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Social investment innovation and the 'social turn' of neoliberal finance 

 

1: Introduction 

 

The social turn in finance has been integral to the advancement of traditional finance 

technologies in recent years. One such model of socialised finance is social investment. From 

the outset this project has been supported by big-hitters in both government and policy 

circles, as well as influential financial institutions and institutional investors: in the UK, for 

instance, Gordon Brown, chancellor and then prime minister between 1997 and 2010, has 

been a powerful backer.1 A series of reports from a Social Investment Task Force 

(established by Brown in 2000) highlighted the potential for independent providers to fund 

social and public services in the UK (Cohen & Social Investment Task Force, 2000, 2005), 

leading some to comment that the state might become at most a commissioner  of public 

services (Dowling and Harvie, 2014: 878). For some scholars (e.g. Schinckus, 2017) this is a 

positive development that positions finance as a tool capable of delivering positive social 

change through the innovation of new financial technologies. 

 

The assumption that innovations in social investment represent a softer or more benign 

finance is debated, however. Critical voices contend that social finance represents an exercise 

of embedding modalities of financialisation and neoliberal governance further into the heart 

 

1 Articles that explore the state’s key role in the development of the social investment market in the UK 

include: McHugh et al (2013) Dowling and Harvie (2014); Williams et al (2014); and Roy et al (2015). Harvie 

(2019) provides a brief history of social investment. For the US context see Lake (2015). Many in academia 

have also taken on a policy-entrepreneurial role in the promotion and development of social investment. We 

suspect that given the enthusiasm of many influential policy-shapers, such academics have found a ready 

market for their services. We thank an anonymous reviewer for this observation. 
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of contemporary social care (Sinclair et al, 2014; Dowling and Harvie, 2014; Smyth, 2019; 

Mitropoulos and Bryan, 2015; Dowling, 2016; Cooper et al., 2016; Harvie, 2019). The 

codification of social and socio-political relations into financial practices has always been an 

undergirding logic of finance, financial markets and the act of investment (Knorr Cetina and 

Bruegger, 2002; Knorr Cetina, 2003; Allen and McGoun, 2001). In this way, social 

investment offers an intensification of existing finance ideas (cf. Kavanagh et al., 2014) 

rather than anything substantively ‘new’. Nor does social investment particularly promote 

alternative socio-political or counter-hegemonic ideas. Instead, finance continues to expand 

and penetrate further into the organisation of social life (Sinclair et al, 2014; cf. Martin, 

2002). The complex inter-relationship between accounting and society is something that 

critical accountants have long since recognised, but there has yet to be sustained engagement 

by on how finance intrudes into everyday life (Barthold et al., 2018; Brooks et al., 2019). 

Consequently, studies interrogating the nature of finance in shaping the social is lacking in 

the extant literature (Brooks et al., 2019) and thus becomes an important focus of this paper. 

We also take up Cooper et al.’s (2016) invitation to further explore the workings of SIBs. 

 

One trope of social investment’s enthusiasts is innovation. For instance, Social Finance, a 

not-for-profit organisation established to promote social investment, prominently displays on 

its website a quotation from The New York Times that describes social impact bonds (SIBs) as 

‘the hottest idea in social-service provision’; ‘innovate’ and its cognates appear frequently in 

social-investment-related texts.2 The purported innovation of social investment occurs at two 

 
2 Searching for the origin of this quotation, we find that it appears in an article (Rosenberg 2013) about 

development impact bonds, that is ambivalent both about development impact bonds and social impact 

bonds. The complete sentence reads: ‘The Development Impact Bond is almost exactly the same as the Social 

Impact Bond, the hottest idea in social-service provision (an oxymoron if ever there was one) of the last few 

years.’ A fine example of judicious contextomy. 

https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/20/the-promise-of-social-impact-bonds/
https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/20/the-promise-of-social-impact-bonds/
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levels: first, it supposedly involves innovative financial tools and instruments; second, it is 

supposed to engender innovation at the level of services themselves (hence to encourage 

innovative solutions to social problems). One such ‘innovative’ financial instrument is the 

SIB, mentioned in the New York Times piece. 

 

Our intention in this paper is to add to the small academic literature that critically evaluates 

notions of financial innovation on SIBs. Adopting approaches from Cooper et al. (2016), 

Neyland (2018) and Harvie and Ogman (2019) we focus on one single SIB, the TARGET 

SIB; a device designed to support young homeless people in provincial urban locations in the 

UK. Drawing on publicly-available documents relating to the bond – press releases, the bond 

prospectus and so on – and semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders, we attempt to 

explore the functionality of the bond and highlight important contradictions regarding its 

utilisation as a tool of social investment. We hence pose questions concerning how we might 

best understand the role that innovations in social investment play in shaping socio-political 

relations. In so doing we make four important contributions. First, we attempt to build upon 

recent critical accounting engagements with finance (e.g., Barthold et al., 2018) and respond 

to calls for research on the social relevance of financial technologies and practices (Bay & 

McGoun, 2018; Brooks et al., 2019). Secondly, we assess the extent to which social 

investment is a route to developing sustainable and responsible finance, where we find 

instead an intensification of financial imperatives on social care projects. Mirroring Neyland 

(2018) we find this intensification not as the result of enhanced market discipline working 

through commensurable value, but rather as a more straightforward consequence of an 

increased focus upon targets which have been given greater weight by their monetary 
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consequence to external interests. Thus although Neyland is correct in rendering SIBs as 

‘anti-market devices’ (2018: 505) we nevertheless discern considerable trepidation on the 

part of providers about market-type relations encroaching on their autonomy, most visibly 

through threats and actual intervention by investors’ representatives when promised rates of 

return are at risk. Thirdly, we situate our findings alongside existing empirical work on post-

New Public Management that demonstrates a blurring of public and private spheres. Finally, 

we contribute towards theorising of the link between accounting and finance and 

neoliberalism. We suggest that typing specific social outcomes to financial technologies 

intensifies the neoliberal governance of social relations. Here, our argument is that social 

investment, through SIBs, is consistent with a model of inclusive neoliberalism. Our analysis 

is sympathetic to Cooper et al, (2016); whilst Cooper et al (2016) focus more upon the 

individualising impact of such bonds, we focus more upon the institutional set-up of the 

bond, building on the growing body of knowledge on SIBs accordingly. 

 

The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents an overview of SIBs as they 

appear in policy literature, which is compared to the empirical realities observed in academic 

studies to date. This exposes several chief tensions between the espoused purposes of SIBs 

and their ostensible use. Taking this as our main focus we elaborate our research design and 

methods in section 3, followed by a brief description of the project and our empirical site in 

section 4. Findings are documented in section 5 which is complemented by a discussion and 

analysis section in which we address the linkages between SIBs and neoliberalism, 

specifically by reflecting on our empirical observations of the TARGET SIB (a pseudonym), 

and how the bond promotes a model of inclusive neoliberalism. We conclude by retracing the 

significance of our findings and our contribution to the ongoing debates regarding both SIBs 

and social finance more generally. 
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Section 2: SIBs and social finance 

 

2.1: Social investment and Impact bonds 

 

When attempting to sell the SIB as a concept to private investors in 2013, then-Prime 

Minister David Cameron invoked the transformative capacity of investing: 

 

We’ve got a great idea here that can transform our societies, by using the power of 

finance to tackle the most difficult social problems. Problems that have frustrated 

government after government, country after country, generation after generation. 

Issues like drug abuse, youth unemployment, homelessness and even global poverty. 

The potential for social investment is that big. So I want to make it a success in 

Britain and I want to sell it all over the world. (David Cameron, Social Impact 

Investment Forum in London on 6 June 20133) 

 

Here, Cameron was building upon recommendations made in the final report of the Social 

Investment Task Force (2010) – and elsewhere – that had been established by his New 

Labour predecessor Gordon Brown a decade earlier. The point was also stressed in the G8’s 

Social Impact Investment’s report, Social Investment: The Invisible Heart of Markets: 

 

The world is on the brink of a revolution in how we solve society’s toughest 

problems. The force capable of driving this revolution is ‘social impact investing’, 

 
3 Full speech available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-ministers-speech-at-the-social-

impact-investment-conference, last accessed 22/10/2017 
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which harnesses entrepreneurship, innovation and capital to power social 

improvement. (Social Impact Investment Taskforce, 2014). 

