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YEAR 4

SPENT TO DATE WITH 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISES
(YEARS 1-4) 

£91,545,356

YEAR 4 SAW THE HIGHEST LEVEL 
OF ANNUAL SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 
SPEND YET

£26,344,535

DIRECTLY OR INDIRECTLY 
CREATED AT SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES IN 
YEARS 1-4

1,253 JOBS

TOTAL PROFIT REINVESTED INTO 
SOCIAL MISSIONS FOR 
YEARS 1-4

£9.3 MILLION

BUYING FROM SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES 

24
WORKING WITH CORPORATE 
BUYERS

380

3

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE
SUPPLIERS

HIGH PROFILE
COMPANIES



EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

At the time of writing, we are attempting to 
come to terms with the devastating impact 
of a global pandemic which has touched 
almost every aspect of our lives. It is clear 
that the post COVID-19 world will be very 
different from the world we knew until very 
recently, and that is as true of business as 
much as it is of any other section of society.

The recovery from this crisis is an opportunity 
to build back better, and business leaders are 
looking at how they can play their part in 
creating a fairer and more sustainable 
economy. 

Supply chains play a huge role in the impact 
that large companies have on society, 
prompting many to look carefully at what kinds 
of businesses they build supply chain 
partnerships with. 

The good news is that there is a 
well-established business model which puts 
people and planet on an equal footing with 
profits, and an increasing number of these 
businesses are successfully working as 
suppliers within the corporate market.

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE

Social enterprises are businesses with a social 
or environmental mission. Like traditional 
businesses they aim to make a profit, but it’s 
what they do with their profits that sets them 
apart, reinvesting them so that society benefits. 

They do this through a variety of means, such 
as – employing individuals with barriers to the 
job market, diverting waste resources away 
from landfill, making key services affordable for 
disadvantaged groups, providing a fair income 
to farmers in producer countries, supporting 
businesses to become carbon-neutral, 
donating essential items to vulnerable groups, 
or by reinvesting profits to contribute to 
Sustainable Development Goals. Social 
Enterprieses can be found in almost every 
sector, from consumer goods to healthcare, 
community energy to creative agencies, 
restaurants to facilities management.

A significant number of social enterprises 
operate in the business-to-business (B2B) 
market. This means that every time a business 
trades with another business, there is the 
potential to build societal benefit into that 
trading relationship.

THERE ARE OVER 100,000 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN THE 
UK

CONTRIBUTING £60 BILLION 
TO THE ECONOMY AND 
EMPLOYING APPROXIMATELY 
5% OF THE TOTAL 
WORKFORCE



WHAT IS THE BUY SOCIAL 
CORPORATE CHALLENGE?

The Buy Social Corporate Challenge is a simple 
initiative with a bold ambition:

A GROUP OF HIGH-PROFILE 
BUSINESSES IS AIMING TO 
COLLECTIVELY SPEND £1 BILLION 
WITH SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
THROUGH THEIR PROCUREMENT.

The Buy Social Corporate Challenge allows 
large businesses to develop a more strategic 
corporate social responsibility, aligned to their 
core operations. It gives companies the ability 
to positively transform lives using existing 
business spend. 

Led by Social Enterprise UK in partnership with 
the Department for Digital, Culture, Media & 
Sport, the initiative was launched in Downing 
Street in April 2016. A package of support was 
created to help businesses understand their 
existing spend with social enterprises and 
maximise the opportunity to increase it.

TOTAL VALUE OF BUY SOCIAL 
CORPORATE CHALLENGE 
TRADE TO DATE

In the first four years of the Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge, a total of £91,545,356 
has been spent by our corporate partners 
with social enterprise suppliers. Year four saw 
the highest level of annual social enterprise 
spend yet: £26,344,535.

BUY SOCIAL CORPORATE
CHALLENGE PARTNERS

For the programme launch in April 2016, we 
had 7 Founding Partners. As we end year four, 
we now have 24 corporate partners signed up 
to the Corporate Challenge, representing 
almost every sector of the economy:
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£26,344,535
YEAR FOUR SAW THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF 
ANNUAL SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SPEND YET

SPENT TO DATE WITH 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISES

£91,545,356

Amey, AstraZeneca, Barclays, BP, CBRE, Deloitte, 

ENGIE, Foodbuy, ISG, Johnson & Johnson, 

Landmarc Support Services, Lendlease, Linklaters, 

LV=, Mitie, Motorola Solutions, Nationwide 

Building Society, PwC, Robertson Group, SAP, 

Siemens, Wates Group, Willmott Dixon, Zurich



SOCIAL PROCUREMENT: THE 
BUSINESS CASE FOR CORPORATE 
PARTNERS

Wherever corporate buyers source goods and 
services from social enterprises, we refer to 
this activity as ‘social procurement.’ 

THE NUMBER ONE BENEFIT OF SOCIAL 
PROCUREMENT REPORTED BY BUY 
SOCIAL CORPORATE CHALLENGE
PARTNERS IN YEAR FOUR IS 
INCREASED SUPPLIER DIVERSITY. 

This a key priority for many businesses as they 
work towards having a supplier base which 
reflects the diversity of their consumers, 
clients and communities.

Other benefits which were highlighted this 
year by a significant number of corporate 
partners include:

•  Improved environmental sustainability in      
   the supplier base
•  Enhanced engagement within the 
   procurement team
•  External recognition
•  Brought innovation into the supplier base

We are delighted that Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge partners continue to report a strong 
performance on cost and quality from their 
social enterprise suppliers.

SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SUPPLIERS

The B2B social enterprise supplier base is 
growing year-on-year. In year four we estimate 
that 380 social enterprises supplied 
products/services to Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge partners: an increase of 35% from 
the previous year. We are also seeing a much 
broader range of products/services compared 
with previous years: 112 spend categories in 
year four, an increase of 34% from year three.

