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Title: The development of social and human capital on the employee retention aspect for the 
HRM in social enterprises in Thailand 

Abstract 

This research revisits employee retention literature to study HRM in social enterprises in 
Thailand. The research extends the understanding by applying social and human capital to 
study the motivation and social relations that potentially attach employees to social enterprises. 
This research aims to develop the HRM practice that social enterprise adopt for managing and 
taking care of their employees, by focusing on understanding HRM in Thai social enterprises 
and the ways in which the employees’ attachments emerged. The research employs narrative 
inquiry based on the stories and experiences of two groups of participants: a group of 
employees and a group of HR professionals/founders in social enterprises. The contribution is 
to extend the knowledge about organisational management in the social enterprise context. 
Besides, the study’s insights will provide valuable information as a part of entrepreneurial 
management for social enterprise and knowledge of HRM in a contextual approach. 
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Introduction 

Social enterprise study is in a developing stage of the entrepreneurship field since the definition 
and concept are not unified yet (Doherty, Haugh and Lyon, 2014). The nature of social 
enterprises is diversified upon the context (Sengupta and Sahay, 2017). According to the 
management literature, the scholars pointed out that social enterprises operate differently from 
traditional organisations, and they may need their own strategy for their operation systems 
(Borzaga and Solari, 2004). One of the critical functions of organisational management is 
HRM, as it is one factor that identifies the organisation’s success and sustainability (Boxall, 
2011). The complicated operation in social enterprises due to the constraint of resources and 
tensions (Satar, 2018; Moses and Sharma, 2020), together with the variety of workforce groups 
in social enterprises (Roumpi, Magrizos and Nicolopoulou, 2020), make scholars curious about 
the HRM systems in social enterprises. While the HRM field is calling for the study of 
contextual HRM (Paauwe and Farndale, 2017), the entrepreneurship field is calling for more 
investigation on social enterprise in Asia and the HRM systems used in the region (Doherty, 
Haugh and Lyon, 2014). Therefore, this research focuses on studying HRM in social 
enterprises in Thailand. 

Literature showed that it might not be easy to find qualified employees in social 
enterprises since they are not working for the payment alone but the sentimental value (Ohana 
and Meyer, 2010; Weerawardena and Mort, 2006). They have a mix of characteristics of 
employees from various sectors (Caringal-Go and Hechanova, 2018) as they are looking for 
competitive benefits and salaries, similar to employees who work in for-profit organisations, 
whilst at the same time they have a pro-social orientation and prefer to work with a social 
purpose. It takes time for one to encompass with skills, ability, and attitude to work for a social 
enterprise, and once they become the right one, losing employees can cause an irreplaceable 
effect on the organisation. Retaining the right person to social enterprises is a complicated issue 
that needs more study. Therefore, this study will focus, more particularly, on employee 
retention in the social enterprise context. 

 

Research Questions: 

1. How do social enterprises manage to retain their employees?  
2. What are the employees’ motivations/drives that can attach them to social enterprises? 
3. How do social relations (social capital) and motivation ties (human capital) evolve in 

employees’ lives, potentially impacting the propensity to leave or stay with social 
enterprises? 

 

Literature Review and Theoretical Foundation 

Having reviewed the literature on HRM and social enterprise, the employee retention literature 
and employee motivation theories were examined to identify the state-of-art. The Job 
Embeddedness Theory (Mitchell and Lee, 2001) was initially selected to study employee 
retention in this research since it can describe the phenomenon related to why people leave or 
stay. In addition, its constructs can potentially articulate and explain the phenomenon by 
embracing all complexity of human relations and possible issues of leaving/staying (Mitchell 
et al., 2001). However, Job Embeddedness cannot answer a more profound question; for 
instance, it can explain how good relationships can create an attachment to the employees but 
cannot tell how this attachment emerges. For that reason, the use of social capital will be 
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employed to study this kind of relationship and annotating tie as ‘organisational relationship 
tie’. The way in which ties emerge will be investigated. This emerging process can be studied 
by identifying possible elements and conditions for the formation of social capital.  

