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PREFACE

This report was developed within the framework of the Women4Integration project, a research
initiative examining the role of Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs) in promoting the
labour market integration and social inclusion of women born outside Europe who are furthest
from the labour market. By investigating innovative practices, organisational models, and collabo-
rative approaches within WISEs, the project seeks to generate knowledge that can support more
inclusive pathways into working life and society.

The first author contributed to the Women4Integration project as a Jobbspranget intern and
holds an MSc in International Administration and Global Governance. Her academic interests lie
at the intersection of welfare states, migration, and public administration, with a particular focus
on how public institutions, social enterprises, and collaborative governance arrangements address
social inequalities and create pathways to social and labour market inclusion. These perspectives
have informed the development of the report.

The findings presented in this report highlight the role of WISEs in addressing complex integra-
tion challenges and underscore the importance of collaboration across sectors. By shedding light
on the role of WISEs in supporting integration and inclusion, this report seeks to contribute to
the knowledge base informing research, policy, and practice aimed at fostering more inclusive
and equitable societies.

Gothenburg, August 2026

Nanna Gillberg



1.INTRODUCTION

Social innovation is best understood not as a fixed set of practices, but as a critical lens for exam-
ining how societies respond when conventional welfare and market institutions fail to address
persistent forms of exclusion. Much of the literature shows that what is labelled as “innovative”
often arises from community actors and social movements experimenting with new organisation-
al forms precisely because established systems have proven inadequate (Moulaert et al., 2014).
Mulgan (2019) adds that the defining feature of social innovation lies in redesigning services
around unmet social needs rather than introducing novelty for its own sake. Literature extends
this by arguing that the real transformative potential of social innovation lies in its ability to re-
shape relationships, redistribute power, and embed collaborative practices such as co-creation
and participation within organisational processes (Osborne & Brown, 2011; Voorberg et al.,
2015). As such, social innovation represents less a discrete solution and more an ongoing process
of institutional transformation.

Within this broader landscape of social innovation, social enterprises have emerged as one of the
most institutionalised organisational expressions of these transformative processes (Spear, 2000).
Rather than separating social purpose from economic activity, social enterprises integrate both
dimensions, using entrepreneurial mechanisms to address social needs that neither public welfare
systems nor commercial markets have adequately resolved (Davister et al., 2004; Arena et al.,
2014). Social enterprises are defined by an identifiable mix of economic, social, and governance
characteristics. These include continuous production or service activity, democratic or participa-
tory governance structures, and a clearly expressed commitment to community benefit as a fun-
damental aspect of the enterprise's organisational design (Spear, 2006; Davister et al., 2004). They
occupy a unique space, differentiated from traditional nonprofits that adopt business strategies
and commercial companies that incorporate limited social objectives, instead functioning as hy-
brid organisations where economic and social logics are structurally intertwined (Battilana et al.,
2015; Arena et al., 2014). This hybrid nature enables them to fill gaps in public welfare provision
and labour market systems. However, this configuration inherently generates tensions concerning
financial viability, accountability, and maintaining mission integrity (Battilana et al., 2015; Sacchet-
ti, 2023). These tensions are especially prominent in models focused on labour market integra-
tion, such as Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs).

WISEs are social enterprises that combine productive business activity with social objectives,
specifically aimed at supporting individuals who face significant barriers to entering or remaining
in the labour market (Ek Osterberg et al., 2022). Their activities often include on-the-job training,
psychosocial support, and the creation of employment opportunities designed to enhance both
skills and confidence among people excluded from the labour market (Davister et al., 2004;
Spear, 2005). Through offering work and structured support, WISEs help groups such as people
with physical (Cho et al., 2019) or intellectual disabilities (Smith et al., 2018), the long-term un-
employed (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008), or those experiencing homelessness (Ferguson & Xie,
2008) to (re)gain economic independence and social participation (Farmer et al., 2021). Studies
have shown that this combination of productive work and tailored support not only improves
employability but also contributes to broader wellbeing and quality of life for participants (Ma-
cassa et al., 2023; Hazenberg et al., 2013).

However, the very features that make WISEs socially effective, including intensive support, mul-
ti-stakeholder governance, and the reinvestment of surplus, also intensify the structural tensions
inherent in hybrid organisations, particularly the need to balance social mission and economic
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viability (Battilana et al., 2015; Sacchetti, 2023). These tensions are not confined to internal organ-
isational trade-offs. The ways in which WISEs are evaluated shape how they respond to these
tensions, because evaluation systems determine which outcomes are recognised, rewarded, and
funded. When performance frameworks privilege certain indicators over others, they influence
how hybrid organisations allocate resources and prioritise activities. In this sense, evaluation does
not simply assess performance; it actively structures how hybrid logics are negotiated in practice.
In welfare-oriented contexts such as Sweden, where public agencies increasingly require quantifi-
able evidence of outcomes (Dufour, 2015; Arbetsférmedlingen, 2025), evaluation frameworks
institutionalise particular conceptions of impact. As a result, WISEs face a governance paradox:
their contributions are multidimensional, relational, and cumulative over time, yet the evaluative
systems within which they operate privilege standardised, short-term performance indicators.

The Swedish welfare and labour-market system provides an analytically generative context in
which these governance tensions become particulatly visible, where public institutions traditional-
ly assume primary responsibility for employment support, rehabilitation and social protection.
The Swedish model is characterised by highly formalised procedures, standardised assessment
tools and an emphasis on documented outcomes in order to justify resource allocation and policy
interventions (Arbetstérmedlingen, 2025). While this approach reflects a commitment to trans-
parency and accountability, it creates a narrow evidentiary environment in which the multidimen-
sional impacts generated by WISEs, such as improved wellbeing, strengthened social capital, and
enhanced capability for work, are difficult to represent through prevailing indicators (Ek Oster-
berg et al., 2022). Moreover, existing evaluation practices tend to focus on short-term transitions
into employment or programme completion rates, measures that do not adequately capture the
cumulative, relational or incremental nature of progress for individuals with complex barriers to
labour-market inclusion (Dufour, 2015).

As WISEs become more visible within Sweden’s ecosystem of active labour-market policies, the
inadequacy of current measurement frameworks becomes increasingly consequential, raising con-
cerns about whether their contributions can be fully recognised or effectively supported within
the existing policy architecture. This tension foregrounds a critical gap in both research and prac-
tice: how to conceptualise and measure the social impact of WISEs in ways that reflect their hy-
brid organisational logic while remaining compatible with Sweden’s institutional expectations for
evaluation and accountability.

Taken together, these considerations reveal a governance misalignment within the Swedish wel-
fare and labour-market system. Research on public sector restructuring shows that outsourcing
introduces multiple and sometimes competing objectives into public service delivery, often blur-
ring the boundaries between public and private accountability regimes (Mori, 2017). As a result,
different institutional actors rely on partially divergent frameworks for defining success. While
some emphasise short-term employment transitions and programme completion rates, others
prioritise longer-term rehabilitation, capability development, and social participation. The coex-
istence of these evaluative logics produces what can be described as measurement abundance
without integration: multiple reporting requirements and performance expectations operating
simultaneously without coordination around a shared conception of public value (Bach & Bot-
dogna, 2013; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011).

Existing measurement models tend to privilege indicators that are standardised, rapidly observa-
ble, and comparable across cases, reflecting the continued influence of New Public Management
principles in public administration (Zapata et al., 2025). However, research on WISEs demon-
strates that their contributions often unfold over longer time horizons and include qualitative
changes in wellbeing, capability, and social participation that are less easily captured through nar-
row performance metrics (Dufour, 2015; Farmer et al. 2021; Macassa et al. 2023). The challenge



is therefore not the absence of measurement tools, but the fragmentation of evaluative expecta-
tions across institutional actors, which generates measurement abundance without integration.

To address this problem, this paper develops a conceptual reframing of social impact measure-
ment in WISEs as a question of public value governance. Public value governance is understood
here as the coordination of institutional actors around shared definitions of socially desirable
outcomes and legitimate forms of evidence. Using the Swedish welfare context as an empirical
illustration, the study asks:

How does social impact measurement in Work Integration Social Enterprises operate as a mech-
anism of public value governance within the Swedish welfare state?

Rather than proposing new measurement tools, the aim of the paper is to conceptualise impact
measurement as a governance mechanism through which public value is defined, prioritised, and
institutionalised across hybrid organisational and welfare arrangements.