SOCIAL PROCUREMENT: THE 
BUSINESS CASE FOR SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISE SUPPLIERS

For B2B social enterprises, corporate supply 
chains offer significant opportunities for 
growth. Our survey shows that social 
enterprises continue to reinvest significant 
levels of profit into their social missions as a 
result of Buy Social Corporate Challenge 
revenue. The vast majority of Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge social enterprises 
reported that they were expecting their 
business to grow (surveyed prior to the onset 
of the COVID-19 crisis).

The creation of employment opportunities was 
reported to be the most common societal 
benefit from these social procurement 
partnerships, and they have led to 1,253 jobs 
being directly or indirectly created at social 
enterprises over the four years.
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100%
of corporate partners report 
that social enterprises deliver 
comparable or higher quality 
compared with other suppliers 

78%
of corporate partners report 
that social enterprises are 
cost neutral or cheaper 
compared with other suppliers 

380
social enterprises 
currently delivering
to the corporate 
partners



THIS REPORT

We have designed this report so that each 
section may be read as a separate, standalone 
document or as part of the overall report. In 
addition to this Executive Summary, the full 
report includes the following:

•  The Marketplace: Corporate Buyers
•  What Works: Corporate Buyers
•  The Marketplace: Social Enterprise Suppliers
•  What Works: Social Enterprise Suppliers
•  The Future
 
The Marketplace sections present key data 
and findings from the perspective of the 
corporate buyer and the social enterprise 
supplier, as well as the business case on both 
sides for getting involved in social 
procurement. 

We have also drawn on our four years 
experience and insight from running the Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge to present What 
Works sections for both the corporate buyers 
and the social enterprise suppliers. 

This highlights some of the key lessons 
learned in terms of what works and, crucially, 
what doesn’t work when it comes to 
social procurement.

TOTAL PROFIT REINVESTED 
INTO SOCIAL MISSIONS 

FOR YEARS 1-4 NOW 
STANDS AT £9.3 MILLION

96% OF BUY SOCIAL 
CORPORATE CHALLENGE 

SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
EXPECT THEIR TURNOVER 

TO GROW IN THE 
NEXT YEAR 

1,253 JOBS DIRECTLY OR 
INDIRECTLY CREATED AT 

SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
IN YEARS 1-4

A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY

This is our fourth annual Buy Social Corporate Challenge impact report, summarising the progress we have 
made in this past year (April 2019 – March 2020) as well as the overall impact achieved to date across the 
lifetime of the programme.

The Social Enterprise UK team carried out survey fieldwork in the first two months of 2020. We surveyed all of 
the Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners participating in the programme at the time and carried out a 
separate survey with a sample set of the social enterprises which were suppliers to those partners. 
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We would like to thank all of our corporate partners, particularly their procurement teams, for their 
dedication, enthusiasm and determination to change the way businesses spend money. 

We would also like to thank all of the social enterprises that are delivering transformational impact 
alongside their core products and services. 

We believe that social enterprise is the future of business and that social procurement is the future of 
procurement. 

This is especially important as we work together to build our post COVID-19 economy and society. 
We invite you to work with us to make sure that when businesses profit, society profits.



THE MARKETPLACE: 
CORPORATE BUYERS

SUMMARY

Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners have 
collectively spent a total of £91,545,356 with 
social enterprise suppliers since the 
programme was launched in April 2016. In year 
four, the group achieved their highest level of 
annual social enterprise spend yet, with 
£26,344,535 spent in a single year. We 
continue to see strong growth in terms of the 
number of corporate partners signing up, 
representing an increasing number of sectors 
across our economy.

THE CORPORATE PARTNERS

The Buy Social Corporate Challenge brings 
together a group of high-profile businesses 
which are aiming to collectively spend £1 
billion with social enterprise suppliers. In this 
way, the Corporate Challenge helps large 
companies to engage with a wide range of 
innovative suppliers whilst embedding 
responsible business and diversity into their 
core operations.

In year one we worked with seven corporate 
partners, and since then we have more than 
tripled the number of participating businesses.

Year four saw our fastest growth year yet, in 
terms of new corporate partners signing up. 
This year we welcomed the following partners 
to the Corporate Challenge: 

We are making progress in our push to achieve 
representation in every sector of the economy. 
Being able to demonstrate that social 
procurement works for any type of business, 
regardless of the industry it operates in, is 
incredibly valuable as this creates a ripple effect 
of companies being inspired and spurred into 
action by their peers.

YEAR 1 = 7 PARTNERS

YEAR 2 = 11 PARTNERS

YEAR 3 = 15 PARTNERS

YEAR 4 = 24 PARTNERS

BUY SOCIAL 
CORPORATE 
CHALLENGE 
BRINGS TOGETHER A GROUP 
OF HIGH-PROFILE BUSINESSES 
WHICH ARE AIMING TO 
COLLECTIVELY SPEND 
£1 BILLION WITH 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 
SUPPLIERS 

AstraZeneca, Barclays, CBRE, Deloitte, 

Foodbuy, ISG, Landmarc Support Services, 

Mitie, Motorola Solutions, and Siemens



FOUNDING PARTNERS

THE MARKETPLACE:CORPORATE BUYERS

PARTNERS
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THE BUSINESS CASE & BENEFITS

There is a strong and growing business case 
behind social procurement. In our survey, the 
businesses reported that sourcing from social 
enterprises brought their organisations a wide 
range of benefits (graph p11). The number one 
benefit of social procurement reported by 
corporate partners was increased supplier 
diversity. 

This is a key priority for many businesses as 
they work towards having a supplier base 
which reflects the diversity of their consumers, 
clients and communities. This can also prove 
advantageous in responding to tenders from 
businesses with a strong focus on diversity 
and inclusion. 

Social enterprises support diversity and 
inclusion through their general workforce and 
also through the make-up of their leadership 
teams. SEUK’s State of Social Enterprise 
research regularly reveals that when compared 
with mainstream Small & Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs), social enterprises are far more likely to 

have female leaders, disabled leaders or 
leaders from a BAME background.