Besides, when considering the Job Embeddedness’s element “Fit” which relate to the 
employees’ personal goal, value, future plan, and appreciation of organisational atmosphere 
(Ghosh and Gurunathan, 2015), all the explained elements relate to the employees’ motivation 
and the social view of human capital. The traditional human capital study focuses on the 
appraisement perspective on workers’ experiences and skills (education, skills, knowledge) 
before expanding to meaning, including personal and social well-being (Nahapiet, 2011; 
OECD, 1998). Hence, employees’ productivity is not only about the tangible but intangible 
assets such as things employees value, which can facilitate organisational productivity and 
profitability. 

According to the contemporary concept of human capital, following Amartya Sen’s 
capability (1999), this type of capital is introduced with the concept of managing human 
resources ethically by addressing the notion of freedom at the workplace (Subramanian et al., 
2013). Likewise, Sferrazzo and Ruffini (2019) stated that the concept refers to how an 
organisation ‘allows employees complete freedom and responsibility to take actions they 
decide are best’, which can initiate self-motivation (Getz, 2009, p.35). Taken together, all 
aforementioned elements possibly become the employee attachment to consider if employees 
want to leave or stay with a company. Therefore, we term this tie as ‘motivation tie’. It refers 
to all aspects of the motivation related to an employee attachment which possibly supports the 
employees’ freedom and facilitating organisational productivity (human capital following 
Sen’s approach). From the literature, the researchers have arrived at the point of curiosity on 
whether this kind of tie exists in an organisation like social enterprises, can it be an employee 
attachment, and if it is, how this tie emerged. 

 

Methods and Data Collection 

This study employs a qualitative approach focused on narrative inquiry as it allows the 
researchers to investigate how the ties emerged through the participants’ experiences and their 
life stories. The in-depth interview is used for collecting data from two groups of participants; 
employees in social enterprises and the social enterprise’ founders/HR professionals in social 
enterprises. The objective of getting data from the founders/HR professionals’ side is to 
understand the HRM in the social enterprise context and see how employee retention is 
managed in such an organisation. Besides, the data gained from the employees’ side will allow 
the researchers to investigate how the ties could emerge and track any specific related 
conditions.  

At present, the researchers interviewed 30 participants on the group of social enterprise 
employees and 20 participants on the founders/HR professionals’ group. This research’s data 
analysis will be done by narrative analysis approach with thematic narrative analysis (Saunders, 
Lewis and Thornhill, 2019, p.675; Kim, 2016, p.213). This analysis style seeks to identify 
common themes, concepts, and categories discovered from the data. Finding the common 
across collected stories from the individuals’ experiences allows the researchers to derive 
concepts and insights from the data collected from each participant group. The analysis will be 
done manually by using Eclectic Coding (Saldana, 2021), the analytic memos (Padgett, 2008, 
p. 155), meta-summary sheets (Saldana, 2021, p.275), and short narrative of each participant 
to compare and contrast the insights gained. Finally, the potential themes are generated and 
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reviewed for selecting to produce the report according to Braun and Clarke’s approach (Braun 
and Clarke, 2022; Byrne, 2021). 

 

Research Finding 

The interim finding of this developmental paper will be presented as the points initial found 
according to the research questions of this research.  

For the first research question, the key findings show that the HRM system in social 
enterprises is flat and centralised to the social enterprises’ founders/leaders. Employee 
retention is perceived as an essential factor for the organisation, but the turnover rate does not 
indicate their organisation’s success nor reflect the social impact they could create. Employee 
retention in the social enterprise context goes beyond the organisational border. Many social 
enterprise founders agreed that employee retention is a vital factor. Losing their employees 
means losing the qualified person (encompassing with the right skills and attitude precisely for 
a social enterprise) and causing a potential negative impact on the organisation. However, if 
the act of leaving can enhance their employees – in term of creating good societal impact, 
although no longer with them, they are willing to let them go and ready to help and support for 
the further step of their leaving. Even though, in some cases, leaving could create a new player 
in the market, they perceived it as creating a better society, not an enemy to the business. From 
the founders’ perspective, employee retention goes beyond organisational sustainability. It 
moves toward society sustainability. 

