination of entities participating in
the MOWES project that was implemented in Poland in order to support the commercialization of
social entities. The Malopolska Social Economy Support Centre (Małopolski Ośrodek Wsparcia Ekonomii
Społecznej—MOWES) was a publicly financed project implemented in Malopolska in 2016–2019.
Malopolska or Lesser Poland Voivodeship is a region in southern Poland. The main aim of this project
was to support social economy organizations and social enterprises in order for them to become
independent from public transfers and public support. The project also helped to commercialize
SEOs’ activities.

2.2. Co-Creation in Social Economy Organizations

From the business perspective, co-creation is a joint action on the creation of value by an enterprise
and other stakeholders in order to obtain a better final product. Changes, particularly in information
and communications technology, lead to a growing volatility of consumer attitudes with respect to
brands and products (Ramaswamy and Gouillart 2010). To create solutions, increasing the quality
of products and the loyalty, attachment, and trust of customers, SEOs change the way they think
about the customer’s needs and redirect the process of product, services, and innovation development
(Mikołajczak 2018). That entails moving beyond the framework of internal creation of solutions and
broadly understood co-production toward the engagement of customers in the process of creating,
testing, and improving solutions (De Koning et al. 2016; O’Hern and Rindfleisch 2010). Co-creation as
a mode of operation of market players is becoming increasingly prevalent. Furthermore, co-creation is
of growing importance in organizations from the social economy sector.

Changes, especially in technology and economy, have resulted in a growing instability in the market
of goods and services and the relations between customers and producers (Vargo and Lusch 2004).
The instability is also visible across other areas and relations (Von Scheel et al. 2015). From that
perspective, many researchers emphasize the necessity to change supply–demand relationships toward
an interactive model of co-creation (Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2014). As a consequence, a gradual
change of the traditional value creation model into a system where customers and suppliers interact
and collaborate can be noticed. Many researchers highlight that the process of creating value must
be changed from product-oriented to service- or customer-oriented (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004;
Vargo and Lusch 2004; Vargo et al. 2008). These changes reshape today’s economy into a new system
of local and global interrelated businesses. The value is created within a large and broad cooperation
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where different stakeholders, particularly customers, are involved in the process of value creation
(Laville et al. 2005). Thus, it is possible to create a new value or experience for all stakeholders using
internal and external sources (Olson et al. 2012). This new approach is called co-creation.

Co-creation is presented here as a new paradigm in management, helping companies and
customers to create value through interactions (Galvagno and Dalli 2014). This concept is defined
as managing the process of creating value at the customer level (Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2014).
It converts the market into a place where dialogue between customers and companies is naturally
built (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004). In this context, businesses and the state strive to create
a forum for debate where individuals, organizations, governments, and economies can cooperate
together (O’Hern and Rindfleisch 2010). In line with this, it is necessary to inspire all participants to
change their old, traditional mode of operation into broad collaboration, cooperation, and co-creation
(Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2014; Ramaswamy and Ozcan 2013).

A generally overlooked, albeit very important, aspect of the co-creation model is its implementation
in all activities of social economy organizations (Dahan et al. 2010). Day-to-day business is based on
extensive cooperation with stakeholders. The process of creating social innovation is a result of cooperation
with customers, public authorities, and other stakeholders (Dahan et al. 2010; Bitzer and Glasbergen 2015).
These joint activities create social value (Gouillart 2014; Pinho et al. 2014). That means that activities
carried out by social economy organizations should be strongly oriented toward innovation and added
value creation (Galvagno and Dalli 2014). A broad cooperation aimed at value creation has been popular
in the social economy sector for several years (Nunnenkamp and Öhler 2010). An extensive cooperation
with stakeholders is a key feature of SEOs’ mode of operation (Borzillo et al. 2014).