 

This focus on using impact bonds for social improvement and resolving social problems also 

appears central to recent UK governmental approaches to funding social services. In a speech 

to the Charity Commission in 2017, Theresa May referred to SIBs as the chief vehicle for 

reaching social outcomes: 

 

We will do everything we can to get the right support to those with mental health 

problems who are out of work. For example, through our global leadership on social 

impact bonds – which drive investment in social outcomes – we are already providing 

up to £50 million to support those with mental health issues back into work and to 

help local areas tackle the link between drug and alcohol dependency and co-existing 

mental health problems (Theresa May, Mental Health Service Reform on 9 January 

2017)4 

 

From the ‘Third Way’ Social Investment State of the Blair and Brown years, to the short-

lived Big Society model under Cameron, to the social-care reforms of May's administration, 

governmental discourse is littered with the promises of social investment. The logic 

underpinning these attempts is the harnessing of private wealth for public gain – hence social 

finance’s strapline, ‘doing well by doing good’. More precisely, it is not only the capital of 

 
4 Full speech at: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-shared-society-prime-ministers-speech-at-

the-charity-commission-annual-meeting, last accessed 23/10/2017. It’s worth noting that, according to 

Instiglio’s global database of social and development impact bonds, just a single SIB in the UK – with associated 

investment of £400,000 –  targets people with mental health problems: see http://www.instiglio.org/en/sibs-

worldwide/, last accessed 30/08/2018. 

http://www.instiglio.org/en/sibs-worldwide/
http://www.instiglio.org/en/sibs-worldwide/
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private and institutional investors, but also their financial knowledge which is leveraged in 

order to direct resources to the projects that most-efficiently achieve ‘desirable social 

outcomes’ – and thus create cashable savings for the public sector.  

 

The SIB is an increasingly important mode of social investment in the UK and US, at least in 

rhetorical terms. An SIB is a payment-by-results (PBR) contract that mediates the complex 

social-financial relationships between a set of three actors in order to deliver desirable 

outcomes. These actors are: a commissioning agent, a service provider and an external 

investor or investors. The commissioner will utilise the PBR contract to encode a series of 

identified social outcomes, and in the UK is usually either directly part of the state or works 

with state agencies. For instance the Department for Work and Pensions worked as a 

commissioner on the first UK SIB, the widely-cited Peterborough Prison bond (e.g. 

Mitropolous and Bryan, 2015; Ogman and Harvie, 2019). Social outcomes are then translated 

into a series of financial outcomes designed to attract project funding from investors. Once 

both social and financial outcomes are agreed, the service provider is responsible for 

implementing the project and delivering the outcomes stipulated in the bond. In most 

instances, financial outcomes to investors are pay-outs upon completion of the full bond-

term, and for local government these are cashable savings. 

 

A more complete overview of the SIB process including these outcomes is provided in figure 

1. 

 

[fig 1 here] 
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The apparent capacity of SIBs to generate cashable savings to government is a core aspect of 

their appeal (Lilley et al., forthcoming). Indeed, SIBs claim to offer a third way of public 

service delivery that replaces central funding with private wealth gleaned from capital 

markets (Warner and Clifton, 2013: 54; McHugh et al., 2013) countering some effects of 

austerity: 

 

At a time of tight public finances, payment by results models such as this can tap into 

new sources of funding to help reduce crime, change lives and provide value for 

money for the taxpayer (Social Finance, 2011: 33). 

 

A New Economics Foundation report suggests that the chief reason behind the expansion in 

social investment initiatives in the UK is the local pressure among councils to find cost-

savings and continue to provide social services to the most vulnerable social groups (NEF, 

2015: 11-14). In such circumstances it is surprising to note that only 38 active or completed 

SIBs exist in the UK as at March 2018, despite the resources made available to support them. 

This support includes direct promotion by government and extensive funding support through 

the intervening mechanisms of the national lottery and the dormant bank account scheme. 

Suggestions that alternative investment is gaining traction need to be understood with this 

favourable context fully in mind. But it is certainly the case that invocation of mutual 

interests and potential cash savings remain central to the rhetorical appeal of these 

instruments which can then purport to offer a source of blended value creation for society. 

 

2.2: Finance and the social: early versions 
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However attempts to utilise finance for the social good are not recent.  To be sure, vehicles 

such as microfinance or socially responsible investment (SRI) are grounded in the same 

ideological underpinnings; to harness private wealth for the public good.  

 

SRI, for example, emerged as a tool for ‘ethical’ investors and fund managers to deploy 

instead of traditional investment strategies (Rudd, 1981), where traditional finance is marked 

by divisions between the 'financial' from the 'social', asserting that the act of investment was 

an asocial and purely technical endeavour designed to deliver optimal financial gains (Brooks 

et al., 2019). 

 

Consequently, social investment becomes positioned as rhetorically antithetical to the core 

function of corporations and finance, rendering it as mutually exclusive to optimal value 

creation. This inhibits the development of responsible and social investment schemes (e.g. 

Nicholls, 2010), and renders social investment as something to be understood through the 

traditional monetary focus of finance (cf. Bay & McGoun, 2018). Hence, ‘socially-

responsible’ investments become a profitable opportunity for fund managers, due to their 

potential to match and even better mainstream strategies (see Friedman and Miles, 2001). 

Other ‘benefits’ include portfolio diversification and risk-spreading (Sparkes and Cowton, 

2004), or in leveraging operational legitimacy in face of growing public pressure (Kennedy, 

2000).  

 

Crucially, none of these drawn on financial technologies for the betterment of society. 

Instead, practice attenuates social investment with market demand, and what draws attention 

is not the most socially-desirable stock or investment vehicle, but those with the capacity to 

increase wealth. Indeed, this investment in the 'social' for the purposes of value maximisation 
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correlates neatly with contemporary inflections of social investment that are diffidently 

marked by aphorisms such as 'doing well by doing good’.5 The normative promotion of 

achieving social return while accruing financial return on investments in SRI - and hence 

delivering blended value for society - is deeply questionable. 

 

If the practice of finance is only ever about turning means into financial ends (Bay & 

McGoun, 2018: 1-2), then approaching the social through investment is a dubious task. 

Studies that probe social and environmental investment, for instance, note the presence of 

commercial and economic imperatives in schemes allied to social goals, with decisions based 

upon primarily financial motivations (e.g. Spence, 2007; Weir, 2019). Likewise investments 

in contemporary social problems such as housing also attract investors with explicit financial 

aims to extract wealth and turn social problems into investment vehicles (Smyth, 2012; 

Ejiogu et al., 2018). Care and resolving social issues become (re)presented in simplistic 

financial terms (cf. Weir, 2019). The extent to which such impulses are present in finance, 

however, remains a largely unexplored area of critical accounting focus, leading us to reflect 

on recent invitations to probe the role of finance in society as a whole (Bay & McGoun, 

2018; Brooks et al., 2019).  

 

Accounting is not immutable and shapes the social in line with broader socio-political goals 

(Gallhofer & Haslam, 1991). Accounting also facilitates the intrusion of finance into non-

commercial relations (Cooper, 2015). Returning to social investments into housing, for 

example, there is clear evidence of this in Smyth's (2012) account which points to the 

 
5 For instance see Morgan Stanley's attempt here: 

https://fa.morganstanley.com/thevectorgroup/mediahandler/media/5270/Doing%20Well%20by%20Doing%2

0Good.pdf, last accessed 04/10/2017 
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dwindling role of the state in promoting civil and public benefit, instead moving towards a 

pervasive model of neoliberalism that re-shapes the social in response to the demands of 

financial wealth extraction (see also Ejiogu et al., 2018). In these projects we see attempts at 

financialisation and aligning accounting to support neoliberal policies. Like Gallhofer and 

Haslam (1991), we suggest that finance is not immutable, and like Martin (2002; 2015) 

contend that there is a deeply social logic driving much innovation within finance.  Much of 

it being influenced (like accounting innovations for the social) by neoliberalism (e.g., Bryan 

& Rafferty, 2006). The paper seeks to explore how developments in social investment are 

shaped by such concerns, and thus attempts to shed light on how finance, like accounting, 

becomes constituted by socio-political relations. 

 

All of this suggests a fundamental tension between the intent of social investment and the 

outcomes. We now explore this point in more depth with specific reference to SIBs, and 

consider the accounting and finance literatures on SIBs and the social policy literature. Doing 

so, we argue, provides a clearer picture of how tensions between social and financial goals 

are present in social investments schemes. 