Another major benefit of social procurement 
for corporate partners is improved 
environmental sustainability in the 
supplier base. 

Community Wood Recycling is a supplier to 
five of our corporate partners (ENGIE, ISG, 
Robertson Group, Wates and Willmott 
Dixon) and is just one example of a social 
enterprise focused on delivering environmental 
sustainability through its business model. 

The firm rescued 1,172 tonnes of wood from 
the waste stream and 584 tonnes of CO2 in 
2019 as a direct result of its contracts with Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge clients.

All of the wood collected is recycled or reused 
in building/DIY projects or processed into 
firewood and kindling, helping to displace fossil 
fuels and reduce carbon emissions.

COMMUNITY WOOD 
RECYCLING

https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/state-of-social-enterprise-reports/
https://www.communitywoodrecycling.org.uk/
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External recognition always features as a 
significant benefit to our corporate partners, 
and year four was no exception. Whether our 
corporate partners sell primarily to government 
or to other businesses or to consumers, their 
customers are becoming more and more 
interested in what kind of companies they buy 
from. 

Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners can 
gain a competitive advantage by highlighting 
their social procurement activity when 
responding to public sector tenders, pitching 
for private sector contracts or linking their 
brand with their purpose in consumer-facing 
communications.

We also know that the corporate partners are 
benefiting from the added innovation of 
social enterprise suppliers. SEUK research 
regularly shows that social enterprises 
outperform their private sector peers through 
higher levels of innovation; bringing agility, 
flexibility and new approaches to supply chains. 

We know that in some quarters there is a 
perception that sourcing from social 
enterprises can involve having to compromise 
on value for money, but we are delighted to 
see that once again our corporate partners 
have reported a strong performance on cost 
and quality from their social enterprise 
suppliers.

Raised awareness of procurement function with business leadership

Improved environmental/sustainability in supplier base

Enhanced engagement within the procurement team

Helped to attract talent into procurement function

Brought innovation into the supplier base

Helped the business to increase revenue

Increased Tier 1 supplier engagement

Increased supplier diversity

External recognition

Other

33.3%

66.6%

66.6%

16.6%

44.4%

16.7%

33.3%

83.3%

66.7%

5.6%

What benefit has sourcing from social 
enterprises had for your organisation?

100%
of corporate partners report that 
social enterprises deliver 
comparable or higher quality 
compared with other suppliers

78%
of corporate partners report that 
social enterprises are cost neutral 
or cheaper compared with other 
suppliers 



Enhanced engagement within the procurement team was also reported as a major benefit. 100% of 
respondents from the corporate partners said working with social enterprises has had a positive 
impact on them personally. The impact on individuals within the procurement teams is clear from 
the following quotes:

SUPPORTING SOCIAL ENTERPRISES 
THROUGH THE WORK I DO ADDS 
MEANING AND IS AN IMPORTANT 
MOTIVATOR FOR ME IN MY CAREER.
SU PICKERILL, GROUP COMMUNITY INVESTMENT MANAGER, WATES GROUP

“

”

BUYING SOCIAL IS AN INITIATIVE 
I CAN’T STOP RAVING ABOUT. 
EMILY DAVIES, HEAD OF SOCIAL IMPACT, AMEY

“
”

IT'S FANTASTIC TO KNOW THAT YOU 
CAN POSITIVELY IMPACT SOCIETY 
JUST BY DOING YOUR JOB.
DAN LEATHER, SENIOR MANAGER SUPPLY CHAIN MANAGEMENT, NATIONWIDE 

BUILDING SOCIETY

“
”



With four years’ experience of running the Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge, we now have a 
much clearer insight into what works and what 
doesn’t work when it comes to social 
procurement. Below we bring together some 
of the key lessons learnt by corporate buyers 
which have successfully built valuable trading 
relationships with social enterprise suppliers:

1. INVOLVE AND INSPIRE ALL 
PARTS OF THE BUSINESS

In section 2 of this report we saw that social 
procurement has a powerful, positive impact 
on many of the individuals we work with at 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge businesses, 
but it is important to involve all parts of the 
business on this journey. 

Demonstrating how social procurement links to 
your wider business strategy will help you to 
engage the right mix of colleagues, and in 
sufficient numbers. Achieving buy-in from 
senior leadership is an important first step. 
Senior leaders’ visible endorsement will be an 
important enabler in terms of the signal it gives 
to colleagues at different levels of the company, 
and it will also help to ensure the initiative is a 
strategic priority and sufficiently resourced. 

An awareness-raising campaign on the work 
being delivered will help social procurement to 
stand out among the many competing 
priorities for your colleagues, and a launch 
event is a good way to build early momentum. 

Foodbuy hosted a high-profile launch event at 
the offices of a major Foodbuy client, generating 
a great deal of interest and positive feedback 
among key stakeholders. A number of social 
enterprise suppliers were invited to showcase 
their products and services, which helped to 
bring the initiative to life for many who had not 
come across specific examples of social 
enterprise before. A social media campaign, 
announcing the launch and providing regular 
updates and testimonials, achieved very high 
engagement levels. All of this helped Foodbuy to 
double its LinkedIn followers in less than a year.

WHAT WORKS: 
CORPORATE BUYERS

Involve and inspire all parts of the business

Adopt a staged approach with realistic targets

Meet as many social enterprises as you can

Build a network of champions

Extend your reach through your supply chain

1

2

3

4

5

As the �rst company in the food and 
drinks sector to join the Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge, it has given us a 
real point of difference, helping to 
further strengthen our partnerships with 
key clients. It has also been a real 
game-changer in terms of inspiring our 
teams and adding value to clients 
beyond the bottom line. 

Ian Murphy, Managing Director, Foodbuy

“

”



It is important to maintain regular 
communication around progress, opportunities 
and challenges in order to maintain and grow 
momentum. 