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: WISE AS HYBRID ORGANISATIONAL FORMS,
SOCIAL VALUE AND PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT

2.1 WISEs as hybrid organisational forms - logics and tensions

WISEs are often celebrated as organisational forms capable of simultaneously pursuing labour-
market integration and financial sustainability. Yet the literature on hybrid organisations demon-
strates that this dual ambition is neither harmonious nor easily reconciled (Doherty et al., 2014).
Instead, hybridity creates enduring contradictions that shape organisational practices, governance,
and outcomes (Pache & Santos, 2013). Understanding WISEs, therefore, requires more than ac-
knowledging their dual identity; it requires examining how competing institutional logics, perfor-
mance expectations, and legitimacy pressures generate structural tensions that condition their
capacity to produce social impact (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Pache & Santos, 2013; Smith & Lewis,
2011). The hybrid organisation literature offers important insights, but it often underestimates the
specific constraints WISEs face in institutional contexts such as Sweden, where strong welfare-
state logics collide with market-oriented activation regimes and narrow procurement structures.
Bringing these bodies of work together clarifies why WISEs remain both promising and precari-
ous organisational actors in contemporary labour markets.

A central theme in the hybridity literature is the coexistence of multiple institutional logics i.e.
commercial, social welfare, community, public-administrative, within a single organisation (Bat-
tilana & Lee, 2014; Doherty et al., 2014). While research often frames hybridity as a dualism be-
tween commercial and social logics, empirical studies repeatedly show that hybrids operate in far
richer institutional environments (Pache & Santos, 2013; Battilana & Lee, 2014; Mair et al., 2015).
In the case of WISEs, the social welfare logic is not simply a normative aspiration; it is embedded
in the expectations of public-sector partners, the design of labour-market integration policies, and
the demands of vulnerable target groups (Davister et al., 2004; Defourny & Nyssens, 2008; Spear,
2000). Simultaneously, WISEs must conform to commercial logics through revenue generation,
competition for contracts, and efficiency imperatives (McMullin, 2021; Ek Osterberg et al., 2022).
However, unlike private firms that choose to adopt social missions, WISEs serve beneficiaries
whose reduced work capacity or non-linear trajectories inherently disrupt commercial expecta-
tions. This means that the very logic of “work” within WISEs is contested: is work a means of
rehabilitation, a commodity, a citizenship right, or a productivity expectation? The literature often



glosses over this question, yet it defines whether WISEs are empowered or constrained by their
context.

Across different welfare-state configurations, these competing logics collide in distinct but struc-
turally comparable ways, shaping how hybridity is enacted in practice. In coordinated welfare
states such as France or Belgium, WISEs tend to complement public employment systems and
operate within institutional frameworks that explicitly acknowledge reduced work capacity and
non-linear integration trajectories (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008; Davister et al., 2004). Here, social-
welfare logics are partially buffered by public subsidies and legal recognition, which moderate,
but do not eliminate, commercial pressures. By contrast, in more liberal welfare regimes such as
the United Kingdom, WISEs are often positioned as substitutes for retrenched public services
and are governed through competitive procurement and performance-based contracting (Spear,
20006; Doherty et al., 2014). In these contexts, commercial logics exert stronger disciplinary force,
narrowing the space for relational and long-term integration work. In welfare systems with weak-
er or fragmented public provision, particularly in parts of Southern and Eastern Europe, WISEs
frequently emerge as gap-filling institutions, where economic activity becomes a condition of
organisational survival rather than a balanced complement to social purpose (Davister et al.,
2004). Taken together, these variations indicate that hybridity in WISEs is not a uniform organi-
sational condition but a welfare-state dependent configuration, in which the relative dominance
of social or commercial logics reflects how responsibility for labour-market integration is distrib-
uted between public institutions, markets, and civil society.

A striking contradiction in the hybrid organisation literature is that it often frames tensions as
inherent but manageable features of social enterprises (Battilana & Lee, 2014), yet empirical evi-
dence, particularly in work integration contexts, suggests that these tensions are frequently persis-
tent and structurally reproduced rather than fully resolvable (Battilana et al., 2015; Sacchetti,
2023). In WISEs, “performing tensions” are not simply about balancing two sets of goals, as
Smith et al. (2013) suggest, but about operating under two incompatible epistemologies of suc-
cess. Economic performance is measurable, short-term, and externally audited, while social inte-
gration is long-term, relational, and often only partially observable (Battilana & Lee, 2014). The
literature tends to assume organisations can strategically prioritise or combine these metrics, but
research on WISEs repeatedly demonstrates that public authorities, funders, and procurement
systems systematically privilege the commercial logic (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). In this sense,
the normative assertion that hybrids can “balance” competing goals becomes empirically ques-
tionable: WISEs operate within institutional architectures that structurally privilege measurable
outputs. The resulting tension is therefore not merely internal to WISEs but institutionally pro-
duced, revealing an underexplored blind spot in much of the hybridity scholarship.

Organising tensions are similarly framed in the literature as dilemmas that can be resolved
through governance design or selective coupling (Pache & Santos, 2013). Yet WISEs challenge
this assumption because their workforce is not an organisational resource that can be optimised;
it is the very locus of the social mission. Hiring individuals with reduced work capacity fulfils the
mission but undermines productivity which is an incompatibility that cannot be solved through
structural differentiation or HR innovation. The literature’s prescriptions often underestimate the
rigidities of welfare-state bureaucracies, especially in Sweden, where legal and administrative con-
straints limit experimentation with hybrid HR practices (Pestoff, 2009). As a result, WISEs are
forced into what Battilana and Lee (2014) might call “false duality management” where they ap-
pear to adopt business-like structures to maintain legitimacy, but these structures conceal the fact
that the organisation cannot operate under traditional productivity norms without betraying its
mission. Thus, rather than hybrids “choosing” to couple or decouple logics, WISEs reveal how
institutional environments constrain the very repertoire of available organisational responses.



Belonging tensions such as identity conflicts among stakeholders, are commonly theorised as
challenges of aligning internal meaning systems (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Yet this framing minimis-
es the power asymmetries shaping whose identity expectations matter. In WISEs, work-
ers/participants may view the enterprise as a site of recovery, dignity, and belonging, while fun-
ders view it as a tool for activation and reduced welfare expenditure. These identities do not
merely coexist; they compete, and one identity systematically dominates because it is backed by
regulatory authority and material resources. Literature that focuses on identity negotiation inside
hybrids, e.g., fostering integrative leadership or shared values (Battilana et al., 2015; Smith &
Besharov, 2019), risks depoliticising the fact that WISE identities are constantly being pulled to-
ward whatever interpretation best satisfies external evaluators (Thornton et al., 2012). This ex-
poses a deeper critique: hybridity research often overemphasises agency and underestimates coer-
cive institutional pressures. WISEs illustrate that belonging tensions are not simply internal cul-
tural conflicts but contests over whose definition of “work”, “integration”, and “value” becomes
institutionally enforceable (Macassa et al., 2023).

Learning tensions and/or trade-offs between growth and mission, are typically framed as strategic
dilemmas about scaling pathways (Smith & Lewis, 2011). But in the case of WISEs, “learning” is
constrained by the political economy of welfare regimes (Bach & Bordogna, 2013; van Berkel &
Borghi, 2008). Scaling often requires standardisation, yet meaningful integration requires tailoring
to individual trajectories (Hazenberg et al., 2013). This contradiction is not a tension that hybrids
learn to manage but a structural incompatibility embedded in activation regimes that demand
measurable scale while simultaneously expecting deep, individualised support (Wiggan, 2012;
Farmer et al., 2021). Furthermore, the idea that hybrids must avoid mission drift assumes that
commercial drift is a voluntary deviation. In WISEs, mission drift is frequently induced by exter-
nal funding models that reward surface-level outcomes aligned with performance- based govern-
ance regimes (Dufour, 2015; Mori, 2017). This undermines the literature’s claim that organisa-
tional learning can resolve paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Instead, WISEs show that when
institutional logics remain unbalanced at the field level, attempts to “learn” or “adapt” internally
only intensify contradictions, pushing organisations toward forms of drift they cannot avoid
without jeopardising survival (Grimshaw et al., 2015).

Taken together, these tensions reveal that the foundational assumption in much of the hybrid
organisation literature, that hybridity is a site of potential integration and innovation, is analytical-
ly incomplete. WISEs make visible that hybrid tensions are structural, not managerial; political,
not merely organisational; and institutionally reproduced, not resolvable through internal design.
A critical reading, therefore, requires reframing tensions not as balancing acts but as symptoms of
deeper incompatibilities between welfare-state expectations, marketised activation regimes, and
the lived realities of marginalised workers. This reframing is essential for understanding not only
how WISEs function, but also why they struggle and why many hybrid ideals collapse when faced
with the institutional architectures governing labour-market integration.