For the second research question, the initial findings show that the employees’ 
motivations are shaped according to their life cycle, ages, length of service, and the changing 
position. After working for a while, the young professional workers (e.g., nurses, architects, 
graphic designers) tend to shift to the for-profit organisation more than nonprofessional 
workers (i.e., management professionals). On the contrary, many middle-aged professional 
workers left the for-profit organisations and became key persons in many social enterprises.  

For the third research question, one element related to a ‘motivation tie’ in this research 
context is ‘gratitude’. Gratitude becomes the tie making employees stay with social enterprises 
and not want to leave. They explained that they received kindness and opportunity from the 
founders to work and live a better life. Therefore, they want to stay and work there to pass on 
good opportunities to others/beneficiaries. Thus, the others will have a chance to live a better 
life as they have received. Apart from the emergence of this bonding tie, one insight was found 
regarding the process of giving promotions to employees. From the result, the motivation tie 
developed depending on the employees’ stage of life. However, promotion can cause 
unexpected declining motivation tie of employees if the one who got promoted had arrived at 
a higher position but is not ready to take part. At this point, being ready to take part refers to 
the confidence and belief that what they did is still creating social impact. Working in a higher 
position will mostly take them away from what they obviously see as they are making an 
impact. Getting a promotion then relates to a transition process of self. Each employee may 
take time differently to arrive at this ready stage. For instance, they must work long/tough 
enough to build up their confidence in what they do are creating impact. Then, they must be 
able to turn their view to support others to create impact (instead of doing it by themselves). 
Likewise, they must develop their leadership skills to be in a higher position. This skill may 
compost with patience and sacrifice. They must be patient to allow their subordinates to take 
time to develop their skills as well enough for their job. Also, they must be able to sacrifice the 
opportunity and offer it to others, although they think the others may not do it well as they do. 
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Gratitude also becomes the antecedence of the ‘organisational relationship tie’ but 
emerges differently from how it emerges as the ‘motivation tie’. This tie relates to trust and 
respect elements and emerges from the feeling of wanting to work with founders to pay back 
their kindness. This emerging direction can be found in the relationships between founders and 
employees. However, this bonding tie is developed differently in the relationship between 
employee and employee. It also develops from trust and respect but comes from the colleagues 
and teammates they have worked with, not the same trust and respect they have for founders. 
Trust and respect for the founder refer to ‘trust’ to follow and ‘respect’ with gratitude. 
However, trust and respect for colleagues/teammates refer to ‘trust’ to work with and ‘respect’ 
the colleagues/teammates’ ability. Table 1 and 2 shows examples of script excerpts according 
to the research findings. 

 

Conclusion 

It is too early to write this developmental paper’s conclusion and discussion parts. However, 
the expected conclusion can be summarised in the following points. First, the HRM system 
moves toward creating a sustainable society, the result of this research can be a guide for social 
enterprises’ owners. Second, social enterprises can create a ‘motivation tie’ by creating an 
HRM system that allows employees to share their life aim with the organisation. In the 
meantime, the social enterprises should look for a mutual joint that both employees and 
organisations can achieve goals. The last point, social enterprises can create ‘organisational 
relationship tie’ in two directions: the employee-employee and founder-employee directions. 
For the in-depth details on how social enterprises could do and what are the expected HRM 
practice, the later process of data analysis can indicate. 
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Table 1. Excerpts on Finding of the First Research Question (HRM System) 

Scripts/Excerpts: HRM system aims beyond organisational sustainability and moves 
toward society sustainability 
 
