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1- Double performance, quantitative production and “strategic decoupling” 

Compared to the dominant financial sector, the cooperative banks are developing a specific model 
characterised by a strong local anchorage, a client base mostly of medium and small local companies, and 
a choice for social responsible funding.  

In this context, a certain kind of evaluation open to the concept of social value creation becomes relevant. 
Beyond a rigid monetary evaluation of the funding activity (risk and profitability), other dimensions of 
performance, notably the long term social value created through cooperative banking activity at the local 
level, must be taken into account. 

The complexity of this rationale implies taking into account a large number of factors and understanding 
the dynamics of development at the local level. 

The general values represented by the cooperative banks as well as the search for a double creation of 
social and economic value will set the analytical framework for their performance evaluation. More 
specifically, the issue is not to oppose one to the other but to understand how the cooperative banks’ 
long term activity at a local level will enable the delivery of both. However the measure and the 
evaluation of the double economic and social performance are far from easy tasks as it is underpinned by 
the exsisting works on the topic. 

The cooperative banks, through their decisions and implementation of the funding activity, can be 
considered as main actors within the broader cooperation chain enabling the maintenance and the 
development of the economic activity in a territory. The measure of the long-term social economic   
impact of their activity at a local level will be the focus of our research. 

The research papers have proposed numerous reporting and evaluation methods to take into account the 
social value created by the organisations: the Social Return on Investment (SRI), the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI), the blended value accounting are just some examples of the new approach of the 
measure of performance. 

More particularly, the social companies embedded into the social entrepreneurial movement are at the 
front line in this field and strongly committed to the measure of social impact. They show a great ability in 
the use of accounting and reporting methods.  They combine them in an innovative way in order to 
produce quantitative representations of their double financial and social performance (Nicholls, 2009).  
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These papers also show the social enterprises’ great freedom in defining what and how to measure, and 
how to communicate it.  

 

The current absence of a process for the standardisation and the audit of the social impact measure 
(Armstrong, 2006) partly explains the important degree of discretion benefitting the actors of the 
evaluation process. Some additional difficulties are specific to the ESS sector: the research of global 
indexes (including social objectives, impacts on society, common benefits, and so on..) is difficult (Forbes , 
1998) and requires some arbitrage. Also the stakeholders’ variety - administrators, public and private 
funders, volunteers, managers, employees, foundations, users, general public – and their absence of 
hierarchy as a basic condition, imply a diversity of opinions about the objectives addressed and their 
prioritization making the measure a sensitive task. 

Behind the various actors there is a multiplicity of interests and issues concerning the production of 
figures and the representation of the social impact. Some researchers have underpinned the possible risk 
of an important “decoupling” associated with the ongoing process for the measure of social impact 
(Arvidson & Lyon, 2013). 

The “decoupling” concept relates to a new institutional vision of the management tools – here the social 
impact: this new vision considers that the external environment exerts pressure on the organisations 
forcing them to comply in order to survive (Meyer and Rowan, 1977; Di Maggio and Powell, 1983).  

However, the technical or economic dimensions of the environment, combined with the constraint of 
efficiency that they imply, are not the main force the organisations must adapt to; it is much more the 
cultural and symbolic dimensions of the environment that impose a constraint of legitimacy.  

The organisations need to comply with a standard by adopting the rules and the rational procedures that 
partly set their formal structure. In the research field of accountancy , it has been argued that the 
“decoupling” can surely be possible but at a lower level due to the existence of accounting standards and 
legal issues related to the accounting information output (Carruthers, 1995). 

In the framework of social impact measures, on the contrary some authors underpin that the eventual 
“decoupling” level is higher concerning general accounting. The reasons are: the absence of an accounting 
standardisation process, the impossibility of comparing the different social impact measures (specific to 
each social enterprise), and the information asymmetry between the funders and the social enterprise’s 
actors.  

The ESS organisations are submitted to increasing pressures from their institutional environment to bring 
evidence of their social impact, measuring and evaluating their performance. However the answers 
provided by the ESS organisations concerning the accounting requirements are quite different (Arvidson 
& Lyon, 2013). These authors list three different answers to the social impact measure question: 
compliance, resistance, and promotion. 

Compliance implies the acceptance and integration of the new standards imposed by institutional actors 
such as funders or public authorities. Resistance means the opposition to this compliance in the end. This 
can surely be possible when the organisation is financially independent and/ or controls the necessary 
means to implement its project. The third answer is more subtle since it shows first a resistance in 
complying with the demand of social impact measures then its acceptance.  However this forced 
acceptance can evolve toward a real acceptance when the organisation’s actors become aware of the 
flexibility that can be applied to the social impact measure process. The authors talk about “strategic 
decoupling” when the figures are used in a symbolic way on a voluntary basis as elements to legitimise 
the activity (Arvidson & Lyon, 2013).  

From this point of view, the social impact measure is a means to stand out from competition by other 
organisations to obtain new funding. In fact this doesn’t exclude the social impact measure also to be 
applied for internal use in order to enable a collective reflection about a joint common action enhancing 
the development of the operational performance. 
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2. The objectives of the research 
In order to justify the specific of their development model, the cooperatives banks may also commit 
themselves into an evaluation process of their socio-economic impact. How can this evaluation process be 
understood within the cooperatives banking system? The objective of the research is to test existing 
evaluation models for the social value creation, and to analyse their relevancy in specific fields.  The 
methodology applied is that of the case analysis with a qualitative approach. These objectives are based 
upon ten or so case studies taking place in companies funded by cooperative banks. 
 
3. The expected deliverables  
Works produced in the framework of this research project will be presented during peer –reviewed 
conferences. Particularly we plan a presentation to the Egos international conference and to the Aims 
French conference. The final papers will be proposed for publication in academic reviews. Some of them 
are related to the topic. A few may be interested in this research topic: 
- Business Ethics: a European Review 
- Business and Society 
- Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development 
- Voluntas 
- Nonprofit Quaterly 