2.2 Social value and Impact in WISEs

If hybridity defines what WISEs are, social impact defines what they seck to achieve. Yet, despite
its centrality, the language of impact is often used imprecisely, merging organisational activities
with social change and long-term value creation. To clarify this distinction, Dufour (2015) differ-
entiates between outputs, outcomes, and impacts. Outputs refer to the immediate and countable
products of organisational activity, such as hours of work provided, training sessions delivered, or
goods and services produced. Outcomes capture the changes experienced by participants, includ-



ing enhanced employability, improved self-confidence, or increased social participation. Impacts
denote broader, longer-term effects that extend beyond the organisation, affecting individual life
trajectories, communities, and public systems (Dufour, 2015).

In the context of WISEs, however, this progression from outputs to outcomes to impacts is rare-
ly linear or predictable. While employment and training constitute necessary entry points, they are
insufficient on their own to explain integration processes (Hernaiz-Agreda et al., 2025). WISEs
are conceptualised as complex interventions, where outcomes emerge through the interaction of
organisational practices, individual biographies, labour market conditions, and welfare-state insti-
tutions rather than through direct causal chains (Dufour, 2015). From this perspective, work in-
tegration unfolds through multiple pathways that combine material, psychological, and relational
dimensions, including confidence, well-being, social recognition, and a sense of belonging (Joyce
et al., 2022; Elmes, 2019).

Empirical studies consistently show that the durability of employment outcomes depends less on
job placement alone than on the quality of the work experience and the capabilities developed
through participation (Joyce et al., 2022; Elmes, 2019; Hernaiz-Agreda et al., 2025). Research on
employability in Spanish and Australian WISEs, for example, demonstrates that improvements in
self-regulation, social skills, agency, and perceived control over one’s life significantly shape par-
ticipants’ ability to sustain labour market participation beyond the WISE context (Hernaiz-
Agreda et al., 2025; Farmer et al., 2020). Similarly, longitudinal and systems-oriented studies link
WISE participation to improvements in mental health, self-esteem, and material living conditions,
situating employment as a key social determinant of health rather than merely an economic out-
come (Joyce et al., 2025; Elmes, 2019). These findings underscore that the social value of work
integration cannot be reduced to labour market transitions alone; it also resides in the capabilities
and social positioning individuals acquire to participate meaningfully in society.

Beyond individual-level effects, WISEs generate social value at the collective and systemic level.
They contribute to public value creation by reducing long-term welfare dependence, mitigating
social exclusion, fostering social cohesion, and supporting local economic activity, particulatly in
contexts characterised by labour market segmentation or spatial disadvantage. Comparative Eu-
ropean research shows that WISEs play an important role in advancing public policy objectives
related to activation, inclusion, and social innovation, while simultaneously absorbing institutional
pressures associated with efficiency, accountability, and performance measurement (Dufour et al.,
2022). Monitoring frameworks such as the European Network of Social Integration Enterprises
(ENSIE) illustrate that WISEs contribute measurably to goals related to decent work, equality,
and inclusion, but they also reveal substantial variation across institutional contexts and target
groups (ENSIE, 2024).

Our argument here is that the measurement of social value is not a neutral or purely technical
exercise. What counts as “impact” is shaped by institutional expectations, funding arrangements,
and power relations that privilege certain outcomes - such as job placement or cost savings - over
others, including relational or long-term developmental effects (Nicholls,2009; Molecke &
Pinkse, 2017). In hybrid organisations such as WISEs, these evaluative choices become part of an
ongoing negotiation between social, economic, and political logics. Research shows that standard-
ised performance frameworks may enhance comparability and legitimacy vis-a-vis public funders,
but they often struggle to capture the contextual, relational, and cumulative pathways through
which integration actually occurs (Dufour, 2015; Molecke & Pinkse, 2017).



From reviewing the literature, we thus conceptualise WISE impact as unfolding along four inter-
related dimensions:

1. employment and employability, through the creation of transitional or supported jobs and
the development of work-related and transferable skills;

2. well-being and health, through improvements in mental health, self-worth, stability, and ma-

terial conditions;

empowerment and participation, through enhanced agency, voice, and social inclusion; and

4. public value, through contributions to social cohesion, welfare innovation, and sustainable
local development.

&

Capturing these dimensions requires moving beyond single indicators toward mixed and partici-
patory approaches that integrate quantitative measures with qualitative accounts of lived experi-
ence. In this light, impact measurement becomes not merely an instrument of accountability but a
reflective practice through which WISEs make sense of their role, test assumptions, and adapt
strategies over time. Accordingly, social impact in WISEs must be understood as both instrumen-
tal and developmental. Instrumentally, impact assessment serves external accountability by
demonstrating effectiveness to policymakers and funders. Developmentally, it supports organisa-
tional learning by enabling WISEs to reflect on the alighment between mission, practice, and
outcomes. The most robust approaches to performance measurement recognise this dual func-
tion, treating impact not only as proof of success but as a dynamic process of learning and nego-
tiation embedded within hybrid organisational realities.

2.3 Measuring performance and impact in WISEs

The literature on performance and impact measurement in WISEs does not converge around a
single dominant framework. Instead, it reflects the layered adoption of several established meas-
urement methodologies, originally developed in public administration, non-profit management,
welfare economics, and corporate sustainability. Measurement practices in WISEs are therefore
best understood as the outcome of methodological transfer and adaptation, shaped by institu-
tional demands for accountability, comparability, and legitimacy rather than by a shared theory of
work integration. For the purpose of this paper, we have identified five different types of per-
formance measurement approaches, each type reflecting their respective origin. We outline these
below.

The most prevalent approach across countries is indicator-based performance measurement,
which relies on predefined quantitative indicators to assess economic and social performance.
This methodology originates in labour-market policy and New Public Management, where per-
formance monitoring and benchmarking are prioritised. In WISEs, it typically takes the form of
simple indicator sets combining financial measures, such as profit—loss ratios, revenue, firm size,
and financial self-sufficiency, with social indicators such as the proportion of disadvantaged
workers, number of jobs created, and transitions to the open labour market (Spear & Bidet, 2005;
Majeti¢ et al., 2019; Chronopoulos & Pierrakos, 2024). These indicators dominate because they
are administratively feasible, align with activation policies, and allow comparison across organisa-
tions and programmes. However, the literature consistently notes that they privilege employment
quantity over integration quality, offering limited insight into job suitability, relational support, or
long-term trajectories.

A second major measurement approach is social accounting and social reporting, which secks to
systematise non-financial performance alongside economic results. Rooted in cooperative tradi-



tions and non-profit management, this approach emphasises internally defined social goals,
stakeholder involvement, and periodic reflection. In the WISE field, examples include multidi-
mensional performance models such as that proposed by Bagnoli and Megali (2011), as well as
social accounting practices commonly referred to as social balance sheets or social reporting. In
Nordic contexts, tools such as VISOREK, a social accounting toolkit developed for social coop-
eratives, are used to articulate social, economic, and environmental value through participatory
processes (Goteborgsregionens Sociala Ekonomi, 2023). These approaches are particularly valued
for organisational learning and dialogue with public authorities, but their reliance on context-
specific indicators limits their comparability across organisations and countries.

Monetised impact assessment constitutes a third, more contested measurement approach. These
approaches originate in welfare economics and cost—benefit analysis and aim to express social
outcomes in monetary terms in order to demonstrate value for money. The most prominent ex-
ample is Social Return on Investment (SROI), which has been applied to WISEs in Spain and
Hong Kong to monetise outcomes such as reduced welfare dependency, improved wellbeing,
and increased tax contributions (Ho & Chan, 2010; Green, 2019). Related approaches include
socio-economic accounting and tools such as NyttoSam, used in Nordic public-sector evaluations
to estimate the fiscal effects of interventions targeting labour-market exclusion (Goteborgsre-
gionens Sociala Ekonomi, 2023). While monetisation can make social outcomes visible to poli-
cymakers and funders, the literature highlights its sensitivity to assumptions, proxies, and coun-
terfactual scenarios, which limits both comparability and analytical robustness. As a result, mone-
tised approaches tend to appear in project-based evaluations rather than as routine performance
systems.

A fourth measurement approach is programme and outcome evaluation, which focuses on meas-
uring change experienced by participants rather than organisational outputs alone. Drawing on
evaluation research and social policy analysis, these approaches commonly use before—and—after
designs, mixed methods, and validated outcome scales. In WISE research, programme evalua-
tions are particularly prominent in organisations targeting people with disabilities, mental health
conditions, and young people. Studies from Canada, the United Kingdom, Greece, and Spain
employ employability scales, wellbeing measures, and qualitative interviews to assess outcomes
such as self-efficacy, reduced employment risk, and quality of life (Hazenberg et al., 2014;
Lysaght et al., 2018; Chronopoulos & Pierrakos, 2024; Hernaiz-Agreda et al., 2025). These meth-
ods are well-suited to capturing the depth and mechanisms of integration but are resource-
intensive and difficult to institutionalise in large-scale monitoring systems.