Mainly… I want to know what they want to do and why they want to do… why they want 
to work at that position. Basically, you know… we select candidates according to the skills… 
I mean both hard and soft skills. But in the end, I think it is about the purpose of their work. 
I believe that we are not taking them to be our employees. Think about this, we will become 
part of their lives suddenly that they become our employees. For example, if they can live 
80 years, then the time they ever be with us, we can, at least, do something that makes their 
lives better…not only physically but mentally. I don’t see the recruiting employees process 
as the way to select the best one to work for me. They must get something they appreciate 
back too…not only money. I also never think of having them with me for long. I mean I have 
never expected to have them with me for entire of their lives. Me… myself…don’t even 
know I will be with my social enterprise till the end of my life…how dare I expect them to 
do so. I didn’t mean that I would not care about employee retention…it is important and can 
foster our business…but turnover rate means nothing to me. I care more about how this 
enterprise could help and fulfil their hopes and life plans too. We are not building the 
enterprise…we have the enterprise as a place for building them to build our community. 
[P20/F4] 
 
I didn’t select them according to their qualification or job skills. I choose them according to 
their attitude and purpose…why they want to work with us…why they want to work. We 
once used to select the candidates who knew nothing about coffee brew nor how to roast 
coffee…instead of selecting the candidate who knew and had all skills and ability. We 
selected the one with no skills even though we know that they would no longer be with us 
for over one year. We chose them for the only reason. They wanted to work with us to learn 
and bring all their knowledge back to their hometown and do it like us… do the 
business…producing the coffee beans. If the employees leave to create a similar business, 
we don’t see it as our business enemy. They are helping us…helping others to have a better 
life. [P18/F2] 
 
I think employee retention for my enterprise is really important. But I don’t believe in the 
same way with for-profit organisations. They may think that employee retention will help 
the organisation operate effectively. I want them to work with me for long, not because of 
that. I want them to be here because I know we can support them to have jobs and live better 
here. You know, they usually have less chance to work in other organisations. They are less 
educated…some of them are former inmates…some have mental problems and cannot work 
long hours. [P27/F10] 
 
I never lay off them (employees) because they cannot work well. I always use job rotation 
to find a good position for them...the position they are happy to work in and can do well. 
They will have jobs and money to support their family. Working here, they will get all 
knowledge about organic agriculture, ask me any things, and do it in their own place and 
land too. [P23/F7] 
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Table 2. Excerpts on Finding of the Third Research Question 

Scripts/Excerpts Type of ties Significant elements found from 
the data (codes and categories) 

I am a disabled person…I know working here brings back pride to many disabled 
people as they really can work based on their abilities, not just receive the government 
subsidy. I would thank my boss, who is generous to all disabled people… establishing 
this organisation to help us even though she can work happily with a lot of money can 
be made according to the field she graduated. So, I want to work here…help her offer 
this kind of opportunity and reach out to all underprivileged people…so they will get 
a chance like me. [P45/E29] 

Motivation tie Gratitude 

I have been working here for 25 years…I never think of leaving here. My boss 
(founder and his wife) treats me very well…like I am their family members. I once 
was sick of SLE-Systemic Lupus Erythematosus for years. He helped me with the 
cost of treatment and allowed me to pay back with no interest and no time limit. He 
did this not only to me but to all employees. He also helps pay off the debt of 
employees’ parents. Finally, we have a loan fund here. It is a small bank for us. For 
me, I want to work here…work for him to pay back his kindness and sincerity… We 
(employees) know that working here can help us live better because our boss is 
smart…(laugh) [P13/E13] 

Organisational 
relationship tie 
(founder-employee) 

Gratitude, Trust, Respect 

Friends in the team are the thing that makes me happy to work here. I don’t want to 
leave because of my colleagues. We went through suffering and happiness 
together…we know each other very well. He is best at the area I am not, and I am 
good in the area he needs. I believe, with all any projects…if we do it together, they 
will be successful. I think I cannot find any place that can provide me with good 
teammates like here ever. I don’t know…there may have…but a good team takes time 
to develop. I believe I cannot find the team I have now elsewhere. There is no 
guarantee of having a good teammate if I move to an organisation willing to pay me 
more. I don’t know if I can have this kind of colleagues in other organisations. [P1/E1] 

Organisational 
relationship tie 
(employee-employee) 

Teammate, Trust, Respect 
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