Clear messaging is needed around what social 
enterprise is, as it is still not a universally 
understood concept, and case studies are 
particularly important in demonstrating the 
impact of your social procurement activity. 

PwC is one of several partners with a separate 
section on their external website promoting 
their involvement in the Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge. 

This webpage explains the rationale behind 
the firm’s Buy Social strategy and gives an 
indication of how much has been spent with 
social enterprises each year. 

The page also showcases a number of the 
social enterprises that PwC works with and 
contains a Supply Chain Enquiry Form for any 
organisation wishing to become a PwC 
supplier.

Zurich’s ambition is that their procurement 
practices drive positive social, environmental 
and ethical outcomes. To help with this, they 
have launched a global internal collaboration 
platform to promote sustainability and facilitate 
sourcing from social enterprises.

The site shares procurement tools and 
examples of best practice throughout the 
global community. It includes 

‘What is a social enterprise?’ explainer videos 
from SEUK, case studies of successful social 
enterprise relationships at Zurich and a link to 
SEUK’s Buy Social Directory. 

2. ADOPT A STAGED APPROACH 
WITH REALISTIC TARGETS

It may be tempting to aim immediately for 
large statements and targets as you begin your 
social procurement programme, but the 
experience of our corporate partners shows 
the benefits of taking a staged approach and 
building in realistic, long-term targets. 

SAP signed up to the Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge in April 2019 and its staged approach 
to social procurement provides a template for 
new partners in their first year of engagement. 
SAP’s UK procurement team selected three 
priority category areas for year one and 
sequenced the activity so that the categories 
were brought into scope one-by-one. 

This meant that at any point in time the full 
focus of the procurement team was on just 
one category. Facilities Management was 
quickly identified as the most promising 
category to begin with as it ticked three boxes: 

A series of well-promoted events at SAP 
offices helped to raise the profile of the overall 
programme and share information about the 
early successes, helping to pave the way for 
similarly positive results with the next two 
categories (Marketing and HR).

Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners are 
encouraged to set targets around their social 
procurement activity and Amey has shown 
that, if embedded properly into business 
strategy, long-term stretch targets can create a 
positive ripple effect of activity across the 
company.

The procurement team had a close 
working relationship with, and a good 
level of influence over, colleagues in that 
category

The timing of renewals for key contracts 
in that category was favourable

There is a strong social enterprise 
supplier base in Facilities Management

WHAT WORKS:CORPORATE BUYERS14

https://directory.socialenterprise.org.uk/
https://directory.socialenterprise.org.uk/
https://www.pwc.co.uk/who-we-are/our-purpose/fair-trusted-business/buying-social.html


commitment to the Social Value Charter, and this 
has helped wider understanding and action for 
Social Value across the business. 

The firm reports that the Social Value Charter 
has also been valuable in supporting positive 
client relationships.

3. MEET AS MANY SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES AS YOU CAN

Within large businesses, patience and 
perseverance are crucial when working to 
onboard any new supplier, and even though 
colleagues may be supportive it can take time 
to work out the right mechanism, people and 
process to make the change. 

Several suppliers may need to be socialised 
within the business before one is engaged. The 
solution is to have an open mind and speak to 
as many social enterprise suppliers as you can 
to get an appreciation of what is possible and 
what is not possible. 

Once again, targets can be useful. Linklaters 
adopted a target of inviting new social 
enterprises to visit their office to present their 
capabilities, in order to maximise the chances of 

Amey’s Social Value and Procurement teams 
proposed a new approach to senior leadership, 
whereby a new Social Value Supply Chain 
Charter would be used to encourage suppliers 
to consider and commit to delivering social 
value.  

The charter accompanies a set of targets on 
social enterprise spend - including the aim to 
achieve 5% of addressable spend going to social 
enterprise suppliers by the end of 2023.

Different business units have been given 
responsibility to put in place their own targets 
and plans, and this is all backed up with 
awareness training, supplier engagement, 
monitoring and reporting, and the removal of 
barriers to trade.

When tendering to supply goods or services, 
Amey suppliers are asked to provide details of 
how they will contribute to achieving the 
outcomes of the charter, and Amey’s 
commercial teams now give social value an 
evaluation weighting. 

These ambitious targets have caught the 
imagination of all levels of the business. Amey’s 
CEO, Amanda Fisher has used speaking 
opportunities at public events to show her 

WHAT WORKS:CORPORATE BUYERS 15

Social enterprises are going to be critical in getting local communities back on their feet as 
the UK emerges from the pandemic and the government looks to build a fairer, more 

productive Britain. This is why ‘buying social’ is such a core part of our social value plan.
“

”Amanda Fisher, CEO at Amey

Peter Holbrook CBE (CEO, Social Enterprise UK), Kate Bull 
(Managing Director, Britain's Bravest Manufacturing 

Company), Alex Sobel MP, Amanda Fisher (CEO, Amey) at 
the launch of Amey's Social Value Supply Chain Charter 

https://www.amey.co.uk/media/6422/supply-chain-social-value.pdf


The showcase day at Johnson & Johnson was hugely valuable. 
We had just the right people coming to talk to us, and we have 

already had some very productive follow-up conversations.“ ”John French from Fuse Events

finding the right suppliers for their requirements.
One way to introduce a wide range of 
colleagues to the concept of social enterprise is 
to host a Buy Social Supplier day. 

Johnson & Johnson has hosted a number of 
these events across their UK sites, which give 
employees the chance to meet and find out 
about social enterprises at pop-up information 
stands.

At a recent showcase day at Johnson & 
Johnson’s High Wycombe offices, Fuse Events, 
a social enterprise working in events 
management, met dozens of employees who 
now have a clear idea of what Fuse Events 
could deliver for the firm. 

Following this event, Johnson & Johnson has 
now started the process of setting up Fuse 
Events as a supplier and hopes to connect them 
with more potential stakeholders in the future.