In order to meet the research objective of this article, it is necessary to examine the stages,
activities, and forms of engagement of stakeholders in creating goods and services. There are four
types of customer co-creation listed in the most popular classifications: (1) collaborating, (2) tinkering,
(3) co-designing, and (4) submitting (O’Hern and Rindfleisch 2010). A slightly different way of
classification relays on defining the role of a participant in the co-creation process, specifically,
using public participation and the citizens–local government relations. Given this approach, we can
distinguish three types of citizen involvement—(1) citizen as a co-implementer, (2) citizen as a
co-designer, and (3) citizen as an initiator (Voorberg et al. 2015). In order to identify the scope of
SEOs’ participation, the second approach will be used here. In the next analytical step, concerning the
identification of the scale of involvement, a different method of specifying the phases of co-creation
will be applied, as the local government is the stakeholder that most strongly affects SEO behavior.
Therefore, the analysis will be carried out using the gradation of social participation or the involvement
of organizations in the relations between citizens and the state. The following shortened version
of the engagement scale was used: (1) a lack of participation (do not participate), (2) possible
participation (allowed to participate), (3) creation of a participation opportunity (encouraged to
participate), (4) involvement in the process (engagement in the process), and (5) equal participation.
In the future, the results will be used to design a broader study using a different methodology.

The proposed classification of the relationships between SEOs and their stakeholders is based
on the relations between citizen and local government, where the citizen is understood as an entity
involved in the process of cooperation with the local government (Laville et al. 2005). In this context,
the main institutional actor cooperating with SEOs is actually the local government (Table 1). In an
attempt to strengthen citizens’ activity and develop social involvement, the authorities tend to use
co-creation tools. Owing to this, they shift the paradigm of public participation. Citizens do not remain
passive and try to be an active participant in the public life. As a consequence, the actors begin to
interact and learn from each other how to use their unique competences to meet all social, public,
and economic challenges (Voorberg et al. 2017).
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Table 1. Key stakeholders indicated by social economy organizations (SEOs) (n = 112).

Stakeholders Number of Indications

Customers 87
Local government 85
Members of associations 92
NGOs—competitive 78
NGOs—cooperative 81
Secondary schools 75
Social enterprises 76
Volunteers 88

Source: Own study.

In this context, two key aspects of the occurrence of co-creation in social organizations should
be stressed. The first one concerns the creation of social value and social innovation, and the
second issue refers to participation in the value chain. Social innovation is defined as a social
solution that is new, more efficient, more effective, and more sustainable than the existing ones
(Phills et al. 2008). It means that extensive cooperation with stakeholders among social entities results
in greater innovativeness (Moulaert and Nussbaumer 2005). Moreover, collaborating with NGOs
helps, e.g., enterprises in forming new modes of value creation (Dahan et al. 2010). Those cross-sector
partnerships contribute to complementary skills and capabilities along each stage of the value chain.
That, in turn, enables these entities to produce new goods or services and to minimize the costs and
risks (Bitzer and Glasbergen 2015).

Owing to the close connection between co-creation and SEO activity, as well as social innovation
and value creation, it is possible to identify co-creation as a key factor of changes in social entities
engaged in commercialization their goods or services.

2.3. Stakeholders

Based on the stakeholder theory (Freeman 2010; Harrison 2014; Parmar et al. 2010) and the
role of co-creation actors (Leclercq et al. 2016), a group of the most influential stakeholders—who
participated in the process of innovations development, creating a product or a service, and in activities
of an organization—was selected. Following the same pattern, a method of analyzing the strength of
influence on a social organization along with the mapping method was chosen. The selection was also
made on the basis of comments regarding the limited size of stakeholders’ influence (Ćwiklicki 2011).

Each partnership in the value creation process involves stakeholders (Kazadi et al. 2016).
An essential criterion for determining whether a given stakeholder was included in the analysis was
its importance in the value creation process. The importance was understood as the complementarity
of resources and/or capabilities in the value chain (Bitzer and Glasbergen 2015). The most important
stakeholders are, on the one hand, businesses, which help a SEO to create a competitive offer
by setting and implementing sustainable production standards, and on the other hand, the state,
which institutionally supports the SEO and creates new opportunities by public policy planning and
supporting SEO projects (Bryson 2004; Bryson et al. 2017; Gouillart 2014). Moreover, the customers
play a key role in the process of changing their behavior from passive recipients to active co-designers
of value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004; Ramaswamy and Gouillart 2010).