Fifth and finally, WISEs are increasingly exposed to standards-based sustainability and responsi-
bility reporting approaches, which originate in corporate social responsibility and sustainability
governance. Examples include the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), ISO 26000, and the Econ-
omy for the Common Good (ECG) balance sheet. These frameworks provide structured tem-
plates for reporting social, environmental, and governance practices and are sometimes adopted
by larger or hybrid social enterprises, including WISEs active in the circular economy (Arena et
al., 2014; Van Opstal et al., 2024). However, their uptake among WISEs remains limited due to
their complexity, reporting burden, and partial misalignhment with work integration missions.

Across Europe and beyond, empirical studies show that these five types of measurement ap-
proaches are not applied uniformly, but filtered through national welfare regimes, funding logics,
and sectoral priorities. In France, for example, indicator-based systems embedded in contractual
arrangements are favoured, while Denmark relies more on locally negotiated evaluation criteria
(Dufour et al., 2020; 2021). In Central and Southern Europe, simplified indicator systems domi-
nate comparative surveys, whereas monetised approaches appear selectively in Spain and project-



specific evaluations (Majeti¢ et al., 2019; Green, 2019). Outside Europe, studies from Hong Kong
and Canada show stronger reliance on SROI and programme evaluation, reflecting policy envi-
ronments that prioritise demonstrable social returns and outcome evidence (Ho & Chan, 2010;
Lysaght et al., 2018).

Taken together, this literature indicates that performance and impact measurement in WISEs is
characterised by methodological plurality but institutional constraint. Indicator systems dominate
because they are fundable and comparable; social accounting supports internal learning but lacks
standardisation; monetised tools provide fiscal narratives but rest on fragile assumptions; pro-
gramme evaluations capture depth but resist scaling; and standards-based frameworks confer
legitimacy but exceed the capacity of many WISEs. This fragmented landscape results in partial
representations of work integration, privileging what can be counted, standardised, or monetised
over what is relational, cumulative, and long-term. Recognising these trade-offs provides the ana-
Iytical foundation for developing context-sensitive measurement approaches better aligned with
the realities of WISEs, but also ultimately for the kind of impact that is the raison d’étre of these
organisations.

3. WORK INTEGRATION SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN SWEDEN

3.1 Institutional Positioning and Governance of WISEs in Sweden

The development of WISEs in Sweden must be understood in relation to the country’s welfare-
state tradition and the normative centrality of work to citizenship, social rights, and social belong-
ing. Since the early 1990s, Swedish labour-market policy has been structured around arbetslinjen
(the “work approach”), a workfare governing principle that ties social protection and welfare
benefits to active participation in employment or labour-market programmes (Stryjan, 2001;
Bengtsson, 2014). Work is thus not framed merely as an economic activity, but as a moral and
civic obligation through which individuals are expected to achieve social inclusion and autonomy.
Within this framework, the state, primarily through national and municipal authorities, has histor-
ically assumed primary responsibility for labour-market integration, leaving limited institutional
space for non-state actors in employment-related interventions.

This institutional configuration is critical for understanding why WISEs in Sweden did not
emerge as a recognised policy instrument, but rather as pragmatic organisational responses to the
limits of existing activation regimes. In contrast to countries such as Italy, France, and Belgium,
where WISEs gained eatly legal recognition and became embedded within plural welfare ar-
rangements, the Swedish welfare model has traditionally prioritised universal, publicly provided
solutions aimed at minimising social inequality (Davister, Defourny, & Grégoire, 2004; Pestoff,
2009). Hybrid and third-sector organisations were therefore long regarded as supplementary at
best, and potentially fragmenting at worst. As a result, WISEs developed largely outside formal
labour-market policy frameworks, responding to unmet needs at the local level rather than being
integrated into a coherent national strategy (Stryjan, 2001; Eschweiler et al., 2012).

Importantly, the emergence of WISEs should not be interpreted as evidence of welfare-state re-
treat. Rather, the literature shows that their growth reflects institutional saturation - situations in
which standard labour-market instruments prove insufficient for groups facing long-term, cumu-
lative, and complex barriers to employment (Bengtsson, 2014). Individuals referred to WISEs are
typically those who have cycled through multiple activation measures without success and are
assessed as being far from the regular labour market. Entry into WISEs is largely mediated by



public authorities, particularly municipalities and the Public Employment Service, meaning that
WISEs do not exercise discretionary control over participant selection. This reverses assumptions
common in the international WISE literature regarding “creaming” or strategic enrolment, and
positions Swedish WISEs as organisations that absorb those for whom other labour-market
measures have failed (Stryjan, 2001; Omondi et al., 2019).

The institutional role of WISEs is further shaped by the presence of Sambhall, the state-owned
company mandated to employ people with disabilities. While Sambhall has historically functioned
as a cornerstone of Swedish disability employment policy, research shows that its mandate has
become increasingly performance-oriented, narrowing access over time by ‘creaming” the most
labour market ready individuals (Stryjan, 2001; Omondi et al., 2019). This has contributed to a
stratified system of work integration in which individuals assessed as unsuitable for Samhall yet
unable to access regular employment, are disproportionately referred to municipal and civil socie-
ty WISEs. Within this configuration, Swedish WISEs increasingly function as institutions of last
resort, stabilising individuals at risk of permanent labour-market exclusion rather than acting as
transitional bridges to standard employment.

This positioning explains why WISEs remain simultaneously marginal and indispensable within
Sweden’s welfare landscape. Their marginality stems from the absence of a dedicated legal form,
stable long-term funding, or formalised policy mandate. Yet their indispensability lies in their
capacity to perform forms of integrative work that public institutions struggle to deliver within
standardised activation frameworks. WISEs challenge the historical boundaries of welfare provi-
sion by demonstrating that social integration can occur through cooperative, relational, and local-
ly embedded practices rather than solely through standard labour-market participation.

In operational terms, Work Integration Social Enterprises in Sweden are recognised and com-
monly defined through a set of functional and normative characteristics articulated by the nation-
al umbrella organisation SKOOPI (collaborative organisation for work-integrating social enter-
prises). According to this definition, WISEs are enterprises whose primary purpose is to create
work opportunities for people who experience significant difficulties entering or remaining in the
regular labour market, and whose core method of integration is participation in meaningful, real
economic activity (SKOOPI, 2025; Tillvixtverket, 2018). WISEs typically combine commercial
production often in sectors such as reuse and repair, second-hand retail, catering, cleaning,
maintenance, gardening, or handicrafts, with structured forms of work training, rehabilitation, or
transitional employment. A defining feature is that a substantial share of the workforce consists
of individuals from the target group, and that work tasks are adapted to varying capacities
through flexible pacing, supervision, and learning-by-doing rather than through standardised
productivity requirements.

Organisationally, WISEs are expected to be independent from the public sector, democratically
governed or participatory in orientation, and to reinvest any surplus into their social mission ra-
ther than distributing profits (SKOOPI, 2025). In practice, this means that WISEs operate as
hybrid organisations situated between labour-market policy and enterprise activity: they deliver
publicly funded work placements, training, or rehabilitation through contracts or referrals from
municipalities and the Public Employment Service, while simultaneously generating income
through the sale of goods and services on local markets (Stryjan, 2001; Norbick & Zapata Cam-
pos, 2022). This operational model positions WISEs not as sheltered workshops detached from
the economy, but as socially purposed workplaces where economic activity functions as a means
of integration rather than an end in itself.
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The lack of institutionalisation has produced both enabling and constraining effects. On one
hand, organisational flexibility allows WISEs to experiment with participatory governance, adapt
work tasks to fluctuating capacities, and respond to local social needs. On the other hand, weak
formal recognition limits their legitimacy and bargaining power vis-a-vis public authorities, who
often frame WISEs as temporary or supplementary actors rather than integral components of
labour-market governance (Norbick & Zapata Campos, 2022). Consequently, WISEs must con-
tinuously navigate competing institutional logics such as public accountability, market competi-
tiveness, and community solidarity as an organisational condition characteristic of hybrid organi-
sations more broadly (Battilana et al., 2015; Sacchetti, 2023).

Governance arrangements further reinforce this hybridity. In the absence of a dedicated policy
framework, WISEs operate through a patchwork of partnerships involving municipalities, labour-
market agencies, cooperatives, and voluntary organisations (Macassa et al., 2023). Funding is typi-
cally secured through short-term project grants, municipal labour-market budgets, European Un-
ion programmes, and, increasingly, public procurement contracts. While procurement, particular-
ly through reserved contracts, offers a mechanism for recognising work integration as a legitimate
public service, its use remains uneven and dependent on local administrative capacity and politi-
cal commitment (Norbiack & Zapata Campos, 2022). This decentralised and contractual mode of
governance reflects broader shifts in Swedish public administration toward networked welfare
provision, but it also renders WISEs highly vulnerable to policy change, funding cycles, and local
budgetary pressures (McMullin, 2021).