4.BUILD A NETWORK OF 
CHAMPIONS

Four years ago, Wates set itself a target of 
spending £20m with social enterprise suppliers 

by 2020. The firm announced in December 
2019 that it had surpassed that target, and one 
of the key factors in their success is their 
network of Social Enterprise Champions.

For many years Wates has used its Social 
Enterprise Champions programme to reinforce 
its wider communications plan and build in 
accountability. 

Wates has approximately 50 Social Enterprise 
Champions. They are drawn from a range of 
roles within the business, and the network is 
structured by region and by business sector.
The group is convened by Wates’ central team 
on a regular basis to help drive the programme 
forward nationally, and to coordinate the flow of 
internal communications to each region/sector. 

The Champions are also responsible for 
building relationships with social enterprises in 
their area and helping to source from new 
suppliers. 

Crucially, each region and sector also has its 
own targets on social enterprise engagement, 
and the Champions are responsible for sharing 
information on how they are performing against 
their target. This ensures clear accountability 
and creates internal competition. 

FUSE EVENTS

WHAT WORKS:CORPORATE BUYERS16

https://fuseevents.org/
https://fuseevents.org/


5.EXTEND YOUR REACH THROUGH 
YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN

The Buy Social Corporate Challenge is a 
leadership group of high-profile businesses 
which are becoming strong advocates of social 
procurement, positively influencing the wider 
business community. 

We have seen many examples of strategic 
collaboration inspiring Tier 1 providers to get 
involved.

Communicating your commitment to social 
procurement to your major contractors can 
open up many new opportunities for social 
enterprises to enter your extended supply 
chain. 

This can work especially well when tenders are 
issued for major contracts if you invite the 
bidders to include ideas around working with 
social enterprise subcontractors in their bids.

Johnson & Johnson works with social 
enterprise suppliers in the UK both as Tier 1 

and Tier 2 suppliers, and some of the 
partnerships with Tier 1 providers now include 
a commitment from those providers to direct a 
percentage of their spend to social enterprises. 

For example, Johnson & Johnson’s marketing 
and print management firm uses The 
Kelmscott Collective, Britain’s Bravest 
Manufacturing Company and Trojan Mailing 
- all social enterprises which have successfully 
fulfilled digital print, copy and mailing jobs for 
the company. 

Having demonstrated the success of this 
approach, the procurement team at Johnson & 
Johnson is now working to introduce the 
strategy to more supply chain partners across 
the company.

In some cases, the advocacy of our partners 
has played a direct or indirect part in the 
decisions of new businesses to sign up to the 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge. 
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TROJAN
MAILING

https://kelmscottcollective.org/
https://www.britainsbravestmanufacturing.org.uk/
http://www.trojanmailing.org.uk/
http://www.trojanmailing.org.uk/


Nationwide Building Society convened its top 
50 suppliers for its 2019 annual conference and 
showcased its involvement in the Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge with a view to encourage 
other businesses to sign up.

Addresses by Nationwide’s COO and CEO made 
strong links to the importance of purpose-led 
businesses and it worked with its catering 
partners and the SEUK team to ensure that the 
event itself was supplied by local social 
enterprises. 

As a result ISG, one of its top suppliers, is now 
engaging with social enterprises not only on 
projects that they deliver for Nationwide, but also 
across their wider supply chain and client base.

SAP and Compass have a longstanding 
relationship, with Compass providing the 
catering to a number of SAP offices across the 
globe. 

When tendering for a new catering provider in 
the spring of 2019, SAP explained to the bidding 
providers how important social enterprise was 
within their procurement strategy and made it 
clear that they would like to work together to 
find and exploit as many opportunities as 
possible.
 

Foodbuy (the specialist procurement 
business of Compass Group) was already in 
talks around joining the Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge, and the SAP tender allowed them 
to collaborate on this joint objective. 

The team from Foodbuy and Compass 
undertook a switching exercise from their 
regular SAP food and beverage offering to 
understand which social enterprises they 
could swap to. 

This work involved several client 
presentations, calls, sampling sessions and 
tasting events.
 
In the summer of 2019 Foodbuy joined the 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge, and the 
cafés at SAP’s Feltham and Maidenhead 
offices are now stocked with a number of 
social enterprise products, with other social 
enterprise products being used for events 
and hospitality catering.
 
The team at SAP welcomed Foodbuy’s 
decision to join the Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge, and the two teams are now 
working to roll out a longer-term plan for 
further social enterprises across the SAP 
estate.
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THE MARKETPLACE: 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SUPPLIERS

SUMMARY

Social enterprises have delivered products and 
services to a total value of £91,545,356 to Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge partners since the 
programme was launched in 2016. This 
includes £26,344,535 spent with social 
enterprises in year four, our highest level of 
annual social enterprise spend yet. We are 
seeing significant growth in the number of B2B 
social enterprises and the range of products 
and services provided.

THE SOCIAL ENTERPRISE
SUPPLIER BASE

The Buy Social Corporate Challenge helps 
high-performing social enterprise suppliers to 
grow their revenues and impact by tapping into 
corporate purchasing power. 

In the four years since the programme was 
launched, we have seen significant growth in 
the size of the supplier base of B2B social 
enterprises trading with our corporate 
partners. In year four we estimate that 380 
social enterprises supplied Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge partners, an increase of 
35% from the previous year. 

We are also seeing a much broader range of 
products/services compared with previous 
years: 112 spend categories in year four, an 
increase of 34% from year three. 

We show a breakdown of the principal 
categories in the table on the right.

Consultancy, creative and digital, events, 
facilities management and research continue to 
offer a large selection of suppliers, but we are 
also seeing the emergence of some 
interesting and perhaps less expected 
opportunity areas – architecture, dental 
services, energy procurement, mattresses, 
sanitary products and software testing were all 
sourced from social enterprises in year four by 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners.