 

2.3: SIBs and the social-financial tension 

 

The motivations for advancing SIBs are multi-faceted. Policy discussions, for instance, stress 

the underpinning advantages of PBR contracts and claim that SIBs can increase the 

effectiveness and efficiency of public service delivery (McHugh et al., 2013). This blending 

of financial and social returns propels much of the academic support for SIBs too, where 

incentive alignment between public and private agents follows from seeking mutually agreed 

outcomes (for instance Schinckus, 2017). 
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However reports of practice suggest that little or no evaluation of alignment tends to take 

place after the initial design phase, even in cases where service providers and commissioners 

are presented with clear signals that an SIB is moving in an unanticipated direction away 

from the agreed service delivery targets (Neyland, 2018). This raises questions regarding the 

effectiveness of SIBs. Critical commentary contends that the private-public blending is an 

instance of an ongoing neoliberal project which might problematically impinge upon the 

successful delivery of SIBs’ social outcomes (Warner, 2013; Cooper et al., 2016; Harvie and 

Ogman, 2016; Dowling, 2017; Harvie, 2019; Lilley et al., forthcoming); yet policy 

documents instead continue to emphasise the ease of using private funding for public 

purposes, eliding somewhat the question of whether the social outcomes are desirable or even 

achievable: 

 

Our experience in the UK is that it is easier to get investment in these programs 

[SIBs] with contributions from a central pool of funding than it is getting individual 

departments to agree on a case by case basis (Toby Eccles, Social Finance UK cited in 

Dear et al., 2016: 17) 

 

Investors, too, appear mostly unconcerned with social outcomes. Furthermore, they are 

reluctant to engage with providers and commissioners because of concerns around the 

transfer of risk from public sector bodies to private individuals: 

 

Experience to date shows private investors do not appear willing to invest in proven 

programs, even with high returns, unless their risk is guaranteed by a sub-ordinated 
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investor. Thus, the core rationales behind the SIB movement may not hold up 

(Warner, 2013: 315). 

 

This implies that the use of SIBs imbricates the divergent social-financial outcomes to a 

largely financial set of considerations: funding for governmental agents, cashable savings for 

local councils, and a rate of return for investors. However, there is some inherent tension in 

using investment technologies for these collective purposes. For instance, contestations 

around ‘value’ over-arches the architecture and usage of SIBs. The thinking behind the 

restructuring conceptions of ‘value’ in the UK third sector captures this, as made clear by the 

following remark by the then Minister for Civil Society: 

 

The Government are committed to making it easier for civil society organisations to 

do business with the state… [this] makes it clear that councils should consider overall 

value—including social value—when considering service provision. This guidance 

sets out our desire that public agencies and civil society collaborate more in the 

running of public services (Nick Hurd, in Hansard Report 17 October 2011: 733W-

734W)6 

 

Hurd ostensibly sets the tone for SIB engagement and the government’s commitment to them. 

Yet, what counts as ‘social value’ – and even ‘value’ - shifts across contracts – and this 

motility is borne out by the limited extant literature. For Jackson (2013) such disagreement 

owes much to the design of SIBs, where actors become preoccupied with innovative SIB 

 
6 Cited in: HOUSE OF COMMONS OFFICIAL REPORT PARLIAMENTARY DEBATES (HANSARD) Monday 17 October 

2011, available at: https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/chan207.pdf, last accessed: 

02/10/2017  

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmhansrd/chan207.pdf
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design, to the detriment of social targets. Social value is thus displaced as a core concern of 

SIB architecture, which we contend imparts a fluidity to how ‘value’ is first represented and 

then captured in practice.  

 

This mirrors findings on two key recent UK SIBs. With the Peterborough SIB, simply 

providing some probation services to recently-released prisoners (previously there had been 

none) was sufficient to cause recidivism to fall significantly relative to comparable cohorts 

and was deemed successful; however, no cashable savings were generated and in fact the 

government was forced to create a special fund from which to pay investors (Harvie and 

Ogman, 2019). The St Mungo’s SIB, commissioned to reduce rough-sleeping in London, 

utilised conceptions of value based on simplistic value-for-money and net-present-value 

calculations that translated non-economic outcomes into economic ones (Cooper et al., 2016: 

72). The result of this was a view of homeless people as individuals lacking investment in 

their own human capital – and an implicit prognosis that via the limited interventions the 

bond enabled that they could and should be responsibilised to make such investments 

themselves.  

 

Even some insiders claim social investment has not lived up to expectations. For instance, 

one anonymous senior figure in the UK social investment scene remarked: 

 

I wouldn't say it has been a failure: I think it has succeeded, but not necessarily in the 

areas we would have hoped for (cited in Kay, 2017) 
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Tensions such as these – between the advancement of a value grabbing agenda or by-passing 

the limitations of central government funding – pervade the social investment market 

(Barman, 2015) and also shape the social apparatus of SIBs.  

  

2.4: Neoliberalism and theoretical development 

 

Welfare provision in the UK has undergone profound changes since the 1980s, being 

reformulated from state-based care towards market discipline under the auspices of 

neoliberalism. The turn towards social investment appears to be part of this wider 

transformation (Harvie and Dowling, 2014; Harvie, 2019), with SIBs representing the most 

recent attempt (e.g. Cooper et al., 2016; Harvie and Ogman, 2019).  

 

Neoliberalism, as a political project, is often linked to capitalism and financialisation, 

especially through modes of privatisation which are frequently viewed by supporters of 

neoliberalism to solve public problems (Harvey, 2003: 150). In the UK, this move echoes 

Giddens’ (2000: 34) call for a 'third way', in which he opined the need for those on the left 

get ‘comfortable with markets’ and the use of private wealth for social investment. The 

encroachment of neoliberalism, here, takes us to something of the social investment state 

(Perkins et al., 2005).  One could also understand this ‘harnessing of the social’ in the service 

of private capital accumulation as an instance of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ or a ‘new 

enclosure’ on common resources (Dowling and Harvie, 2014; Harvey, 2003; Midnight Notes 

Collective, 1990).  

 

Contributions to critical accounting have also traced this transformation of the state and the 

subsequent effects on wealth distribution (Cooper et al., 2010; Smyth; 2012; 2019; Jupe and 
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Funnell, 2015; Andrew, 2007). Neoliberalism, here, is often positioned as a phase of 

capitalism in which privatisation policies neatly align with the interests of private wealth 

holders, and subsequent reforms to public sector practices embed market dynamics deeper 

into socio-political relations (for an overview see Chiapello, 2017). For Jupe and Funnell 

(2015), the privatisation of the UK rail industry followed the neoliberal playbook with 

consultants manufacturing a powerful network of support for privatisation by aligning the 

state’s interests with those of private wealth holders. This subsequent alignment of powerful 

bodies influenced public knowledge claims, asserting the efficiency benefits of a privately-

owned rail industry and the consequent imperative of UK taxpayers subsidising private ‘train 

operating companies’.  Similar class-based analyses have evaluated the privatisation of 

prisons where accounting measures also reinforced the intervention of private wealth into 

public services as a necessity leading to the massive transfer of wealth to private wealth 

holders at the expense of the broader public (Andrew, 2007; Cooper et al., 2010). Moves such 

as these enable the creation of a new public service orthodoxy around the remit of 

neoliberalism (cf. Cooper et al., 2010). This further positions and reframes counter-narratives 

and resistant narratives or policies as weaker alternatives to neoliberalism (Smyth, 2012).  

 

What we propose in this paper is a similar reading of neoliberalism as a specific phase in the 

development of (financial) capitalism, which is enabled by the penetration of the social by 

finance. Other critical analysis of neoliberalism in social issues has drawn on Harvey’s 

(2003) concept of accumulation by dispossession and emphasised exclusion – Smyth’s (2019) 

work on housing, for instance. By contrast, with social investment and SIBs, we argue a 

focus on inclusion is more revealing. For Perkins et al (2005), the model of social investment 

takes us beyond a traditional neoliberal exploitation of labour, and into realms of human 

capital development. Here, development of social policy becomes subordinated to the market 
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and introduces terminology such as ‘investment’ and ‘inclusion’ into schemes and initiatives 

designed to tackle social problems such as poverty (Porter and Craig, 2004; Nolan, 2013; 

Deeming and Smyth, 2015). The result is an ongoing attempt to build the productive 

capacities of citizens by developing their human capital (Deeming and Smyth, 2015; see also 

Lipparini et al., 2015 and Leoni, 2016). The model supposedly works by pairing social goals 

(e.g., reducing poverty by reskilling job seekers) with economic objectives (defunding 

welfare and support for the long-term unemployed). Such a coupling of the social and the 

economic can be found in the ‘social inclusion’ policies of both right and left wing political 

parties and governments: the explicit aim is to erode state-backed mechanisms of social 

protection and expose these to the disciplinary logics of finance and the market (Porter and 

Craig, 2004, and Dowling and Harvie, 2014). Consequently, social investment serves a 

limited set of interests (Mitropoulos and Bryan, 2015), especially as social inequality has 

grown under a number of recent social investment policies (Deeming and Smyth, 2015). 