These institutional conditions have direct implications for how WISEs are evaluated and under-
stood. Public funders operating under New Public Management logics tend to prioritise measur-
able outputs such as employment transitions, programme completion, or reduced welfare de-
pendency (Dufour, 2015). However, such indicators capture only a narrow dimension of WISEs’
contribution. Empirical studies consistently show that participants value outcomes related to
well-being, restored routines, confidence, and social belonging, all forms of value that are rela-
tional, processual, and poorly reflected in quantitative metrics (Nicholls, 2009; Macassa et al.,
2023). This misalignment exemplifies an accountability paradox in which the demand for stand-
ardised measurement risks obscuring the very mechanisms through which WISEs generate social
integration.

Finally, the literature highlights the gendered dimensions of labour-market integration policy. The
arbetslinjen assumes full-time, continuous labour-market participation as the norm of citizenship,
often neglecting unpaid care work and gendered labour-market segmentation (Lewis, 2000).
Many WISEs work disproportionately with women facing intersecting barriers related to care
responsibilities, migration, and precarious employment. Yet these contributions remain weakly
recognised in policy frameworks that equate social impact with economic output, further rein-
forcing the marginal status of WISEs despite their integrative role.

Taken together, state dominance, legal ambiguity, decentralised governance, and gendered policy
assumptions create a complex institutional ecology for WISEs in Sweden. Their legitimacy de-
pends on their capacity to operate across welfare institutions, market relations, and community
expectations. Understanding this context is essential for developing analytical and measurement
frameworks that do not simply import economic or managerial models, but instead reflect the
relational, participatory, and institutional realities of work integration within the Swedish welfare
state.
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3.2 Impact Measurement and the Recognition of Social Value

Within this decentralised and contract-based governance environment, the ways in which the
contribution of WISEs is measured are shaped less by a unified national framework than by the
reporting demands of municipalities, funding agencies, and project financiers. In practice, impact
measurement is characterised by methodological pluralism rather than standardisation. Indicator-
based performance systems remain the most common approach, particularly those required by
municipal labour-market departments and the Public Employment Service, which emphasise
outputs such as participation rates, completed work placements, transitions to employment, and
reduced reliance on social assistance (Dufour, 2015; Norbick & Zapata Campos, 2022). Along-
side these administrative indicators, Swedish WISEs frequently employ forms of social account-
ing and narrative reporting to document qualitative outcomes related to well-being, work readi-
ness, confidence, and social participation, reflecting a recognition that integration is a gradual and
relational process rather than a discrete labour-market outcome (Macassa et al., 2023).

More resource-intensive methodologies, such as Social Return on Investment (SROI) and broad-
er socio-economic evaluations, are used selectively, often in externally funded projects or advoca-
cy contexts, to translate social outcomes into monetary terms that resonate with policymakers
and budget holders. However, these approaches are widely criticised for their technical complexi-
ty, high data requirements, and limited sensitivity to the lived experiences of participants, which
risks privileging what is measurable over what is meaningful (Nicholls, 2009; Dufour, 2015).
Practical guidance documents developed within the Swedish social economy explicitly
acknowledge this tension, presenting impact measurement as a balancing act between accounta-
bility, learning, and communication rather than as a purely technocratic exercise (G6teborgsre-
gionens Sociala Ekonomi, 2023). As a result, impact assessment in Swedish WISEs remains
fragmented and context-dependent, constrained by limited organisational capacity and short-term
funding cycles, while simultaneously serving as a critical site where competing logics of public
accountability, social value creation, and organisational survival are negotiated. This unresolved
tension underscores the need for analytical and evaluative frameworks that are institutionally
grounded and capable of recognising integration as a cumulative and socially embedded process
rather than a narrowly defined employment outcome.

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS IMPLICIT IN PERFORMANCE MEASURE-
MENT APPROACHES: PUBLIC VALUE THEORY, NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT
AND THEORY OF CHANGE

Based on the previous review and typology of performance measurement approaches in relation
to Swedish WISEs, we now turn to conceptualising performance measurement in WISEs as a
governance arena in which multiple evaluative logics intersect and compete. Rather than treating
Public Value Theory, New Public Management, and Theory of Change as discrete explanatory
frameworks, we will examine how elements of these logics become institutionalised within meas-
urement practices. These logics do not operate abstractly; they are embedded in funding require-
ments, procurement structures, and accountability systems that shape what counts as legitimate
impact. Impact measurement is therefore approached not as a neutral technical exercise, but as a
governance mechanism through which normative assumptions about value, performance, and
causality are operationalised and stabilised. In this sense, measurement practices reveal how pub-
lic value is negotiated, prioritised, and constrained within hybrid welfare arrangements.
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4.1 Public Value Theory: Reframing What Counts as Impact

Public Value Theory provides a compelling foundation for analysing WISE performance because
it reframes impact as a question of collective value creation, rather than organisational efficiency
alone. Emerging as a critique of market-based and New Public Management approaches that
equated value with cost-effectiveness and output delivery, Public Value Theory argues that value
arises when organisational activities contribute to outcomes that are socially legitimate, democrat-
ically grounded, and aligned with public purposes (Moore, 1995; Benington, 2011). This perspec-
tive is particularly relevant for WISEs, whose core mission concerns a public problem that nei-
ther markets nor conventional welfare systems adequately resolve (Defourny & Nyssens, 2017).

Empirically, Public Value Theory is operationalised in WISEs through the emphasis on outcome-
oriented measurement, especially employment-related and social inclusion outcomes
(Moore,1995). However, the literature shows that the outcomes most frequently measured i.e. job
placements, transitions to the open labour market, or reduced welfare dependence, capture only a
partial account of the value WISEs generate. Numerous empirical studies document additional
relational and capability-based outcomes, such as improved self-confidence, work routines, social
recognition, and psychological well-being (Ho & Chan, 2010; Farmer, 2021). Public Value Theory
legitimises these outcomes by recognising that value does not reside in outputs themselves, but in
their social meaning and contribution to collectively defined goals.

At the same time, Public Value Theory introduces a critical challenge for measurement. By insist-
ing that value is plural and contested, it destabilises the notion that impact can be objectively de-
fined or universally measured (Faulkner & Kaufman, 2018). In the WISE context, different
stakeholders prioritise different forms of value: public authorities often focus on labour market
participation and fiscal savings; funders emphasise demonstrable and comparable outcomes;
practitioners and beneficiaries highlight dignity, stability, and long-term personal development
(Dufour, 2021). Public Value Theory does not resolve these tensions but makes them analytically
central, revealing that performance measurement is a normative and political process, shaped by
power relations and institutional priorities rather than purely technical considerations.

4.2 New Public Management: Narrowing Public Value through Measurement

While Public Value Theory establishes why WISEs should be assessed in terms of societal con-
tribution, New Public Management (NPM) largely determines how this assessment takes place.
NPM operationalises public value through performance indicators, targets, contracts, and report-
ing requirements, translating broad public purposes into measurable and auditable forms (Pollitt
& Bouckaert, 2011). Empirically, this logic is evident in the widespread use of indicator-based
systems within WISEs, which prioritise quantifiable outcomes such as numbers employed, exits
achieved, or training certificates completed (Dufour, 2015; Spear & Bidet, 2005; Majeti¢ et al.,
2019).

The literature consistently shows that this operationalisation narrows the meaning of impact.
Indicators privilege outcomes that are short-term, attributable, and comparable, while marginalis-
ing longer-term, relational, or processual dimensions of work integration (Bagnoli & Megali,
2009). This reflects a core NPM assumption: that performance must be stabilised in advance in
order to be governed (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). In practice, however, WISEs operate in open
systems where outcomes are shaped by labour markets, welfare institutions, health conditions,
and discrimination, factors largely beyond organisational control.

13



From a theoretical perspective, NPM thus functions less as a theory of impact than as a govern-
ance rationality that disciplines how impact is represented (Hood, 1991; Miller & Rose, 2008).
Measurement tools aligned with NPM logics tend to prioritise what can be counted over what is
socially significant, reinforcing a gap between the plural values recognised by Public Value Theo-
ry and the narrow set of outcomes that are institutionally rewarded (Pollitt, 2013). Empirical re-
search further suggests that these measurement regimes can shape organisational behaviour, en-
couraging WISEs to adapt practices in line with measurable targets rather than beneficiary needs
(Bevan & Hood, 2006; Espeland & Sauder, 2007; Dufour, 2015).

