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The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and 
intellectualization, and, above all, by the "disenchantment of the world."  
Max Weber, Science as Vocation 

 

Collegiality as an approach to governance has served society well over centuries, 
particularly applied in societal spheres where economic rationalization was not the 
primary objective of the social actors involved. Examples include “universities, private 
and public research centres, professional associations, intellectual, literary and artistic 
networks, courts, legislatures, public boards, and commissions of modern societies” 
(Sciulli, 1986: 755). Collegiality rests on a number of key pillars including high degrees 
of specialization, expertise, equality, autonomy, decision-making by consensus, as 
well as peer-evaluation and informal control, without neglecting a performance 
orientation (Waters, 1989). However, Weber (1947) argued that the capitalist system, 
underpinned by a desired achievement of maximum efficiency through rationalization, 
would require more bureaucratic, and therefore hierarchical organizing, instead of 
collegiality. 

As social entrepreneurs combine social and commercial activities primarily towards 
social ends (Tracey & Phillips, 2007), they decouple the achievement of societal 
welfare from inexorable economic rationalization and deinstitutionalize the narrative of 
the capitalist system. While their mission already stands in non-conformity with the 
predominance of bureaucracy, their governance practices are mostly continue to be 
permeated by hierarchical organization. 

However, some examples of deviance are emerging in relation to governance 
practices for organizations generally social enterprises (Aguilera, Judge, & Terjesen, 
2018) and social enterprises in particular (Battilana & Fuerstein, 2018; Low, 2006; 
Mason & Doherty, 2016; Mason, Kirkbride, & Bryde, 2007). We explore the empirical 
application of neo-collegial practices in social enterprises by asking the research 
question: When and how can collegiality serve as a functioning organizational 
governance practice in social enterprises? 



This research focused on the case of a UK social enterprise (‘Aurora’) that was jointly 
established in September 2016 by five leading members of the Scottish business and 
social enterprise community, who also decided to run it collectively. All Aurora 
founders are strong entrepreneurial identities, each with a profound expertise in 
different professional areas who have established and individually grown a range of 
highly successful business while they also possess high levels of specialization that 
they brought into the social enterprise. Due to the high expertise, experience, and 
leadership qualities of the different entrepreneurs, it seemed most appropriate to them 
to establish a ‘company of equals’, in which none of the experts is subordinate to 
another. All founders rely on generated income from the other businesses they 
successful operate and abstained from any personal income generated by Aurora, in 
order to deliver a maximum of financial resources to the charitable partner of the 
organization. We recorded and observed 9 board meetings between November 2016 
and March 2018, and conducted 6 semi-structured interviews with each board member 
as well as the enterprise administrator. Another follow-up interview for additional 
clarifications was carried out with the administrator in May 2019 by the Research 
Assistant. 

Despite its early commercial success, Aurora encountered major challenges with its 
governance principles. The collegial approach was highly different from the more 
bureaucratic governance structures each Board member had experienced in their 
other enterprises. Over time, this had created internal tensions and the team 
questioned the suitability of their governance model and considered several 
alternatives. These included switching to a managerial governance structure, making 
Aurora a community enterprise run by the wider industry, handing it over to externals, 
or closing it down. In mid-2019, the latter had become the most likely fate of the 
company. 

Preliminary findings from this work-in-progress found a (re)-enchantment of collegiality 
as a governance practice in a social enterprise context. However, such collegiality 
governance requires a certain set of enablers on the micro, meso, and macro level 
that allow for a successful transcendence of traditional collegiality principles from the 
political and institutional sphere into the organizational context of social enterprises.  

Collegiality key pillars include high degrees of specialization, expertise, equality, 
autonomy, decision-making by consensus, as well as peer-evaluation and informal 
control, without neglecting a performance orientation (Waters, 1989). We found the 
pillars of performance orientation, high expertise, high specialization, high autonomy, 
as well as peer evaluation and informal control highly suitable for social enterprises. 
However, for collegiality to become re-enchanted in social enterprises, we argue that 
two pillars of the concept have to undergo a transformation: decision making by 
consensus and equality. As outlined in our neo-collegial framework (see Figure 1), we 
argue that decision-making by consensus should be transcended by the more efficient 
form of ‘decision-making by absence of objection’, which has already proven its 
suitability in a number of other types of non-bureaucratic organizations (Laloux, 2014). 
Equality, on the other hand, was also not found to be suitable in our examples. Instead, 
we argue it requires a naturally evolving hierarchy of competence, as opposed to 
hierarchy based on authoritarian power. 



 

 

 
Figure 1: Neo-collegial Governance Framework 

 

Therefore, we argue that collegiality can provide an effective and efficient governance 
concept for social enterprises if appropriately adapted to the nature of the organization. 
More specifically, on the micro-level, our findings support the argument of Aguilera et 
al. (2018) that the entrepreneurial identity represents a major driver for the intentional 
implementation of deviant governance practices. Social entrepreneurs with a neo-
collegial identity actively question established practices and can break from the iron 
cage of dominant bureaucratic institutions on the national level if they have the agency 
to do so. On the meso-level, a re-enchantment of collegiality in social enterprises 
needs a strong neo-collegial leadership that creates the social space for collegiality to 
evolve develop. However, this only works if the leadership is aligned with the 
governance capacity of the organization, including a complementary workforce, a 
business environment and industry that allows collegiality principles to comply with 
external stakeholder demands, as well as internal tangible and intangible resources. 
On the macro level, we argue that special legal forms, such as CIC (Community 
Interest Companies) are beneficial for functioning collegiality governance in social 
enterprises as they thin out the bureaucratic structure of traditional legal frameworks.  

In summary, we found that collegiality is a highly suitable governance concept for 
social enterprises to allow them to cope with the fundamental changes of modern 
society in novel ways, especially when the concept is transcended by neo-collegial 
adaptations. 
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