For critical accountants the intertwinement of neoliberalism and calculative technologies 

produces the same effects: social protection loses ground to protecting public funds, which 

then become transferred to private wealth holders. Like Cooper et al. (2016) we contend that 

this model of neoliberalism has shaped the outlook of SIBs and is therefore central to the 

advancement of social investment; however we add to this by refining the understanding of 

how neoliberalism manifests within social finance innovation, arguing that SIBs operate with 

specific variant of neoliberalism: inclusive neoliberalism. 

 

Section 3: Case and method 

 

This paper explores the TARGET SIB. Our focus centres on the logics, justifications, beliefs 

and rationales employed by key participants in the TARGET SIB – described in the next 
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section – in order to determine how SIBs are shaped, and how in turn such meanings inflect 

the construction of socially and financially desirable outcomes.  In so doing, we are more 

interested in articulating the contestations that arise during the design and implementation of 

an SIB, and how these in turn pervade social investment. We are not, in this paper, 

particularly attempting to judge the efficacy of the TARGET SIB in delivering its stated 

social and financial outcomes. 

 

Owing to the exploratory nature of the paper, a case study approach was adopted to facilitate 

contextual analysis of the specific SIB, including a primary focus on how the social problem 

of youth homelessness is conceptualised and mobilised through financial instruments and 

ultimately rendered actionable through financial logics. The case study draws from the 

methods deployed in existing empirical SIB studies by engaging in both document analysis 

and interviews (Warner, 2013; Neyland, 2018; Tse and Warner, 2017; Cooper et al., 2016).  

 

Firstly, document analysis consisted of a review of existing publicly available information 

relating to the bond. These included: press releases; the bond prospectus; financial reports; 

local council reports; interim results; service provider website disclosures and narratives. This 

strategy enabled us to tease out how youth homelessness was rearticulated from being a 

costly social problem to an investment opportunity for private investors. We thus see how a 

given social problem becomes ensconced in the technologies of finance (cf Cooper et al., 

2016: 68). 

 

Secondly, audio recorded semi-structured interviews were conducted with key stakeholders 

and service providers in the TARGET SIB. These parties are direct stakeholders in the bond 

and included purposively sampled representatives from service providers, commissioning 
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agents and intermediary organisations. In this we effectively followed a variation on snowball 

sampling, where discussions with one representative guided our selection of further 

informants. We used semi-structured interviews in order to assess core themes across each 

aspect of the bond, but also to provoke experiential discussions encouraging participants to 

reflect on their own perceptions and beliefs about the effectiveness of the bond as a tool for 

providing both social and financial returns. Two members of the research team were present 

at each interview, and both took notes. Interviews were later transcribed, then compared and 

analysed against these notes to impart a greater degree of reliability into the qualitative 

research process. Interviews lasted, on average, 70 minutes. We draw heavily from four 

interviews for the present case (see table 1). 

 

[Insert table 1 here] 

 

Questions were asked regarding the architecture of the bond, the scope of intervention, 

outcome measurement, governance of the bond, accountability mechanisms, competing 

interests, and any next steps to be taken before the bond term lapses. Interviewees were 

situated at various points across the hierarchy of the bond’s architecture (Tse and Warner, 

2017), which permitted interrogation of experiences and individual accounts of the bond and 

comparison against each other, allowing similarities and any tensions to become clearly 

exposed. Such differences were important to focus on as these highlight how financial actors 

and agents interact with social problems (Cooper et al., 2016: 69) and deal with unexpected 

issues that may compromise the success of the bond (Neyland, 2018). Furthermore, this 

provides some means to examine the social-financial interplay in both SIBs and social 

investment (Neyland, 2018), and gives space to critically consider how financial and 

capitalist logics are woven into ‘the social fabric’ (Dowling and Harvie, 2014: 870-71). It 
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also allowed us to evaluate the links between social investment and neoliberalism and make a 

significant contribution to the literature on how accounting and finance can subvert socially-

aligned initiatives designed to alleviate social problems. 

 

Our findings are structured around three core themes: bond architecture; governance and 

outcome measurement; and competing stakeholder needs. We present these in section 5. 

Next, we provide an overview of the bond.  

 

Section 4: The TARGET SIB 

 

The TARGET SIB is designed to finance a project combating homelessness amongst 

vulnerable people aged 18–24 in an urban location in England. Launched in 2015, the 

commissioner is a consortium of several local authorities. The service provider is also a 

consortium, of several charitable organisations with many years’ experience providing youth 

and homeless services. The bond attracted over £600,000 of initial investment: there are six 

institutional investors, five high net worth private investors; and, according to the bond’s 

documentation, £100,000 of the £600,000 funding was accrued in the form of social 

investment tax relief. The project is expected to run for approximately three years and has a 

cost of capital of 7%.7 It later received an award of several million pounds from the Fair 

Chance Fund. It is also among the first to use the Unit Cost Database. 

 

The database aims to provide a general reference point for the design of bond outcomes by 

giving baseline costs for a number of social issues ranging from, homelessness and 

 
7 It is perhaps more accurate to describe this as the rate of return that investors can expect if the bond’s 

interventions achieve an appropriate level of success. It does not appear to include the costs associated with 

setting up and administering the bond and its payments. It is more akin to the coupon rate on a treasury bond 

than a true total cost of capital. 
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recidivism (in the case of TARGET), to the costs associated with drug rehabilitation or 

specialist education service provision. Consequently, the database distinguishes between 

three specific costs: fiscal costs (costs or savings to the public sector due to a specific project 

or intervention), economic costs (typically net increases in earnings stemming from any 

intervention or growth in the local economy) and social costs (such as wider costs or gains to 

society such as deterioration and improvements to health or educational attainment levels). 

However, guidance to the database suggests that only the fiscal values and an assessment of 

cashability of any savings should be considered when developing a case for a project.  

 

Over its three-year life, the project’s goal is to reduce youth homelessness by entering 340 

young homeless people into housing arrangements, and also enrolling them into education or 

training programmes (or else helping them secure employment). The project’s success is 

determined by how many of these 340 young people maintain a tenancy over the period, or 

remain enrolled in education, or training or maintain employment for the duration. 

Specifically, three outcomes were identified upon inception (table 2). 

 

[insert table 2 here] 

 

The project currently works on the basis of referrals, and defines ‘vulnerability’ as young 

adults who are unable to access existing housing services. While the SIB is still ‘live’ a 

number of early measures appear to be encouraging - during the first year of the project one 

service-provider partner registered 119 homeless young adults; of these, 37% successfully 

entered education, training, paid employment or volunteering work, and 68% were housed.  

The other partners also reported positive interim results. As others have noted, however, the 

operation of SIBs can present only one side of the story, particularly as the actual risk transfer 
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to private investors and tensions over the acceptability of results can destabilise narratives of 

success (Warner, 2013; Cooper et al., 2016; Neyland, 2018). Consequently, our interview 

strategy with stakeholders in the bond considered both the background negotiations and 

design stage of the bond where a number of such tensions were encountered. This, for us, 

allowed an insight into how different parties understood the notion of social impact.  

 

Section 5: Findings 

 

Three key areas of discussion relating to bond design, governance and outcomes were 

encountered during these interviews and our findings are presented around these themes.  

 

5.1: The architecture of the bond 

  

Service providers and commissioning agents are experienced and cognisant of ‘typical’ bond 

design issues, especially relating to the risk-return trade-offs that pervade other bonds (e.g., 

Warner, 2013). This was clear from discussions concerning the early stages of bond 

negotiation where several unsuitable parties were locked out of negotiation, until a core group 

of providers and investors were happy with the agreed terms. This was key to the 

construction of the bond because it allowed commissioning agents to avoid repeating 

mistakes made on previous bonds where self-interested investors had acted against the spirit 

of the bonds they funded (CT), and presented an opportunity for learning and growth among 

investors (INV1). 