4.3 Theory of Change: Structuring Causality Between Intervention and Value

Theory of Change (ToC) provides the causal logic that allows Public Value aspirations and NPM
accountability requirements to coexist in practice (Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014; Weiss, 1995). By
articulating pathways linking inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact, ToC makes explicit
the assumptions about how social change is expected to occur (Weiss, 1995). In the WISE field,
this is particularly important because impact is rarely immediate or linear. Employment alone
does not guarantee social inclusion; outcomes depend on job quality, tailored support, and
broader institutional conditions (Dufour, 2015; Farmer et al., 2021; Joyce et al., 2021).

Empirically, ToC is operationalised through programme evaluations, outcome frameworks, and
monetised approaches such as Social Return on Investment, all of which rely (explicitly or implic-
itly) on causal narratives (Weiss, 1995; Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014; Nicholls et al., 2012). These
narratives enable organisations to justify claims of impact under NPM-style accountability re-
gimes, translating complex social processes into sequences that appear governable (Power, 1999;
Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011). At its best, ToC supports reflexivity by surfacing assumptions and
highlighting intermediate outcomes, such as improved self-efficacy, work habits, or health stabil-
ity, which mediate longer-term change (Dufour, 2015; Farmer et al., 2021; Joyce et al., 2021; Ha-
zenberg et al., 2013).

However, the literature also identifies significant limitations. When ToC is embedded in contrac-
tual or standardised measurement systems, it often becomes instrumentalised, reinforcing linear
and deterministic models of change that do not reflect empirical realities (Weiss, 1995; Ebrahim
& Rangan, 2014; Power, 1999). WISEs operate in dynamic environments where participant tra-
jectories are disrupted by health crises, family responsibilities, discrimination, and policy shifts
(Dufour, 2015; Farmer et al., 2021; Wiggan, 2012). Overly rigid ToC models risk overstating or-
ganisational agency and understating structural constraints, transforming causal reasoning into a
compliance exercise rather than a learning process (Ebrahim, 2019; Pollitt, 2013).

4.4 Measurement as the Empirical Convergence of Theory

Taken together, Public Value Theory, New Public Management, and Theory of Change are best
understood not as competing frameworks, but as interlocking logics that shape how impact
measurement is designed and used in WISEs (Thornton et al., 2012; Besharov & Smith, 2014).
Public Value Theory defines the normative horizon of socially valuable outcomes (Moore, 1995;
Benington, 2011); New Public Management imposes requirements of measurability, comparabil-
ity, and accountability (Hood, 1991; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2011); and Theory of Change provides
the causal structure that renders social change intelligible within these constraints (Weiss, 1995;
Ebrahim & Rangan, 2014).
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Common WISE measurement approaches - indicator systems, outcome evaluations, and mone-
tised approaches - reflect empirical evidence of this convergence (Spear & Bidet, 2005; Dufour,
2015; Arena et al., 2014). They operationalise public value selectively, narrow it through manage-
rial logics, and stabilise it through causal assumptions. The resulting representations of impact are
therefore partial and contingent, reflecting governance priorities as much as social realities
(Pollitt, 2013; Thornton et al., 2012; Besharov & Smith, 2014).

This theoretical framework positions impact measurement in WISEs as a governance practice
rather than a neutral assessment tool. It highlights that what is measured, how it is measured, and
how it is used are inseparable from normative judgments about value, assumptions about causali-
ty, and institutional power relations. By analysing measurement methodologies as empirical mani-
festations of these theoretical logics, the framework provides a critical foundation for examining
performance and impact in work integration social enterprises.

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This study examines how social impact is constructed, governed, and operationalised within the
context of Swedish Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs). The discussion revisits the
material presented earlier in the paper, including document analysis of procurement and reporting
frameworks, cross-case analytical comparisons of organisational practices, and consideration of
the broader institutional environment in which WISEs operate. These sources reveal clear pat-
terns in how impact is documented and reported, as well as how governance arrangements shape
organisational accountability. To interpret these patterns, the analysis also engages with the wider
literature on social impact measurement, WISEs, and public value governance. Taken together,
the findings suggest that the central challenge confronting Swedish WISEs is not the absence of
measurement tools, but rather the fragmentation of evaluative expectations across multiple public
actors within the welfare state.

5.1 A fragmented evaluative landscape

A tension concerns the proliferation of methodological approaches to measuring social impact.
The literature has identified a wide range of measurement types, including indicator-based per-
formance systems, outcome evaluation frameworks, and monetisation approaches such as Social
Return on Investment (SROI) (Maas & Liket, 2011; Nicholls, 2009). While these methods differ
in analytical scope and methodological assumptions, they share a common premise that the cen-
tral difficulty facing social enterprises lies in the technical challenge of capturing complex social
outcomes. Consequently, the existence of multiple methodologies is often interpreted as evidence
that the field has not yet converged on sufficiently robust tools for measuring impact (Dufour,
2015; Urmanaviciene, 2020).

The findings of this study complicate this assumption. The Swedish WISE context examined
here does not exhibit a shortage of measurement approaches or evaluative frameworks. Instead,
organisations operate within an environment where several measurement logics coexist simulta-
neously through procurement contracts, labour market programmes, and project-based reporting
systems. Each of these arrangements mobilises different methodological approaches and perfor-
mance indicators, often requiring organisations to document similar activities through distinct
evaluative frameworks. The resulting methodological plurality does not necessarily expand the
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collective understanding of impact. Rather, it contributes to a fragmented evaluative landscape in
which different measurement approaches operate in parallel without integration.

From this perspective, the methodological diversity identified in the literature can be reinterpret-
ed as an institutional tension rather than purely a technical one. The challenge is not simply that
multiple methods exist, but that these methods are embedded within governance arrangements
that rarely communicate with one another. As a result, the proliferation of impact measurement
methodologies does not resolve the recognition of WISE contributions; instead, it reinforces the
fragmentation of evaluative expectations across public actors. For the purposes of this study, this
insight shifts the analytical focus away from identifying the “best” measurement method and to-
ward understanding how existing methods are mobilised within governance systems.

The material reviewed for this report indicates that WISEs operate within an environment char-
acterised by extensive reporting requirements linked to multiple policy instruments and funding
streams. These requirements include reporting obligations tied to Active Labour Market Policies
(ALMPs), municipal procurement contracts, project-based funding initiatives, and internal organ-
isational accountability procedures. Each of these arrangements demands the production of per-
formance indicators, often focusing on outcomes such as employment progression, attendance,
productivity, skill development, or language acquisition in the case of integration programmes.
Similar reporting demands have been widely documented in studies examining the governance of
social enterprises in welfare systems, where organisations must account simultaneously to public
authorities, funders, and internal governance bodies (Arena et al., 2015; Dufour, 2015).

However, the accumulation of reporting systems does not produce a coherent or integrated un-
derstanding of organisational impact. Instead, these reporting regimes generate multiple parallel
accounts of organisational activity, each structured around the evaluative logic of a particular
authority or programme. Labour market authorities prioritise indicators related to employment
transitions, procurement contracts emphasise contractual service outputs, and project-based
funding arrangements frequently focus on innovation or experimentation within specific policy
domains. Although these reporting frameworks refer to the same underlying activities, they do
not accumulate into a comprehensive evaluative account of what WISEs contribute to local wel-
fare systems.

5.2 On the folly of measuring output while hoping for impact

A second tension regards the difficulty of measuring the full value produced by WISE. Situating
this finding within existing scholarship reveals that the dynamics observed in the Swedish context
reflect several longstanding tensions in the literature on WISEs and social impact measurement.
Previous research has highlighted tensions between the emphasis on measurable employment
outcomes and the broader, often longer-term processes of social integration that WISEs seck to
support (Davister et al., 2004; Hazenberg et al., 2014). Other studies have examined the challeng-
es hybrid organisations face in balancing social missions with economic sustainability (Battilana et
al., 2015). At the same time, work on social impact measurement has pointed to a gap between
the aspiration that measurement systems should facilitate organisational learning and the reality
that they frequently function primarily as tools of accountability and control (Arena et al., 2015;
Dufour, 2015). Complementing these debates, research on public value governance has empha-
sised the difficulties of recognising value produced across fragmented administrative systems and
policy domains (Bryson et al., 2014).
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This pattern can be understood as a condition of measurement saturation, in which organisations
are extensively measured for compliance yet insufficiently recognised for the broader value they
generate. In contrast to much of the social impact measurement literature, which frames the pri-
mary challenge facing social enterprises as the lack of adequate data or evaluation tools (Maas &
Liket, 2011; Nicholls, 2009), the Swedish context suggests that WISEs are embedded within
dense measurement environments. Organisational actors repeatedly describe the need to translate
identical activities into multiple reporting formats in order to satisfy the requirements of different
commissioning authorities. Measurement therefore functions primarily as a mechanism of admin-
istrative accountability rather than as a tool for organisational learning or system-level evaluation.