THE BUSINESS CASE & BENEFITS

For B2B social enterprises, corporate supply 
chains offer significant opportunities for growth. 
The average spend of a FTSE100 company on 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is around 
£10 million per year, whereas the average 
annual procurement spend of a FTSE100 
company is around £4 billion. 

There are obstacles to overcome in developing 
supply partnerships with large corporate 
clients, but wherever social enterprises are able 
to overcome these and become suppliers, they 
are better able to scale up their businesses and 
reinvest increasing levels of profits into their 
social missions. Surveyed in early 2020*, the 
vast majority of Buy Social Corporate Challenge 
social enterprises reported that they were 
expecting their business to grow.

Product/services delivered by social enterprises
to Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners 

Sectors Quantity Percentage

Consultancy and business support

Creative and digital industries 

Education and skills development 

Employment and career services 

Events

Facilities management

Food and beverages

Health care 

Hospitality 

HR and employee wellbeing

Merchandise and corporate gifts

Research 

Retail

Other

36 9.4%

18 4.7%

32 8.4%

13 3.4%

29 7.6%

34 8.9%

16 4.2%

20 5.2%

25 6.5%

11 2.9%

7 1.8%

85 22.3%

7 1.8%

49 12.8%

* Surveys were carried out in January and February 2020, before the onset of the COVID-19 crisis



The principal difference between social 
enterprises and other businesses is that they 
reinvest the majority of their profits into their 
social mission. A total of £9.3 million of profit 
has been reinvested by social enterprises into 
social missions as a result of Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge revenue.

These corporate - social enterprise 
partnerships bring about a wide range of 
societal benefits, as can be seen in the table 
below. We can see that the creation of 
employment opportunities is the most 
common societal benefit from these 
partnerships, and a total of 1,253 jobs have 
been created directly or indirectly at social 
enterprises as a result of Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge contracts.

Our survey showed that the number one 
benefit of corporate contracts for social 
enterprises is learning how to engage more 
effectively with corporates. It is clear that 
having gone through the process of winning 
business from, and delivering to, corporate 
clients puts the supplier in a better position to 
succeed with similar clients in the future.
This may partly be explained by referring to the 
second most commonly reported benefit for 
social enterprises, which was that it becomes 
easier to secure new contracts with other 
companies from having corporates in their 
client list or references. 

As one of our survey respondents commented:

“The first question from a corporate prospect is 
always ‘What is your product/service?’ and the 
second is always ‘Who else do you work with?’”

CO

£9.3 MILLION
TOTAL PROFIT REINVESTED INTO 
SOCIAL MISSIONS FOR 
YEARS 1-4 

1,253 JOBS
DIRECTLY OR INDIRECTLY 
CREATED AT SOCIAL 
ENTERPRISES IN YEARS 1-4

96%
of Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge social enterprises 
expect their turnover to grow 
in the next year 
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Which of the following causes did the contract with the corporate partner 
help your organisation to address? 

7,6%

11,5%

34,6%

42,3%

65,3%

26,9%

15,3%

19,2%

11,5%

23,0%

34,6%

Addressing environmental issues

Addressing financial exclusion

Addressing social exclusion

Creating employment opportunities

Improving a community

Improving mental health and wellbeing

Improving physical health and wellbeing

Promoting education and literacy

Other

Supporting gender equality

Supporting other social enterprises

Supporting vulnerable adults

30,7%



WHAT WORKS:
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SUPPLIERS

With four years’ experience of running the 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge, we now 
have a much clearer insight into what 
works and what doesn’t work when it 
comes to social procurement. Below we 
bring together some of the key lessons 
learnt by social enterprise suppliers which 
have successfully built valuable trading 
relationships with large corporate clients. 

We present these key lessons in three broad 
areas: Research, Plan and Deliver

1. RESEARCH

• Match your offer with what is in demand
• Find the right route to market

Research is the very first step for social 
enterprises wishing to build successful supply 
relationships with corporate clients. 
Understand the needs of the market and how 
your offer meets those requirements. 

Research your prospective customers to find 
out if they buy your product or service at all, 
and why they buy it. This will help you to 
identify which of their problems you are 
solving. Whenever you manage to set up 
meetings or calls with the prospective client, 
listen first and talk second so that you can hear 
directly from the client where their pain points 
are. This allows you to tailor your pitch, and 
perhaps even modify your product or service, 
to ensure your offering matches the client’s 
needs. 

From Babies With Love sells ethically sourced 
baby gifts and clothes and donates all profits to 
support vulnerable children around the world. 
The firm identified a clear business need when 
it recognised a particular pain point for large 
businesses – the challenge of remaining 
connected with employees on parental leave.

Feeling valued and engaged by your employer 
is directly correlated to staff retention, and 
when it comes to parental leave it is also linked 
in turn with gender balance. From Babies With 
Love developed a parental leave gifting service, 
allowing employers to replace the usual flowers 
or chocolates with gifts which were far more 
meaningful and memorable. 

Research is also needed to find the right route 
to market. Large businesses may require a 
scale or geographical reach from their providers 
that your organisation is unable to provide. 

If your service can easily be delivered globally, 
either directly or via a franchise or license 
model, you may be in a good position to 
develop a direct relationship with 
multinationals. If not, the most natural route in 
may be as a subcontractor to a Tier 1 (direct) 
provider.

Belu is an award-winning social enterprise 
providing 100% carbon neutral water and 
reinvesting 100% of profits to WaterAid, 
transforming hundreds of thousands of lives 
with clean water. The firm works with the 
hospitality sector, providing mineral water in 
recycled bottles and via water coolers and 
filtration systems. 

RESEARCH PLAN DELIVER

https://frombabieswithlove.org/
https://belu.org/


Belu is a well-known brand operating at scale 
and currently supplying water to seven Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge partners (Amey, 
Foodbuy, Johnson & Johnson, LV=, PwC, 
Wates and Zurich) but their provision is 
almost always as a Tier 2 provider. 