 

Investors and service providers discussed the contract negotiations in interviews, outlining 

their sense of pride in securing perceived good deals, for instance with respect to balancing 
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the financial and social returns (INV1). This point was echoed by the commissioning agent, 

who stressed that the inclusion of innovations such as social investment tax relief (SITR) and 

the Fair Chances Fund were "crucial" in attracting the required investment levels for the 

project. The SITR, for instance, was an ‘important step’ to bring high net worth individuals to 

social investment as it was perceived to help to compensate for the perceived higher risks of 

investing in social projects (CT). This attracted private investment into the bond. 

 

Yet, the risk was insurmountable for some. Though investors appreciated the bond’s aims of 

increasing community involvement with local charities, the risk-demands of the bond was 

'kind of locking out smaller providers' (INV2), leaving larger providers to offer the more 

competitive bids for the contract. In other cases, investors sought returns of 9%–13%, despite 

the advertised rate being 7% (CT).  Here, negotiations were quickly scrapped as providers felt 

they were being ‘ripped off’ (SP), locking out particularly hawkish investors.  

 

It would seem in the case of the TARGET SIB that any similar self-curtailment of greed on 

the part of investors in the face of potential public opprobrium was insufficient to deliver an 

appropriate funding set-up. 

 

Though the bond was launched to intervene with a sample of 340 young homeless people 

over a period of three years, there were also capacity constraints that similarly locked out 

small providers. Notably, capacity to effectively deliver skills training for referred people, 

and expectations to manage some financial aspects of the bond, such as overall performance 

management, was deemed too much for smaller charities, and therefore the bond favoured 

larger charities. Specifically ‘quite large, charities that have sizeable reserves, and you know, 



24 

 

they may have had PBR contracts before, and successfully delivered them’ (INV2) were 

preferred. Revenues were important for ‘transferring’ risk to providers (INV2). 

 

This also locked out local councils from certain functional aspects of the bond. Since 

responsibility for delivering care shifted from local councils to charities, councils 

subsequently operated more as intermediaries between investors and charities. For one 

commissioning council, there is just a single provider of accommodation and a single 

provider of training and education for the target group of vulnerable young people (Council 

Report). This de facto monopoly means if problems arise with the provider, the council 

simply has no alternative! 

 

By design, therefore, the TARGET SIB mirrors those elsewhere, in that local councils have 

limited control and little input into service delivery as stipulated by SIB terms. This suggests 

that commissioning councils effectively face increased risk due to reduced control. 

Surprisingly, this was a key element of SIB design for service providers; the increased 

control over delivery of outcomes was a necessary aspect of contract negotiations, as local 

government agents have little experience in social investment, and tend to focus more on 

outcomes delivery and cost reductions in negotiations (SP). As a result they are content to 

sign off on the operating model developed by the commissioner and service providers (CT, 

SP). 

 

Negotiations in PBR contracts are complex (Warner, 2013; Neyland, 2018), and we saw little 

attempt to acknowledge issues that local councils faced, beyond codifying their concerns into 

‘preoccupations’ with ‘budget cuts’ (CT). Service providers then took the lead by 

approaching councils with an operating model – agreed with the commission agent, and not 
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the local councils. Negotiations were then based on the strength of the operating model 

underpinning the SIB, rather than any mutually agreed social outcomes: 

 

in terms of design… we do it collaboratively, and we say ‘we’re looking at this as a 

model’ and get commissioners engaged early so they are interested…. we engaged 

every district council, the county council, the health trust, the primary health trust… 

So when we bid for it, they’d also signed off the operating model. And they’d all 

signed off the delivery (SP). 

 

Thus, small investors, small service providers and areas of local government were locked out 

at the SIB design stage. This may not be unintentional, but does illuminate the difficulty of 

aligning interests in the creation of SIBs (cf. Warner, 2013), and, for us, points towards the 

failure of the TARGET SIB to serve local or smaller interests.  Additionally, a number of 

governance mechanisms were included to mitigate any misalignment of interests or mission 

drift. These primarily stem from the outcomes and key performance indicators in the bond. 

 

5.2: Governing the bond 

 

The TARGET SIB utilises three key outcome metrics: (i) sustained settled accommodation 

measured at 3, 6, 12 and 18 months; (ii) achievement of NVQ qualifications or equivalent; 

and (iii) sustained volunteering placement, part time or full time work for between 6 and 26 

weeks. These outcome metrics are monitored by specialists employed by investors: 
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We have a social impact manager who sits within the social investment team… we 

have a particular framework we have developed which looks [and] categorises high, 

medium and low impact (INV1). 

 

They are also monitored by service providers regularly and validated by local commissioners 

by auditing a random sample: 

 

So they are gonna go on 10–15% sampling per quarter. So we’ll tell them which 

particular outcomes they want to sample, and we’ll – and then they’ll interrogate [the] 

system and look for evidence. We think that’s fine (SP). 

 

This arrangement is intended to incorporate governance of the bond into the measurement of 

outcomes. But the SIB’s architecture is sufficiently vague that there is potential for 

manipulation or even collusion at the very early stages that pre-figures outcomes and makes 

governance problematic. On this: 

 

The ratecard is set, you're all bidding for the same ratecard… it's a fixed price 

tender… we should be driving the best deal for the investor, but what I think is 

happening is people are going to an investor [with an idea] saying… we'll do the 

calculations and tell you how much it'll cost. Say it's £90,000. Our fees are £10,000 

and that's a total of £100,000 so let's go to the commissioner and see if they'll buy it. 

And that's perverse in the market because it drives out competition… and it drives 

high cost interventions (SP). 

 

This becomes intensified by instrumental engagement: 
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For some [TARGET investors] it’s less about social impact, and they don’t really care 

if the system is gamed a bit, they just want the outcomes, so they might encourage 

providers to go for the easy wins (INV1).  

 

Instrumental engagement and gaming behaviours were similarly reported by service 

providers. In one extreme case: 

 

We actually dismissed someone, one of the link workers, about 18 months into the 

programme, cos they wrote directly to me – they were a worker in [one location], 

saying that they felt they should have a huge pay rise and a bonus because they had 

earned ME £50,000 in outcomes! Been on the [website] and worked out the value of 

these outcomes, worked out the gap and said ‘I want some of that,’ and I think it 

drives EXACTLY that kind of behaviour! (SP) 

 

These ‘earnings’ were possible because ‘yeah, there are easy wins’ (SP) in the TARGET SIB. 

 

Such instrumental cherry-picking is not uncovered in any audit of outcomes, since bond 

performance audits largely test the reliability of project data regarding the level of successful 

referrals and the associated costs and cash savings of interventions (CT), and not any aspects 

of operational performance. It therefore becomes possible to shield questionable actions from 

the intended governance mechanisms of the bond. Supporters of the SIB model stress the 

potential for this form PBR contract to neatly align incentives to deliver a social good 

(Schinckus, 2017). Our finding of perverse incentives in the TARGET SIB disputes this, and 

is mirrored in similar findings elsewhere (Cooper et al., 2016 and Sinclair et al., 2014). 
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Consequently, it is possible to game engagement with social problems to leverage financial 

results.  

 

These observations become crucial in the UK context, where ‘budget cuts’ were a key 

justification for selling the TARGET SIB to councils and local authorities (CT); and where 

council budgets have been slashed in austerity, devastating local economies (Dowling & 

Harvie, 2014). Since SIBs offer potentially lucrative opportunities for councils to access new 

areas of funding – or justify the defunding of social care initiatives (Dowling, 2016) – there is 

likely to be intense inter-local competition between councils as they compete to host these 

investment vehicles (Lilley et al., forthcoming). This, is likely to worsen social issues such as 

urban poverty as councils turn their attention to the cash-saving potential of SIBs and away 

from existing issues. 

 

Certainly, in the TARGET SIB, one council member of the commissioner consortium also 

provides housing for the vulnerable young people participating in the TARGET SIB, 

providing 24 flats to a service provider responsible for project delivery in the city8. But this 

was done to undercut costs on the ratecard and generate savings to the council. 