These kinds of partnerships are often called networks due to their multidimensional and
multidirectional impact on the interaction process (Bhalla 2010). These relations influence both
the value chain and the output. The network structure and the relations between stakeholders are the
crucial factors for success (Galvagno and Dalli 2014). That proves that every actor or entity in the chain
contributes to value creation by integrating resources. Owing to that, every SEO can benefit from the
process of value creation (Gummesson and Mele 2010).
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3. Methodology

The research was conducted in 2016–2019 based on a group of SEOs participating in the MOWES
project focused on the monitoring of SEOs in the region of Lesser Poland. This research is a part of a
broader study on the quality and effectiveness of implementing public support. The research objective
of this article is to explore key changes in the mode of operation of Polish social economy organizations
that result from a social policy targeted at strengthening their independence and sustainability. It should
be emphasized that the research results show preliminary directions of change and indicate a new
methodological approach. This analysis can be complemented by further studies providing a detailed
description of the phenomenon.

The key research question was, what kind of effects by the commercialization of SEOs’ activities
can be occurred? A co-creation model was used to explain this phenomenon. The next research question
was focused on whether the policy of the Polish state impacts the commercialization of the entities.
What is co-creation and how it applies to the SEOs’ activities? How can the relationships between
stakeholders in the co-creation process be described using a matrix of stakeholder participation?
Finally, using a co-creation model and a matrix of stakeholders’ participation, how can the effects
of SEOs’ commercialization be analyzed? To answer these questions, it was critically important to
conduct a study based on SEOs.

The research encompassed 112 SEOs, but only 64 of them took part in all three stages. In the first
stage, each SEO was examined before receiving public support. In the next two stages, a satisfaction
survey was used in order to analyze how the SEOs’ mode of operation changed after receiving support.
The SEOs’ level of satisfaction with the public support system was evaluated twice. First, halfway
through the period of receiving the support by an organization and then two months after the end of
that period. In the third stage, several obstacles were encountered, as this part of the research was not
compulsory, and nearly half of the SEOs did not take part in it. Therefore, some research issues, e.g., the
selection of stakeholders, were carried out based on the results from the first stage. However, changes in
relationships were investigated only for the participants in all three stages. The first stage involved a
direct survey, the second—the CATI method, and the third one—CAWI.

After the survey, further research was conducted to confirm these observations.
Additional empirical evidence was collected through in-depth interviews with the project participants
and SEO representatives. Over 20 interviews were carried out, but only five were used in this article
to demonstrate the interviewees statements. The main aim of the interviews was to identify the
causes of and motivation for change in SEOs’ modes of operation. This research strategy allowed the
interviewees to explain the role of stakeholders in all activities and stages of the co-creation process.
The interviews lasted between 60-70 min. The main interview questions were as follows:

(1) What activities, in comparison to mission-related activities, affected a change in the number of
people determining the service implementation?

(2) What was the scale of that change?
(3) What was the reason for the change in the number of people engaged in the decision-making process?

The key elements of the research strategy were (1) selection of stakeholders, (2) matrix development
for the analysis of relations between SEOs and stakeholders, and (3) determination of the scale of
cooperation between SEOs and stakeholders for activities they were engaged in. Based on the
indications of SEOs taking part in the first part of the research, the stakeholders for the survey were
selected. In the following stage, only those stakeholders were involved who were indicated by at least
50% of the SEOs (Table 1).