Belu has had to develop relationships with a 
number of Tier 1 providers to link their 
provision with the end client, but these 
relationships with Tier 1 providers are also 
helping to extend the reach of the supplier 
across their wider client bases.

In some cases an indirect relationship as a 
subcontractor has been the springboard to a 
direct relationship further down the line. 

An example of this comes from Connection 
Crew, an award-winning crewing and events 
company. They deliver AV, crewing and logistics 
support to Buy Social Corporate Challenge 
partners for a wide range of events, while 
providing people who have experienced 
homelessness with a route into employment. 

It is interesting to note that for many of these 
events they are a subcontractor to an events 
production company, but at other times they 
are the main contractor. 

This flexibility to work directly or through a 
supply chain partner gives Connection Crew an 
advantage in being able to adapt to the end 
client’s requirements.

2. PLAN

• Manage your pipeline of opportunities
• Be clear on what you are (and are not) 
   prepared to deliver

You may have matched your offering with the 
client’s needs and identified the right route in 
to their supply chain, but you also need timing 
on your side. Dialogue with a potential client 
will only lead to a live supply relationship if and 
when they have a requirement for your product 
or service. 

Work hard to understand business 
development cycles and dedicate time to 
networking in order to generate a strong 
pipeline of leads.

When large businesses are doing the buying, the 
contracting and onboarding processes tend to be 
more complex. Persistence pays off and we often 
hear of lead times of 12-18 months from initial 
conversation to onboarding as a live supplier.

Other 7

CONNECTION 
CREW
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Linklaters 

http://connectioncrew.co.uk/
http://connectioncrew.co.uk/
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Build these lead times into your planning and 
set up a system for managing your pipeline of 
opportunities. Any information about when the 
relevant tender is going live or when the 
potential clients will be going to market should 
be fed into your pipeline to help you plan your 
resources and follow-up communications. 

Your planning should also include a clear 
understanding of your own costs and a 
recognition of what you are prepared to deliver.

The ideal size of contract for your business will 
increase as it builds the capacity and capability 
to deliver, and at any point there will be a 
sweet spot whereby contracts will be of the 
right size, and it will be much smaller than your 
overall turnover. 

Review each opportunity to ask yourself if it is 
too large or too small.

Rising Stars Property Solutions CIC is a 
property services company offering clearance, 
deep clean, environmental cleaning, waste 
removals and landscaping services. 

The firm has achieved significant year-on-year 
growth in revenue from Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge clients and has recruited more staff 
as a result. 

Rising Stars has learnt through experience that 
they cannot take on every single job they are 
offered and to make sure they only take on 
contracts they know they can deliver. 

In their earlier days they had important key 
learnings from delivering larger contracts which 
helped enhance their operations. 

By developing a consistent approach in 
gathering details on a contract size, budget and 
specific requirements, they are able to ensure 
that they have exactly the right equipment and 
staff to carry out the work on each and every 
job. This has helped Rising Stars to scale up its 
operations; offering a nationwide service to a 
broad range of clients.

There can also be problems when the contract 
size is too small. Clink Events provides a 
bespoke high-quality catering service. Food is 
prepared by serving prisoners training towards 
gaining their Level 1 and 2 NVQs in 
Professional Cookery in a training kitchen at 
HMP Downview and delivered to events in 
refrigerated vehicles. 

The social enterprise can accommodate up to 
600 guests seated for dinner, but also often 
receives requests for very small deliveries of 
drop-off lunches from corporate clients.

RISING STARS 
PROPERTY 
SOLUTIONS
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https://www.risingstarspropertysolutions.com/
https://www.risingstarspropertysolutions.com/
https://theclinkcharity.org/event-catering


This can help the buying business to 
demonstrate some level of support for social 
enterprise, but it falls outside Clink’s direct line 
of service and often doesn't lead to a 
long-term, high-value commitment. 

Clink Events reported that their relationships 
with Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners 
are positive and valued, but they have now 
amended their promotional materials to 
emphasise their expertise in high-end catering 
for larger events.

3. DELIVER

• Focus on excellent customer service
• Diversify your product or service to meet 
   your client’s evolving needs

Many social enterprises have found that if their 
messaging leads with their social enterprise 
status they may be brought in for short-term, 
low-value work only.

If you want to build valuable and ongoing 
relationships with corporate clients, you need 

to be competitive on quality, price and 
customer service.

Excellent customer service requires excellent 
account management. Think about the 
customer journey and about who is the right 
person on your team to take the lead on 
setting up new accounts and service delivery. 

Be aware that it will not necessarily be the 
person who leads on new business 
development. 

We have unfortunately had cases where the 
corporate buyer has decided to proceed based 
on conversations with the founder or leader of 
a social enterprise but then found it difficult to 
get a response from that same person in 
subsequent communications, leading to lost 
opportunities.

Good customer service also means resolving 
any quality or delivery issues satisfactorily. 

Suppliers may only get one chance to fix a 
problem, so you need effective communication 
channels to make sure you know about any 
potential issues as quickly as possible.  

CLINK 
EVENTS
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Their new offering includes digital scoreboards 
and screens for sports stadia, digital traffic 
signs for roads and motorways, and LED 
screens for construction sites. 

LED screens are ideal for displaying the wide 
variety of information required on a 
construction site, such as whether or not the 
temperature is suitable for work or whether 
the site is clear for vehicles to enter, with the 
added bonus that this can all be communicated 
on the same screen in multiple languages. 

Nuneaton Signs are also introducing digital 
hoardings on construction sites, which can be 
used to display timelapse video footage of the 
project, information on local community 
initiatives and other key information.

The firm believes that the new offer will be 
popular, but regardless of take-up they felt that 
the investment in research and development 
was justified by the value of their existing 
corporate partnerships with clients such as 
Wates and Willmott Dixon. 

These communication channels should also be 
used to ask the client what additional products 
or services would be valuable. Social 
enterprises tend to be more agile and flexible 
than other suppliers, and this means they are 
often more responsive to clients’ needs. 