 

Service providers on the bond pay a minimum of £104 and up to a maximum of £115 to each 

host. The local authorities would otherwise face weekly costs of £107 for temporary 

accommodation for housing a homeless household in hostel accommodation. At first glance, 

the local authorities do not gain - either saving only £3 per week per person, up to a  loss of 

£9 per person per week. However, the local authorities involved in the TARGET SIB avoid 

 

8 Council Cabinet Report, 10 June 2015, p.1 
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costs of approximately £2,500 per homeless participant by placing people into temporary 

accommodation immediately and not administering homelessness applications. These costs 

are an average, representing one-off and on-going costs associated with statutory 

homelessness including application processing costs, legal fees, etc. To that end, 

accommodation offered through the SIB has potential savings on a local scale in that the 

bond opens up a series alternative cash sources local authorities. 

 

Cashable savings are more lucrative in more complex eviction scenarios. From the Unit Cost 

Database, eviction costs total more than £6,000 to local authorities, increasing to annual costs 

of £7,900 for entrenched rough sleepers. In these situations, the cost to local authorities is a 

weekly average of £115 to £152 per individual. As long as savings exceed the cost of finding 

temporary accommodation (£107 per week), the local authority gains from the bond. 

 

Assumptions on savings were included into the formal cost-benefit analysis of the SIB (SP, 

INV1), which also utilised previous experiences of partner organisations to seek an agreed 

funding level (SP, CT). This was quite simplistic compared to other bonds in the UK that 

used extensive random control testing (see Neyland, 2018). And by accepting proposed 

savings, local authorities defund homeless service provision by transferring the responsibility 

of, for instance, finding temporary accommodation to a bond service provider. In doing so, 

local authorities save over £107 per week, and bond service providers gain by providing 

accommodation for any referred homeless people under the same weekly rate of £107.   

  

However in the TARGET SIB, these cashable savings for local councils, and gains for 

investors an economic means to financial ends (cf. Bay & McGoun, 2018). For service 

provides, additional gains offered ways to overcome operational limits of the ‘staged 



30 

 

payments’ agreed with investors at the outset of the TARGET SIB (SP), giving some sense of 

budgetary flex. This was necessary due to recruiting ‘risky’ homeless individuals in the initial 

cohort: 

 

part way through [some of the initial cohort] went to prison. You know. And really 

knackered our profiling. So you can kind of – it’s your best guess. And then you are 

just building a buffer to be honest (SP). 

 

Councils also reported that at-risk or vulnerable young people were not targeted in most 

referrals (Council Report, 2017), which invites questions over the benefits of the TARGET 

SIB. 

 

5.3: Challenges in delivering outcomes 

 

Without them [SIB service provider] I'd still be sleeping rough and whatnot9 (TARGET client 

testimonial, 2015). 

 

SIBs, generally, are designed to align the interests of different stakeholder groups, who 

should gain from the successful delivery of outcomes. Our experiences with the TARGET 

SIB suggests this might not always be the case. It is undoubtedly the case that some 

vulnerable young people have been assisted, as the quotation above attests. There have also 

been other positive outcomes. Councils in the commissioning consortium, for instance, 

engaged in a series of initiatives around the bond, leveraged to deliver social impact. One 

 
9 Participant testimonial, available online in promotional video 
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scheme enrolled referred people onto a local training project for volunteering, with the aim of 

providing skills and awareness of what volunteering entails, and providing an opportunity to 

develop skills for future employment (Council Report, 2017). But these positive social 

outcomes notwithstanding, our interviewees raised concerns over the supposed mutuality of 

social and financial outcomes.  

 

The SIB was carefully designed to avoid repeated conflict, with clearly delineated roles for 

key stakeholders and participants within this. The SIB architecture tasked service provides 

primarily to deliver education, skills development and training needs to referred homeless 

young people, with the explicit aim being to deliver social outcomes and manage the ‘social-

side’ of the bond (SP). On the other side, investors were ideally to be kept away from the 

details of delivery, seemingly to avoid interference with these ‘social’ outcomes (CT). 

However, at an early stage of attracting investment some investors threatened this separation 

by insisting on returns of over 15% and intermediary fees of over 10% of the value of the 

bond. Such ‘exorbitant’ demands threatened to derail the bond in early negotiation: 

 

[Those proposed] intermediary fees were killing [TARGET SIB].  So what we did at 

that time was, I kind of lost my rag with them at the meeting, and just said, ‘Look, 

you know, this is silly, you can leave now, because we are not going to use you' (SP) 

 

Consequently, distinctions were drawn between strata of investors comprising ideal investors, 

who are mostly motivated by social issues and resolving problems without much interference, 

and undesirable investors motivated largely by risk diversification and finding new means of 

financial return. Alongside this, a more active ‘screening’ of potential investors was used to 

discount the types of investors that CT and SP felt would  skew the bond towards financial 
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outcomes, or demand increased performance management rights on the basis that ‘they take 

all the risk, they want all the control’ (CT). 

 

Institutional investors involved at the early stages of the TARGET SIB were quick to steer 

conversation to the technical details of risk and return. For one investor (INV2), this 

discussion was necessary because ‘SIBs sit on the kind of risk continuum [at] the riskier end 

of our acceptable risk appetite… and because of that, we tend to expect the top end of a 

return from a SIB’. Additionally, higher returns were sought to avoid the ‘full or almost-full 

risk transfer onto investors’ that this investor had apparently previously experienced with 

SIBs.  

 

In the case of the TARGET SIB, however, no such compromise was made. Investors 

appeared content to have a less active role in managing the bond, instead questioning the 

financial performance elements of the TARGET SIB. As they stated: 

 

I think it’s important to have an investor who turns up to most of the meetings, and 

sort of challenges things where things need to be challenged (INV1). 

 

However, little attention was paid to the social outcomes, apparently content that service 

providers were ‘on top’ of operational issues (INV1).  

 

Investors were also offered a different financial compromise. Instead of control or rights over 

performance management, TARGET SIB was set-up with SITR. Investors were ‘more than 

happy’ to accept lower returns of around 4.5%-5% in exchange for the tax savings enabled by 
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the bond's use of SITR (SP). To that end, this avoided conflict between stakeholders, but it 

did not prevent conflict between social and financial goals. 

 

While the TARGET SIB is still ongoing, there are signs that the expectations of high rewards 

and bond yields demanded by investors will likely preclude their involvement in later stages 

of the bond (INV2).  SITR is subsequently seen as a potential recruitment vehicle to 

overcome this: 

 

I think maybe we'll see more [investment], but my suspicion is that it will be more 

around social investment tax relief.  [without SITR] it is less attractive to institutional 

investors who are investing for primarily for financial return (INV1). 

 

Indeed, this echoes the logic of SIB investors elsewhere in UK SIBs:  

 

I had heard about social impact investing but didn’t know how I could get involved. 

The introduction of SITR meant I could make a social impact investment through a 

tax efficient structure. With the help of my financial planners, I was able to deploy 

capital into this innovative investment product which is addressing a cause that seems 

to me really worthwhile. (Private investor, cited by Big Society Capital10) 

 

So while the push for commissioners and service providers was for social outcomes to be met 

first, investors remain mostly interested in financial outcomes, and risk diversification or 

enabling efficient tax planning.  

 
10 Available at: https://www.clearlyso.com/social-investment-tax-relief-the-success-stories-and-dealing-with-

barriers-to-adoption/, last accessed 19/03/2018 

https://www.clearlyso.com/social-investment-tax-relief-the-success-stories-and-dealing-with-barriers-to-adoption/
https://www.clearlyso.com/social-investment-tax-relief-the-success-stories-and-dealing-with-barriers-to-adoption/
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The blending of social and financial purposes through SITR has, thus, enabled some investors 

to take a back seat and allow service providers to focus more on generating social return, 

which is positive (CT). However the notion of social return, itself, is a relatively empty 

signifier. For investors in TARGET SIB, there is no reliable means of measuring social return 

or social value derived from the bond (INV1, INV2, SP). In the TARGET SIB, this was done 

on the specifics of goals agreed between investors and service providers, with ‘assessment 

criteria, and then ongoing monitoring [that fed into] the ongoing development plan’ (INV1). 

But such development plans lack agreed metrics for measuring social return, and instead 

operate on the basis of what appeals, strategically, to the board members of service providers: 

 

[information on social return is] whatever makes sense for that social enterprise or 

charity in terms of them making decisions, strategic decisions, over like, you know, 

basically the test is, ‘is this information you should be taking to your board meetings 

and making strategic decisions off the back of?’ and if the answer is ‘no’, you 

shouldn’t be reporting it (INV1). 

 

There are, therefore, different ways to assess the social returns – even within a mutually 

agreed set of targets between each stakeholder group in TARGET SIB. 