In the next stage, a matrix of relations between SEOs and stakeholders was developed.
In line with this, key actors from different stakeholder groups were selected. A few techniques
were used to implement this—Bourne’s Stakeholder Circle, Mendelow’s power-interest grid,
Murray-Webster and Simon’s three-dimensional grid, and Imperial College London’s influence-interest
grid (Chinyio and Olomolaiye 2009). This study is focused, in particular, on the analysis of relations
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between stakeholders and NGOs (Bryson et al. 2017; Bryson 2004). As a result, only SEOs engaged
in economic activities were chosen. In this case, NGOs and social enterprises can build partner
relations. Given the other enterprises, these relationships are not treated as partnership but as charity
and business (Dahan et al. 2010; Hatch and Schultz 2010). Finally, the matrix was designed using the
dimensions of power and influence and number of participants and scale of engagement (Figure 1).Adm. Sci. 2019, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 16 
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Figure 1. Scale and scope of stakeholder engagement. Source: Own study.

In order to analyze the changes, a matrix for stakeholder analysis was adapted (Bryson 2004).
The grid enables to place stakeholders in a two-by-two matrix (Figure 1), including the scale of engagement
(the number of stages of the product/service development process) and the scope (the number of
stakeholders involved in the process). There are four categories of stakeholder involvement:

(1) small scale and small scope—a small number of stages in which stakeholders participate combined
with a small number of stakeholders involved throughout the process;

(2) large scale and small scope—a small number of participants in a large number of stages;
(3) small scale and large scope—a large number of participants in a small number of stages;
(4) large scale and large scope—a large number of participants in a large number of stages.

The stakeholder matrix made it possible to analyze stakeholder engagement in the process of
inventing and creating a product/service by SEOs (third step). Based on this, the scale and extent of
co-creation in the surveyed organizations were determined. Accordingly, the change in the scale and
extent of co-creation as an effect of the process of commercialization was explored. The diagram in
Conclusions illustrates the tendency observed in this study (Figure 2). In the next stage of the analysis,
the type of cooperation in terms of conducted activities was specified. The SEOs’ activities included
mission-related activity, paid mission-related activity, and business activity. The scales of co-creation
covered as follows: (1) do not participate, (2) allowed to participate, (3) encouraged to participate,
(4) engagement in the process, and (5) equal participation (Table 3).
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Figure 2. Changes in the scale of stakeholder engagement depending on the type of activity. A—unpaid
mission-related activity, B—paid mission-related activity, C—business activity.

Given the data analysis methods, the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics. Due to
the small research sample, it was not possible apply a more advanced statistical method. The sample
included 64 organizations that took part in all three stages of the research. The dominant turned out
to be a relevant measure in the analysis as it unambiguously identified the prevalent type of relation
chosen by SEOs. Each organization was asked to select three most frequently used types of relations
with stakeholders (“1” being the most popular and “3” the third most popular one).

4. Results

The research has shown that the greater the market engagement of social economy organizations,
the lower the stakeholder participation in the products, services, and innovations development (Table 3).
In addition, among stakeholders, the role of customers in creating and solving problems related to
SEO services is largely reduced. That means that SEOs change their mode of operation. An important
change effect includes a move away from activities based on cooperation with stakeholders and
high or medium customer engagement in services development. Only a few organizations show an
engagement in this regard. The dominant shifts toward creating participation opportunities. Another
often indicated effect is a lack of participation in creating and delivering services.

Some of the surveyed organizations did not run and do not intend to conduct business
activities. In these SEOs, a change in the approach to co-creation of paid and unpaid services
was observed. For unpaid services, the preference for strong stakeholder involvement in the creation
and implementation of services was noticeable. In case of paid services, the level of SEO engagement
in services development visibly declined. The SEOs engaged in economic activities were additionally
examined using qualitative research based on in-depth interviews. Five interviews were conducted to
identify the cooperation motives with stakeholders (Table 2).
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Table 2. Changes in SEOs’ activities and the scale of stakeholder engagement in the decision process.

Research Questions Selected Respondents Statements Based on In-Depth Interviews

What kind of activities change the SEO’s mode
of operation and what are the directions of
changes?

1. The organization’s activity changes the most when there is some money to be made.
2. When business and money appear.
3. When there is money to be made on the free market
4. Business activity
5. Business

What are the directions of the change?