We have seen many examples of social 
enterprises involving their clients in new 
product development, which can prove hugely 
valuable by de-risking innovation or new 
product lines.

Established in 1982, Nuneaton Signs Ltd has 
grown into one of the foremost sign-making 
organisations in the country, designing, 
manufacturing and installing a wide range of 
commercial signs, from road signs to internal 
wayfinding and health & safety signs. 

The added value is that they reinvest all of their 
profits into their social mission, which is to 
provide meaningful employment opportunities 
for disabled people. 

The firm has now diversified into new areas by 
introducing a new digital signage service. 

NUNEATON 
SIGNS LTD
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THE FUTURE: TAKING SOCIAL 
PROCUREMENT TO THE NEXT LEVEL

We are delighted to see the progress of the 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge in its first 
four years. We launched the initiative in 
2016 with 7 Founding Partners and we are 
now working with 24 corporate partners 
from a wide range of industries. Since 2016, 
these businesses have collectively spent 
£91,545,356 sourcing products and services 
from social enterprise suppliers.

As with all business activity, social 
procurement will be impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic and we recognise that 
the Buy Social Corporate Challenge will 

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SUPPLIER 
BASE 

The B2B social enterprise supplier base has 
grown considerably in recent years, both in 
number and variety. However, we want to see 
many more social enterprises with the 
capability and capacity to take advantage of the 
opportunities to serve the corporate market. 
We will:

likely face disruption in its fifth year. 
However, the need has never been higher 
for innovative business solutions which 
generate positive value for society and the 
environment. As buyers and suppliers, we 
can play our part in promoting a better form 
of business and building a stronger, more 
equitable and more sustainable post 
COVID-19 economy.

In our fifth year, we will focus on growing 
the social procurement marketplace in the 
following ways.

SUPPORTING OUR EXISTING 
CORPORATE PARTNERS TO DRIVE 
UP SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SPEND 

Our Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners 
are working hard to engage with social 
enterprises across a wide variety of spend 
categories. We would like to help them drive 
up levels of social enterprise spend even 
further. We will:



PUSHING SOCIAL PROCUREMENT 
OUT INTO THE WIDER BUSINESS 
COMMUNITY

We currently have 24 high-profile companies 
signed up to the Buy Social Corporate 
Challenge and we see this as a leadership 
group which can play a major role in positively 
influencing the wider business community. 

Having demonstrated that any business from 
any sector can do this, we now want to see 
social procurement happening at a much larger 
scale across the economy. We will:

GET INVOLVED

We believe that social enterprise is the future 
of business and that social procurement is 
the future of procurement. We will only see 
progress at scale if we collaborate with a 
greater range of partners, buyers, suppliers, 
investors and supporters.

Please contact Jennifer Exon at 
jennifer.exon@socialenterprise.org.uk if 
you would like to find out more about our 
future plans or if you have any suggestions 
on how we can achieve further progress 
on this important initiative.
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Invite more forward-thinking businesses 
with the right scale and ambition to join 
the Buy Social Corporate Challenge, 
particularly targeting the retail and 
manufacturing sectors.

Offer social procurement training to a 
much wider range of businesses and 
business leaders to ensure companies of 
all sizes can benefit from the growing 
number of B2B social enterprises.

Through the support of the Players of the 
People Postcode Lottery, evolve the Buy 
Social Corporate Challenge national 
delivery model to a localised, 
place-based B2B Buy Social Programme.

We are delighted to see the progress of the 
Buy Social Corporate Challenge in its first 
four years. We launched the initiative in 
2016 with 7 Founding Partners and we are 
now working with 24 corporate partners 
from a wide range of industries. Since 2016, 
these businesses have collectively spent 
£91,545,356 sourcing products and services 
from social enterprise suppliers.

As with all business activity, social 
procurement will be impacted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic and we recognise that 
the Buy Social Corporate Challenge will 

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SUPPLIER 
BASE 

The B2B social enterprise supplier base has 
grown considerably in recent years, both in 
number and variety. However, we want to see 
many more social enterprises with the 
capability and capacity to take advantage of the 
opportunities to serve the corporate market. 
We will:

Work hard to find more high-quality B2B 
social enterprises and connect them with 
potential clients among the Buy Social 
Corporate Challenge partners.

Help social enterprises reach potential 
buyers through our new Buy Social 
Directory.

Set up a demand-led investment working 
group to stimulate more supply-side 
capacity and develop more social 
enterprises to operate higher up the 
value chain and meet the specific 
requirements of corporate buyers.

Work with existing corporate partners to 
support them to set ambitious, long-term 
social enterprise spend targets.

Support our corporate partners to 
engage their major Tier 1 providers on 
the social procurement journey.

Support our global business partners to 
develop a strategy and workplan for 
expanding their social procurement into 
multiple national markets.
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However, the need has never been higher 
for innovative business solutions which 
generate positive value for society and the 
environment. As buyers and suppliers, we 
can play our part in promoting a better form 
of business and building a stronger, more 
equitable and more sustainable post 
COVID-19 economy.

In our fifth year, we will focus on growing 
the social procurement marketplace in the 
following ways.

SUPPORTING OUR EXISTING 
CORPORATE PARTNERS TO DRIVE 
UP SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SPEND 

Our Buy Social Corporate Challenge partners 
are working hard to engage with social 
enterprises across a wide variety of spend 
categories. We would like to help them drive 
up levels of social enterprise spend even 
further. We will:
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We are the national body for social enterprise 
businesses with a social or environmental mission
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Our members come from across the social enterprise 
movement – including a wide range of local grassroots 
organisations, multi-million pound businesses, charities and 
public sector organisations who support our vision of a 
world where social enterprise is the usual way of doing 
business.

To find out more about becoming a member of Social 
Enterprise UK, visit:
 
https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/about-membership/
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