 

At the operational level, social returns were identified more readily to numbers of people 

engaged in skills and training, and accommodation targets. However, there was little attempt 

to discern whether skills acquisition was benefitting participants (SP). Undoubtedly this is 

beneficial to some, but it may not be the most appropriate strategy for all referred people, 

some of whom have experienced entrenched homelessness and multiple additional problems. 
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While service providers did appoint a case worker for referred clients who acted as triage 

point  for further referral to specialist care such as mental health counselling, the nature of the 

measures, and the emphasis on the three outcomes specific in the TARGET SIB meant 

housing and employment remained core to delivering social return. To that end, the contract 

underlying TARGET SIB delimited the level of care to mostly measurable social outcomes 

(SP).  

 

Indeed, interviewees noted the lack of conceptual clarity in different elements on the bond, 

citing inexperience, complex intermediation, and uncertainty over risk management as 

particular sources of concern, which points towards a variety of possible lacunae in 

appropriate conceptual underpinnings for the development of bonds. For instance, local 

councils may have some experience in setting up PBR contracts, but that may not be enough 

to prepare them to effectively specify the level of detail required in SIBs (Warner, 2013).  It 

is therefore unclear, to us, what social outcomes benefitted councils, and what social returns 

were enjoyed by investors. It is also uncertain whether key pillars of success – skills training, 

employment and housing – were effective social outcomes, especially given how little 

interviewees were prepared to talk about these. 

 

These broad issues indicate that SIBs risk becoming tools that do not serve their ostensible 

purpose. They are ‘innovations’ that may well not address the social problems they are 

purportedly created to resolve.  

 

Section 6: The TARGET SIB and modes of neoliberalism 
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Three broad problematics emerge from the case we have explored here. They are already 

evinced within the broader trajectory of social investment and they relate to: (i) the presence 

of incentives and the transfer of wealth from public to private interests; (ii) the lack of wide-

scale progressive social impact; and (iii) the emphasis on a neoliberal agenda of inclusivity. 

We explore each in turn below. 

 

6.1: Easy money? 

 

In SIBs we see the emergence of perverse incentives (McHugh et al., 2013), or subversions of 

social progress. For instance, private investors looking to extract rents from weak targets of 

inclusivity in childcare settings (Neyland, 2018; Tse & Warner, forthcoming). Perverse 

incentives then emerge and thence gamification, due to tactical engagement with weak social 

outcomes in individual SIBs, that ignore the substance of social issues (Warner, 2013; 

Cooper et al., 2016; Lilley et al., forthcoming). The TARGET SIB contained some weaker 

outcomes: 

 

[E]ntrenched rough sleepers have been targeted by local authorities, religious church 

groups, any number of charities, and quite often they will get maybe twenty different 

contacts a day from someone trying to help them, as well as the public giving them a 

few quid. And it doesn’t work. They’re on the streets for years. Literally for years, 

with all the associated problems. So actually, if we can only get paid by getting them 

into accommodation, and then going beyond that, reducing A&E admissions, we gotta 

go beyond that, we gotta do something different (CT).  

 

And, as outlined in section 5 above, these outcomes encouraged gaming behaviour. 
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In targeting reduced A&E admissions, for instance, the underlying cause of homelessness is 

not addressed, but for the purposes of the TARGET SIB and the outcome measures, the 

intervention can still be successful and guarantee investor returns. This, for us, is a reworking 

of Goodhart’s Law, in which any measure that exists will come to be used to evaluate 

performance and thence will invariably become a target; and cease being a useful measure 

(Lilley et al., forthcoming). Hence there are significant incentives for investors to direct the 

attentions of service providers to doing nothing more than hitting the precise targets of the 

scheme, regardless of any unintended consequences for the apparent beneficiaries of the 

services the scheme might provide. It also risks inculcating a short-term focus that militates 

against the stated goal of reducing long-term homelessness. Such incentives arise in the 

TARGET SIB when attributing social change through narrow forms of measurement, which 

is present in other SIBs in the UK (Cooper et al., 2016; Neyland, 2018). And social issues 

effectively become financial ends for investors. 

 

6.2: SIBS, finance and an anti-social impact 

 

Our case suggests that attempts to measure ‘the social’ are eschewed by prioritisation of ‘the 

financial’. This arose when pricing social issues. Pricing of the social problems renders social 

relations, at multiple levels, components in capitalist valuation schema that ultimately seeks 

to extract ‘social value’ for the investor. This reveals the contemporary role of social 

investment in the creeping neoliberalisation of existing public service provision that has been 

taking place over the past four decades:   
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One way that the social investment model harnesses the social in the pursuit of profit 

is by accounting for unwaged labour as an activity that produces social value… 

capital’s lifeblood is unpaid work, and the Big Society is an attempt is extend the 

realm of unpaid work that can be appropriated (Dowling and Harvie, 2014: 882) 

 

In light of our findings, we might simply replace ‘the Big Society’ with ‘social impact bonds’ 

in the quotation and the result is the same: an advancing neoliberal agenda that squeezes 

value for private investors from public services, whilst operating under the auspices of social 

value. Perhaps this is unsurprising, given that existing SIBs in the UK seem to demonstrate 

similar drifts towards a financially-mediated notion of social value (Cooper et al., 2016; 

Mitropoulos and Bryan, 2015). In this case the intended ‘impact’ of SIBs moves further from 

alleviating burdens on state resources, resembling instead the anti-social impact of traditional 

finance, which not only transfers risk onto more vulnerable social groups but also seeks a 

return on this transfer. And while this transfer is not new, the intensification of it in social 

investment schemes is. 

 

As finance becomes more ‘social’, households become increasingly precarious, acting as 

shock absorbers for broader system risk (Bryan and Rafferty, 2014: 891).  This process owes 

much to the transfer of risk from global financial markets to individuals and into various 

aspects of everyday life (Bryan and Rafferty, 2006) through which risk is attached to certain 

attributes of everyday life (Martin et al., 2008; Bryan and Rafferty, 2014).  Social life 

becomes subject to investment logic where higher returns are offered as compensation for 

increased risk, enabling specific aspects of everyday life to generate increased reward for 

investors.  For example, the body under health insurance is sliced-up according to function, 

such as hearing and limbs, and each ‘slice’ of the body is subjected to risk profiling which 
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feeds into the range of health insurance products that become available to each individual 

(Bryan and Rafferty, 2014: 893-4).  In this example, the body is recombined as a series of 

risks and financial interventions - in the form of insurance policies - are directed to specific 

attributes, which themselves become tradable on markets.  But what becomes traded here, as 

a derivative, is not the ears or limb itself, but exposures to the performance of the limb 

without investors having to own the ears or the limb and care for them as their own.  The 

same slicing of care is evident in the construction and issuance of the TARGET SIBs, in the 

case of specific homeless groups. Individuals with greater prospects, similar to Cooper et al. 

(2016), become pegged to specific outcome tiers, and attract attention and ‘better’ support 

(INV2). 

 

Whilst an SIB might be designed to alleviate social problems (homelessness and recidivism 

in our case) it is not the most vulnerable that become prime targets for intervention, but rather 

certain homeless groups and individuals that possess the greatest capacities to generate 

wealth for bond holders. This erodes the care-based function of the bond in alleviating social 

issues as ‘metrics underpinning the SIB seem to efface the human, and concern for other 

humans’ (Cooper et al., 2016: 73). Hence there is compelling evidence for expectation of 

little long term social impact and this potential for little or no demonstrable, sustainable real 

impact permeates the core of the TARGET SIB.  

 

6.3: SIBs and modes of neoliberalism 

 

The TARGET SIB also operates in the modality of ‘inclusive neoliberalism’ that comprises 

an expansion of inclusions of ‘plurally institutionalized and “joined up” liberal domains, 

programmes and subjects’ (Porter and Craig, 2004: 390), the primary aim of which is either 
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inclusion in the labour market, or training for entry into it (Porter and Craig, 2004; Peck and 

Theodore, 2010). That both the bond’s architects and the users of the charitable services cite 

the creation of new skills and the possibility of work as central desirable social outcomes, for 

us, points to an underlying discourse of employability that enrols social problems, such as 

homelessness,  into the search for a financial return on social investment. Under 

neoliberalism, the role of the state is transformed: its activity is essential for not only the 

maintenance of markets, and their extension and (re)creation (Harvey, 2003; Martin, 2002). 