1. The way of operating changes when you conduct business activity, this is the market, and here you have to act differently.
2. When we enter the market, the organization’s activity must be competitive, you must make quick decisions.
3. Professionalization takes place. The entities can become independent and provide higher quality services.
Professionalization of operations is a smart decision and a good trend.
4. The introduction of revenue results in a change in management. We have to professionalize and become more like a
company. We are getting market-oriented and professional. That involves gaining skills and experience required on the
open market. As a result, the business activity grows, and the organization can generate a profit.
5. The introduction of paid services requires changes. The organization cannot any longer be run incompetently—it must
become professional, flexible, and make decisions quickly. There is no room for democratic management here. Adaptation
to the market requirements can have both positive and negative consequences for the organization. The positive ones
being a strong growth in profits, the negative being strong management and possible lay-offs of worse employees.

Does the number of people deciding on the
shape and manner of the service
implementation change?

1. When there is money to be made, there is no shortage of people. However, when there is no money and we need
volunteers, nobody wants to work. That is why when money appears, you have got to rule with an iron fist.
2. Paid services do not let you earn the same money as business activity. That is why management does not change until
you enter the market with an open offer, when you need to compete and manage people.
3. When you make money, you cannot let a large group of people make decisions. Then we make decisions on the board.
4. Paid services do not change anything, but business activity forces us to act competitively, so we have to hire professional
rehabilitation specialists and therapists. That means we talk to our customers and listen to them, but we make decisions
without consulting anybody.
5. Business activity means responsibility—things change a lot. The consequences are also different. I can look for advice,
but I prefer to make decisions in a small group.
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Table 2. Cont.

Research Questions Selected Respondents Statements Based on In-Depth Interviews

What is the scale of this change?

1. We operate like a business, so when we sell services, we decide about everything in our group (the board is four people).
When we provide unpaid services, we consult widely. The difference is big.
2. There cannot be many people responsible for the work of others and results. Statutory activities are simple—you work
as you can, here you must be professional, so you act quickly in a small group or you make decisions by yourself.
3. Significant. Here (in mission-related activity), we have a big group, but business activity is usually one person
responsible for a project.
4. Considerable change. Here, you need a person responsible for taking actions—sometimes that person makes decisions
in a team, sometimes independently. However, key decisions are made single-handedly or by the board.
5. Business activity changes a lot. This is different management, different decisions.

What is the reason for the change in the number
of people engaged in the decision-making
process?

1. Like I said, professionalization and responsibility, you must control everything.
2. Control, management, and calculating money.
3. In business you can’t make friends—you must lead and manage—if you start negotiating, you cannot manage.
4. Responsibility for business and people, it is different than joint, social activities. These are two different worlds.
5. You cannot manage effectively when you work like in the parliament. Here you need change and either someone keeps
things in order or the business will not work. However, of course, we consult with customers, whether everything is OK
and whether we need to change something. We keep monitoring things, but we actually operate differently. Besides, we
start to act differently in other areas.

Source: Own study.
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The study also focused on the payment for services and the professionalization of the provision
of services. The results demonstrated that the respondents engaged in the business activities
had a conservative approach. Each respondent claimed that business activities required the
professionalization of services. The professionalization was understood as “good judgment in
decision-making,” “business and professional experience,” and “flexibility and decision-making
ability.” The respondents suggested that if an organization intends to conduct business activities,
it should be professionally managed, and decision-making should take place in small groups.

However, when a payment was introduced for services offered as part of the entity’s mission,
the need for professionalization has not been indicated so often. The most common respondent
statement was, “customer engagement in services development is crucial because the services
are tailored to the customer.” However, the customer is no longer enabled to make decisions.
The introduction of payment shifts the decision-making back to the organization—“financial decisions
cannot be taken by customers,” “the customer would demand a lower price,” and “the customer is
guided by her interest, not the interest of the SEO.”

The survey conducted on SEOs carrying out all types of activities—unpaid, paid,
and business—demonstrates their professionalization and the growing commercialization of their
services. The former means limiting the stakeholder role and engagement in creating and delivering
services. The business activities imply a radical change in the business model.