The identification of measurement saturation represents a departure from the dominant assump-
tion in both policy and academic literature that the accountability challenges of social enterprises
stem primarily from the lack of adequate measurement tools and standardised evaluation frame-
works (Arena et al., 2015; Dufour, 2015; Urmanaviciene, 2020). In the Swedish WISE context,
the empirical evidence suggests that the proliferation of measurement tools may intensify report-
ing burdens without addressing the underlying challenge of fragmentation. Rather than lacking
measurement instruments, public actors already possess numerous mechanisms for documenting
specific outputs and outcomes. What remains absent is a shared evaluative framework through
which these dispersed measurements can be interpreted collectively.

This fragmentation becomes particularly visible in the governance role played by municipalities.
Municipal governments are central actors in the Swedish WISE ecosystem. Through procure-
ment arrangements, municipalities frequently purchase services related to labour market integra-
tion, sheltered employment, and the integration of migrants and refugees. These procurement
arrangements position municipalities simultaneously as major buyers of WISE services and as
beneficiaries of the broader stabilising effects these services generate within local welfare systems
(Ek Osterberg et al., 2022).

Despite this central role, municipal governance structures often lack mechanisms capable of rec-
ognising the full range of value generated by WISE activities. Municipal administrations are typi-
cally organised into specialised departments responsible for distinct policy areas, including labour
market services, social welfare provision, migrant integration, and procurement management.
Each of these units operates with its own objectives, performance indicators, and budgetary
frameworks. Consequently, WISE activities are evaluated through several separate administrative
lenses rather than through an integrated evaluative framework.

These governance arrangements suggest that the broader public value produced by WISEs fre-
quently remains dispersed across institutional boundaries. For example, labour market units may
evaluate employment outcomes associated with a particular programme, while social services may
observe changes in welfare dependency among the same participants. Integration units may sim-
ultaneously monitor language acquisition or social participation indicators. Yet these observations
rarely converge within a unified evaluative framework capable of capturing the cumulative impact
of WISE activities. As a result, the broader contributions of WISEs —such as stabilising individu-
als who face multiple barriers to labour market participation —remain difficult to recognise within
formal performance measurement systems.

5.3 The strategic translation of impact by WISEs

This dynamic can be understood through the lens of Public Value Theory. Moore (1995) concep-
tualised public value as the broader benefits generated by public institutions through the delivery
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of services and the pursuit of collective goals. Later developments of the theory emphasise that
public value is often produced through networks of public, private, and civil society actors rather
than through a single administrative authority (Bryson et al., 2014). The findings of this study
extend this perspective by demonstrating that in decentralised welfare systems such as Sweden’s,
public value may be institutionally distributed rather than centrally articulated.

In the context examined here, WISEs generate outcomes that intersect with multiple policy do-
mains simultaneously. Their activities support labour market participation, contribute to social
stabilisation for individuals facing complex challenges, and facilitate integration trajectories that
may unfold over extended periods of time. However, because these outcomes span several ad-
ministrative domains, responsibility for recognising and evaluating them is fragmented across
different actors. Public value is therefore produced but remains institutionally unowned, in the
sense that no single authority is responsible for assembling dispersed value claims into a coherent
evaluative account.

The positioning of WISEs within Swedish labour market policy further reinforces this dynamic.
International literature on work integration social enterprises frequently focuses on the risk of
“creaming,” whereby organisations select participants who are easiest to integrate into employ-
ment in order to achieve favourable performance outcomes (Hazenberg et al., 2014). The Swe-
dish case examined here suggests a different configuration. Rather than selecting the most em-
ployable individuals, many WISEs operate as stabilising institutions for individuals who struggle
to access or remain within mainstream labour market programmes.

Participants frequently require forms of stabilisation that extend beyond immediate employment
preparation. Activities aimed at rebuilding daily routines, developing social confidence, or acquir-
ing basic workplace skills often precede formal labour market participation. These processes may
unfold gradually and involve relational forms of support that are difficult to capture through
conventional labour market indicators. The dominance of the Swedish work line (arbetslinjen),
which emphasises rapid transitions into employment, therefore, creates a temporal tension be-
tween policy expectations and the realities of social integration trajectories.

Within this context, WISEs function as stabilising institutions that provide structured environ-
ments for individuals facing complex barriers to employment. Such activities may contribute to
broader welfare objectives, including reduced pressure on social services and improved coordina-
tion across policy domains. Yet because performance indicators primarily focus on short-term
employment outcomes, the stabilising dimension of WISE work remains only partially visible
within existing measurement systems.

The organisational response to this fragmented evaluative environment involves processes that
can be understood as pragmatic translation. WISEs operate at the intersection of market mecha-
nisms, welfare policy objectives, and civil society initiatives. In order to sustain their activities,
organisational actors must communicate the value of their work in ways that resonate with differ-
ent institutional audiences. A single organisational activity may therefore be presented differently
depending on the reporting framework in which it is documented. For example, a workplace
placement programme may be framed as labour market activation when reported to employment
authorities, as service delivery when reported within procurement frameworks, or as integration
support when addressed to migration policy actors.

These translation processes illustrate that impact measurement is not merely a technical exercise
in documenting outcomes but also a social process shaped by institutional expectations and nor-
mative judgments about what counts as meaningful work. Impact is not simply discovered
through improved indicators; rather, it is constructed through ongoing interactions between or-
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ganisations and the institutional environments in which they operate. WISEs therefore operate as
boundary organisations that translate their activities across multiple evaluative frameworks.
ry org p

Taken together, the findings challenge the prevailing assumption that the difficulties associated
with social impact measurement stem primarily from technical limitations within existing tools.
Instead, the analysis suggests that the impact problem associated with WISEs reflects a govern-
ance challenge within the welfare state. Public authorities possess numerous mechanisms for
measuring specific outputs, such as employment placements or programme participation rates.
However, these mechanisms remain embedded within separate institutional structures that rarely
communicate with one another.

In this sense, the welfare system demonstrates a capacity to count placements but struggles to
account for social integration. Improving accountability and learning within the WISE sector
therefore requires greater institutional coordination across public actors rather than the introduc-
tion of additional measurement tools.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER STUDIES

This paper examines how impact measurement in Swedish Work Integration Social Enterprises
(WISEs) operates as a form of public value governance, with particular attention to the role of
municipalities within the welfare system. Drawing on interpretive analysis and a public value per-
spective, the study challenges the assumption that WISEs primarily face a technical deficit in im-
pact measurement tools.

The analysis shows that Swedish WISEs operate within a context of measurement abundance
rather than measurement scarcity. Far from being under-measured, WISEs are subject to multi-
ple, overlapping reporting and evaluation regimes tied to public procurement, Active Labour
Market Policies, and project-based funding. These regimes coexist without being meaningfully
integrated, resulting in fragmented, audience-specific accounts of impact rather than a shared
understanding of value creation.

A central contribution of the paper lies in clarifying the dual and often contradictory role of mu-
nicipalities. Municipalities emerge empirically as the largest buyers of WISE services through
public procurement, while simultaneously benefiting from those services through reduced welfare
dependency, improved labour market integration, and enhanced social stability. However, these
benefits are dispersed across municipal departments and are rarely recognised within the evalua-
tive frameworks that structure procurement and performance assessment. As a result, WISEs are
primarily assessed as service providers rather than as contributors to broader public value.

By adopting a public value perspective, the paper reframes impact measurement as a problem of
governance coordination rather than one of technical indicator design. Impact emerges as some-
thing negotiated across institutional boundaries rather than simply observed or calculated
through indicators. From this perspective, adding new measurement tools is unlikely to address
the underlying problem and may further reinforce fragmentation.

The paper contributes to social enterprise and public management scholarship by showing that,
in decentralised welfare systems, impact measurement is shaped less by methodological innova-
tion than by how public actors coordinate evaluative practices across policy domains (Pollitt &
Bouckaert, 2011; Bach & Bordogna, 2013). WISEs emerge not as measurement-deficient organi-
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sations, but as boundary actors navigating fragmented public value logics within contemporary
welfare governance.

The findings open several important avenues for future research. First, there is a need for deeper
investigation into municipal internal coordination. Future studies could examine how different
municipal departments conceptualise and evaluate WISE contributions, and why these perspec-
tives remain institutionally separated. Such research would help shift analytical attention from
WISE capacities to public-sector governance arrangements. Second, comparative research across
different welfare-state contexts would be valuable. While this study focuses on Sweden, similar
dynamics may exist in other Nordic countries or in decentralised welfare systems elsewhere in
Europe. Comparative studies could explore how variations in procurement law, labour market
policy, and municipal autonomy shape the alignment (or misalignment) of impact measurement
practices.