The TARGET SIB is, we contend, a part of this process, edging charities into ‘employability’ 

discourse and excluding other modes of intervention. A contention that appears corroborated 

by the relative dearth of discussion of rehabilitative drug programs for drug users, mental 

health counselling, or even basic money management training in our interviews, despite these 

services often being provided by other charities elsewhere.  

 

These may represent other solutions to homelessness, but the perspective adopted with the 

TARGET SIB, and ostensibly reinforced by the prioritisation of employment-based 

outcomes, is that gaining employability skills or work is the only way to ‘solve’ youth 

homeless. Here social investment is demanding a social return by the homeless, who are 

tasked with investing in their own human capital by taking advantage of the opportunities 

provided by the TARGET charities. This is, sadly, unsurprising, given the same emphasis of 

earlier SIBs tackling homelessness (Cooper et al., 2016). Hence the model of social inclusion 

engendered through the bond is one of neoliberal inclusiveness, in which the state gains by 

improving the efficiency of public expenditure while expanding the potential domestic 

workforce.  
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There also appears to be a compelling emotional factor to inclusive neoliberalism that 

stresses empowerment of marginalised groups.  In this case, the frequent press releases and 

early success stories around the TARGET SIB refer to empowerment and aspiration. A local 

press report on a 2015 initiative within the bond refers to the service providers ‘ensuring that 

this group of young people are being given hope and aspirations for the future’. 

 

This empowerment under inclusive neoliberalism is often an ‘ideological proxy for equality’ 

(Porter and Craig: 2004: 413), but inclusion is conditional on the ability of the homeless to be 

transformed into productive workers. This also entails a transfer of accountability that shapes 

the basis of exclusion: if the referred homeless youth does not productively engage in the 

schemes offered by the bond, they are not empowered and not included as equal members of 

society. Exclusion is ultimately self-determined. 

 

Within this bond there is therefore a disaggregated accountability that reflects existing bonds 

aimed at reducing homelessness through work and re-skilling (Cooper et al., 2016), and to be 

sure is a fundamental aspect of inclusive neoliberalism (Craig and Porter, 2006: 256-6). The 

state has transferred risk for the transformative self-work to the homeless, and apparently has 

little to no accountability in further alleviating young homeless people from poverty and 

social exclusion.  

 

The diffuse and disaggregated forms of accountability here present clear parallels between 

SIBs and the legacies of PFI/PPP within the UK. PFI and PPP were mostly concentrated 

around private service contracts for the partial delivery of public services that demonstrated 

value for money. However, these quickly expanded into arenas such as social housing, on the 

justification that without private wealth councils and local authorities might not otherwise be 
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able to expand or refurbish their stock of housing. These interventions into social housing 

were also premised through an ‘absence of practical alternatives’ (Grubnic and Hodges, 

2003: 181), that evinces the traditional neoliberal framing of 'there is no alternative'; a 

rhetoric that has enabled the financialisation of social housing (Smyth, 2002; Ejiogu et al., 

2018). 

 

SIBs are similarly positioned with the attendant promises to councils of finding cashable 

savings while simultaneously solving compelling social problems. The appeal, therefore, is 

significant to local councils. We should however not mistake this rhetorical prominence with 

equal financial significance, since SIBs continue to make up a small proportion of overall 

funding for social services. But their presence does alter in myriad ways how participants 

come to think about delivery mechanisms and their underpinning resourcing. Just as 

Broadbent and Laughlin (1999) urged caution against the multi-layered and complex 

discourse of PFIs, the neoliberal emphases inherent in the design and functioning of SIBs 

prompt us to issue a similar warning. Contrary to Schinckus (2017) we are not so optimistic 

regarding the prospect of SIBs as a responsible form of finance that can be positioned to 

deliver progressive social impact. Our findings here resonate with the downbeat assessments 

that most empirical SIB examinations close with: there is very little progressive social impact 

generated by SIBs, and worse still, any social impacts that are delivered appear to violate 

their well-intentioned goals (cf. Tse and Warner, 2017).  

 

 

Section 7: Conclusion 

 



43 

 

The apparent positioning of finance as socially progressive mirrors the social turn elsewhere 

in the economy: financial technologies are mobilised to extract wealth from public and 

common resources (cf. Dowling and Harvie, 2014). This introduces a financial logic to 

monitoring social goals, which permits neglectful behaviour if it is economically justifiable 

(cf. Weir, 2018). While we saw commissioners actively structuring the TARGET SIB in 

order to minimise possible exploitation, and service providers attempting to marry social and 

financial outcomes, there is a persistent financialisation of social problems. These are resident 

in the architecture and operation of SIBs, which poses significant challenges not just to the 

efficacy of SIBs, but the purpose of social investment.  

 

What appears as innovative in the SIB project is not a route to developing sustainable and 

responsible finance (contra. Schinckus, 2017). Instead, we conted, it represents an increased 

presence of capitalist imperatives pressing on the delivery of public services and social care 

projects. In documenting this through the TARGET SIB, our paper makes a significant 

contribution to the sparse critical literature on social investment, and SIBs more precisely.  

Our study builds on accounting (Cooper et al., 2016) and non-accounting studies (Warner, 

2013; Neyland, 2018), demonstrating the (un)intended consequences of SIBs in action 

promote precisely the wrong sorts of outcomes and impacts in relation to the broader goods 

that SIBs are ostensibly set-up to deliver. What we further emphasise are the ways that SIBs 

also limit and reduce both the application of expertise by commissioners and the choice of 

contractible provisioning available to them.  

 

The paper makes its second significant contribution by exploring the links between financial 

practices and the social, and how such links stimulate an intensification of neoliberal 

governance of social relations. We have evaluated how apparent financial innovation and 
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tools such as SITR and risk-transfers have been used to identify how homelessness can be 

transformed into a means for generating financial returns for investors (and a cash saving for 

local councils). While Cooper et al (2016) provide an excellent analysis of this, we add to that 

a consideration of the specifics of the ways in which it is not only choices of provision which 

become restricted but also the means of the financing of provision. And in an ever more 

throttlingly taut feedback loop these deleterious consequences for potential recipients of care 

exacerbate each other. 

 

We thus also make a third contribution to existing post-NPM critical studies that outline the 

blurring of public and private spheres in the social investment state (Cooper et al., 2016; 

Smyth, 2019; Ejiogu et al., 2018). This is an arrangement where aspects of social investment, 

such as cashable savings for local government, are used to justify foreclosure of public 

alternatives to resolving social problems (cf. Cooper and Taylor, 2005). An arrangement in 

which we witness both an increasing reduction of alternatives to private financing of care and 

a narrowing of the varieties of care that can legitimately be offered. 

 

Our final contribution is towards understanding the link between accounting and finance and 

neoliberalism, contributing to calls to broaden the scope of finance research (Bay & McGoun, 

2018; Brooks et al., 2019). In our case, we argue that social investment is based around a 

model of inclusive neoliberalism that works to promote the power of capital to determine the 

distribution of wealth. Hence we understand social investment as the most recent extension to 

neoliberal finance, where the apparatus of investment enables the logics of finance to deeper 

penetrate modes of social organising, the provision of social care and the active 

depoliticisation of the state (cf. Dowling and Harvie, 2014). Throughout, echoing Cooper et 
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al (2016), accounting metrics are the means by which finance can become so imbricated with 

care, to the positive benefit of the former and the detriment of the latter. 

 

As in preceding case-based SIB studies, this research is only able to examine the potential 

ramified impacts of the developments it describes. The full consequences of SIBs are, at this 

stage of their development, inevitably difficult to assess with any certainty. Longer term 

impacts, costs, and benefits remain occluded. In our case in particular, the SIB is only one 

part of the overall funding of an interventionary initiative and many key actors are aware of 

the potential problems, but while actively seeking to ameliorate them still encounter more 

problems. Whilst some good is achieved in social investment, as long as valueless subjects 

can be rehabilitated into an investment, there is likely to be scope for a social finance 

intervention. And hence, scope for future research, which might explore deeper the neoliberal 

links between risk transfer and private gain and how this subverts the social mission of SIBs, 

and given the contested nature of SIBs future research might also analyse further the 

conditions by which SIBs allow finance to supplant traditional means of funding and doing 

care work. This is something that should concern critical finance scholars, as well as critical 

accountants, given recent calls to expand the focus of academic finance to consider social and 

policy issues (Brooks et al., 2019), but also that social investment embeds the extractive 

logics of finance deeper into social life. 
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