The survey among SEOs offering unpaid and paid mission-related activities shows that the
introduction of service payments changes the stakeholders’ perception. The change is not significant,
but it is important. Using the classification presented in Table 3, the respondents could select
between the following options: “create participation opportunities” rather than “equal participation.”
Supplementary qualitative studies explain why that happens. Leaders/managers of SEOs recognize
that the adoption of payments introduces new elements to the SEO-customer relationship: price,
profit, and costs. As a result, the relationship between the SEO and the customer changes into a
relationship between two market players. However, in the case of paid and unpaid mission-related
activities, SEO managers support customer engagement in the creation and implementation of services.
Moreover, due to the fact that the conducting of business activities is often concerned as a priority,
the relationships with customer changes from a co-worker relationship into an opponent relationship.
According to the interviewed managers, the customer is more interested in profit than in the win-win
principle. Based on the conducted research and analysis, it seems that SEO managers themselves
implement the concept of a non-zero-sum game. In line with this, a new question arises: whether
the buyers of SEOs services actually follow the win-lose principle or whether it is just the managers’
projection. To answer this question, however, further studies are required.

The “x” signs in the Table 2 denote the first, second and third choice of the respondents answering
the following three survey questions: (1) What kind of cooperation with stakeholders dominates
in your unpaid activities? (2) What kind of cooperation with stakeholders dominates in your paid
activities? (3) What kind of cooperation with stakeholders dominates in your business activities? For
each type of activity, the respondents could give three answers, where “1” implied the most popular
scale of SEO involvement and “3” the third most popular one. To indicate the strength of impact, signs
were used rather than numbers. “XXX” denotes the dominant answers for the first choice, “XX” is
the dominant for the second choice, and “X” for the third one. This differentiation allows visualizing
the similarity between answers and the scale of change in stakeholder engagement. The value of the
determinant for a given answer is shown in the brackets below the signs.
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Table 3. Stakeholders engagement in SEO operation depending on the type of activities.

Type of Activities Research Scales

Do Not
Participate

Allowed to
Participate

Encouraged to
Participate

Engagement in
the Process

Equal
Participation

mission-related activity XX XXX X
(53) (59) (49)

paid mission-related
activity

X XX XXX
(55) (57) (52)

business activity XX XXX X
(49) (61) (51)

Source: Own study.

The research analysis demonstrates a difference between the behavior of SEOs and the way of
treating shareholders depending on a type of activities. It can be noticed that, for mission-related
activities, the SEOs mostly show an open attitude to their stakeholders. “Engagement in the process”
is indicated as the first choice and “encouraged to participate” is the second choice for a large majority
of respondents. Most people surveyed select “equal participation” as the third option. Due to an
open approach toward their activities, the SEOs use extensive stakeholder cooperation in creating
services, products, and other solutions for their mission-related activities. The introduction of paid
mission-related activities contributes to these slight changes. Compared to a situation when there are
no paid activities, the role of stakeholders for the SEOs is more limited. The two first choices remain
the same, but the third one changes. The entities omit “equal participation” and select “allowed to
participate” instead. The research results clearly show a diminishing participation of stakeholders in
this process. However, the greatest change in the perception of the role of stakeholders occurs when
business activity is launched. The SEOs conducting business activity, in contrast to mission-related
activity, significantly reduce the participation of their stakeholders in the creation of goods and services.
They opt for professionalization, which they understand in market-related terms. This leads to
decreasing stakeholder participation and changing the relations with them into more business-oriented
and also in paid ones. The respondents indicate “allowed to participate” as their first choice and “do
not participate” as their second choixe. That significantly differs from the answers concerning other
types of activities conducted by those SEOs.