Third, future research could examine public procurement as a key site where public value is de-
fined and operationalised (Jachrling, 2015). Procurement is often treated as a technical or legal
mechanism, yet the findings suggest it plays a central role in shaping how social value is articulat-
ed, rewarded, and constrained. Investigating procurement practices ethnographically or through
policy analysis could yield important insights into how social objectives are operationalised
through market-based instruments. Finally, longitudinal research could explore how impact is
accumulated and redistributed over time, particularly in relation to long-term welfare outcomes
that fall outside short contractual cycles. This would help address the temporal mismatch identi-
fied in this study between short-term performance indicators and the long-term nature of social
integration processes.

Taken together, this paper argues that improving how WISEs are evaluated does not require
“better” measurement tools in the conventional sense. Rather, it requires greater alignment be-
tween how public value is produced, experienced, and evaluated across institutional boundaries.
Recognising this shift is essential if impact measurement is to support meaningful learning and
accountability rather than remain a compliance exercise
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APPENDIX 1: METHODOLOGY

Research Design and Methodological Rationale

This study adopts a conceptually driven interpretive design that draws on, document-based, and
participatory material to examine how social impact is constructed, operationalised, and valued in
relation to WISEs within the Swedish welfare state. The analysis is informed by Public Value
Theory (PVT), which serves as an interpretive framework rather than a prescriptive model for
examining impact beyond narrow employment outcomes and for situating impact measurement
within public governance arrangements (Dufour et al., 2020; Dufour et al., 2021; Faulkner &
Kaufman, 2018).

This methodological choice is driven by the nature of the research problem. Rather than as-
sessing the causal effectiveness of WISEs or measuring individual-level outcomes, the study fo-
cuses on how impact is defined, framed, and made legible within institutional and evaluative sys-
tems. Prior research shows that impact measurement in WISEs is strongly shaped by welfare-
state institutions, accountability regimes, and dominant evaluation logics, particularly within Ac-
tive Labour Market Policies (ALMPs) and municipal governance structures (Stryjan, 2006; Kraff
& Jernsand, 2021; Norbick & Campos, 2022). An interpretive analysis of documents and collec-
tive deliberation is therefore used to illuminate how evaluative logics operate within institutional
governance arrangements.

Empirical scope and case framing

Empirically, this study is situated within the Swedish welfare and labour-market integration con-
text, which is treated as a theoretically informative (critical) case within the Nordic welfare re-
gime. The Swedish case is treated as analytically generative rather than statistically representative,
allowing institutional fragmentation and evaluative plurality to become particularly visible. Swe-
den combines universalist welfare principles, strong municipal responsibility for labour-market
integration, and an extensive reliance on market-based instruments and performance evaluation
within Active Labour Market Policies (ALMPs). This configuration makes the Swedish context
particularly well-suited for examining tensions between public value creation, accountability-
driven impact measurement, and organisational hybridity in WISEs (Stryjan, 2006; Struyven &
Steurs, 2005; Fred & Notrdesjo, 20206)

Rather than focusing on individual WISE organisations as bounded empirical cases, the study
examines the institutional and evaluative environment within which Swedish WISEs operate.
WISEs are approached analytically as a category of hybrid organisations embedded in public gov-
ernance systems, whose impact measurement practices are shaped by procurement regimes, fund-
ing arrangements, and evaluation frameworks. This institutional framing is consistent with public
administration and governance research that treats policy instruments and evaluative systems not
as neutral backdrops, but as constitutive of organisational behaviour, meaning making, and legit-
imacy (Struyven & Steurs, 2005; Norback & Campos, 2022).

The primary empirical material was drawn from the context of the Women4Integration project,
through participation in two co-creation meetings focused on impact measurement for Swedish
WISEs. The meetings are not treated as standalone empirical cases but as situated arenas in
which institutional measurement logics were articulated and contested. These meetings brought
together researchers, practitioners, and intermediary actors with the explicit aim of jointly identi-
fying meaningful definitions of impact, relevant indicators, and appropriate measurement ap-
proaches for WISEs operating within the Swedish welfare regime. As such, the co-creation meet-
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ings constitute a situated empirical arena in which dominant measurement logics, value conflicts,
and institutional constraints were made visible.

Importantly, the co-creation process did not result in a shared definition of impact, agreement on
core indicators, or a convergent measurement framework. Instead, discussions repeatedly re-
turned to unresolved questions regarding what should count as impact, over what time horizons,
for whom, and according to whose values. Tensions extensively documented in the literature -
between economic performance and social mission, between short-term accountability and long-
term capability development, and between standardisation and contextual sensitivity - were re-
produced and negotiated in practice.

Rather than treating this lack of consensus as a methodological limitation, it is interpreted analyti-
cally as evidence of governance fragmentation and competing evaluative logics. The difficulty of
stabilising impact conceptually, even within a co-creative and reflexive setting, underscores the
central argument of this paper: that impact in WISEs is not simply measured, but negotiated,
institutionalised, and constrained by governance arrangements. In this sense, the co-creation
meetings function as observational and confirmatory material, reinforcing the need for an inter-
pretive and institutionally grounded analytical strategy.

Data collection

Given the conceptually driven nature of the research question, the study relies primarily on inter-
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pretive document analysis, with empirical material functioning as illustrative evidence for concep-

tual development.

First, a systematic analysis of policy documents, contractual frameworks, evaluation guidelines,
and reporting requirements relevant to Swedish WISEs was conducted. These documents include
materials produced by labour-market authorities, municipalities, intermediary organisations, and
sectoral networks. The purpose of this analysis was to trace how impact is formally defined, pri-
oritised, and rendered legible within institutional settings, and how these definitions translate into
measurement requirements.

Second, insights from the co-creation meetings were analysed abductively, not as standalone data
points but as situated expressions of broader institutional tensions. Particular attention was paid
to moments of disagreement, ambiguity, and silence, as these revealed the boundaries of what
can be articulated as “impact” under prevailing governance logics.

Analytically, the study distinguishes between economic, social, and institutional dimensions of
impact, mirroring both the research questions and dominant typologies in the WISE literature.
This distinction is not intended to imply that these dimensions are empirically discrete; rather, it
serves as a heuristic device to examine how different forms of value are unevenly recognised,
measured, or marginalised within existing frameworks

Data analysis

The analysis followed an abductive strategy aimed at conceptually reframing impact measurement
as a governance phenomenon rather than evaluating its empirical effectiveness, moving between
empirical material and theoretical concepts drawn from Public Value Theory and public govern-
ance literature (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). Documents were analysed as governance instru-
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ments, with attention to the language, categories, and indicators through which impact is defined
and operationalised, as well as to omissions and silences.

Material from the co-creation meetings was analysed as process-oriented data, focusing on how
participants articulated uncertainty, disagreement, and constraint. Rather than seeking conver-
gence, the analysis traced how dominant evaluative logics were questioned, how alternative no-
tions of value emerged but remained unsettled, and how institutional arrangements were invoked
as limiting what could realistically be measured.

Across both data sources, analysis was guided by sensitising categories derived from Public Value
Theory, distinguishing between economic value, social value, and institutional or public value
(Dufour et al., 2020; Faulkner & Kaufman, 2018). The purpose was not to categorise empirical
outcomes but to surface tensions between institutional logics with more contested understand-
ings of value and to examine how these framings align with or diverge from Nordic welfare prin-
ciples such as universalism, equality, and decommodification (Stryjan, 2000).

Methodological limitations

The institutional focus of the study entails analytical trade-offs that warrant reflection. By privi-
leging institutionalised measurement frameworks and governance logics, the analysis necessarily
sacrifices depth in organisational micro-practice in favour of understanding how impact is ren-
dered governable at the system level. This constrains the study’s ability to capture how individual
actors experience or enact measurement practices in everyday organisational contexts.

The study also does not assess the magnitude or distribution of impact outcomes associated with
WISEs. Instead, it elucidates the mechanisms through which particular forms of impact become
visible, legitimate, and comparable within Nordic welfare governance. Given the relational and
long-term nature of many outcomes associated with WISEs - such as wellbeing, agency, and so-
cial participation - this focus avoids reproducing the reductionist evaluative logics under examina-
ton.

While the co-creation meetings did not yield a fully articulated alternative measurement frame-
work, their inconclusive character provides important insight into the persistence of competing
value logics and the difficulty of translating public value concepts into stable evaluative instru-
ments. The contribution lies in explaining how governance structures produce persistent evalua-
tive fragmentation rather than in offering a new measurement instrument.

Finally, the study does not aim for statistical generalisation. Sweden is treated as a theoretically
informative case, and the analytical ambition is to support analytical generalisation concerning
how impact measurement is shaped and constrained under Nordic welfare-state conditions.

Throughout the research process, reflexivity was maintained regarding the researcher’s role in
interpreting documents and participating in co-creation discussions, particularly in recognising
how framing choices and institutional positioning influence the articulation of impact and public
value (Alvesson & Skoéldberg, 2009).
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