As SEOs increased the scope of their activity by the implementation of the project, it can be
concluded that it is not just a description of a static situation but, rather, a demonstrating a change
perspective in the type of conducted activities. In line with this, SEOs change their business model and
partially turn into a typical market company. Their business model is definitely closer to the traditional,
closed model rather than to an open one with a significant role of stakeholders (Von Scheel et al. 2015).
The SEOs limit their contact and relations with stakeholders in the creation process. They also reduce
their role in the assessment of the solutions they use. The in-depth interviews also displayed changes
in marketing and even in the outsourcing of services, e.g., legal or accounting. Before participating in
the project, they used those services for free as part of a cooperation with stakeholders. After launching
business activities, they took a different approach to business services. Another important aspect is a
reduction of external services and an attempt to offer them by the SEO. Similar attitudes were observed
in a study of social enterprises (Scott-Kemmis 2012).

Figure 2 shows these dependencies visually. A change in the type of activity is accompanied by a
change in approach to stakeholders. The more important is the financial result of an entity’s activity,
the relations with stakeholders become more and more limited. As a consequence, conducting business
activity significantly decreases the scale of stakeholder engagement in creating goods and services.
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5. Conclusions

Co-creation as a business model is a natural approach to show how SEOs pursue their mission by
extensive using of stakeholder engagement in their activities. Stakeholders support the activities of
SEOs, including external services, consulting etc. Stakeholders and, in particular, customers play an
important role in the value creation chain. The introduction of a new development path changes the
mode of operation used by these entities. The introduction of payments, especially income-earning
opportunities, changes the way in which a SEO operates. The implementation of commercialization,
however, makes a SEO’s mode of operation more similar to the business model of market entities.
This is an interesting example of change because the natural way of SEO activity is a broad involvement
of stakeholders in the creation of products and services (Laville et al. 2005). The launch of business
activities entails changes in those relationships and brings the SEO closer to a conservative business
model, which radically hampers the access of non-business partners. This happens despite the fact that
a SEO conducts parallel mission-related activities, where co-creation is a basic element of the applied
business model. The results of this research indicate that the problem requires more detailed studies.

The research objective of this article was to explore changes in SEOs’ mode of operation following
the commercialization of their activities. Based on the conducted research, it can be stated that each
type of SEO activity is characterized by a different scope and scale of cooperation with stakeholders.
The more advanced financially and economically an activity is, the more limited was the cooperation
with stakeholders. The most significantly factor reducing the involvement of stakeholders in the
creation of goods or services is the conducting business activity by an SEO.

In this context, it is worth pointing out that, by implementing a public policy supporting the
commercialization of SEO activities, the state may limit the positive social impact of their activity
(Farazmand 2018; Vaceková and Svidroňovária 2014). In particular, it may concern building social
capital, developing broad social bonds, and providing social services and innovation matching
people’s needs based on an extensive cooperation with stakeholders (Moulaert and Ailenei 2005).
Those observations show an important dilemma whether providing social services by SEOs should
be supported by the public policy in or whether their independence and development should be
promoted by commercialization. That area requires further studies.

The results of the analysis allowed for the answers to the research questions. The main question of
the study was what kind of effects occur with the commercialization of SEOs activities? The research
identified relationships between SEOs and stakeholder specifying each type of activity. Change in
the kind of activity is accompanied by a changed involvement of stakeholders in creating goods and
services. The next research question focused on how the relationships between stakeholders in the
co-creation process can be described using a matrix of stakeholder participation? Owing to the matrix,
developed in this study, the involvement of stakeholders in creating goods and services has been
demonstrated. The matrix includes both the scope and the scale of the involvement. Finally, using a
co-creation model and a matrix of stakeholder participation, the third question referred to the issue
of how the effects of SEOs’ commercialization can be analyzed. The matrix shows that the change in
stakeholder involvement is a result of the change in SEO activity. The level of involvement significantly
decreases with a growing professionalization of the activities resulting from the commercialization of
SEOs activities.

The research conducted on 112 entities in the region of Lesser Poland in 2016–2019 shows several
directions of further studies. A sample issue of further research could include the question, to what
extent can commercialization lead to a complete change in a way a SEO operates? To sum up, it can be
stated that the support of SEO independence and sustainability can lead to the redefinition of their
mission and reorientation of their social goals. The greater is their involvement in business activity,
the more their way of operating can change.
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