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executive
summary
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Social enterprise is a rapidly expanding field,
and most social enterprises are still growing
towards maturity as well. As they strive to become sustainable businesses, their leaders’
experiences can offer valuable guidance for
their peers and for new entrants. The goal
of this survey has been to collect some of
that guidance and present it in a way that
demonstrates its relevance to social entrepreneurs.
As a result, the sample for this survey is
not necessarily representative of the field
of social enterprise as a whole, but it does
include many of the world’s most promising
and successful organizations. Their leaders were asked to identify the factors most
pivotal to their success and the challenges
that they continue to face. They also gave
advice to budding entrepreneurs hoping to
enter the field.
Among the most prominent success factors cited by respondents were the selection of their teams, clarity and discipline
in executing their social missions, and

preparation for the launch of their enterprises. This last point was especially relevant to
finances, an area where vast differences exist between for-profit, hybrid, and non-profit
or not-for-profit social enterprises. In a related finding, enterprises that relied on grants
or government contracts were much further
from financial sustainability, in general, than
those dependent on revenue from sales of
products and services.
Indeed, financing has been an enduring
challenge for a significant share of even the
most successful social enterprises. Another challenge that drew a parallel with the
success factors was maintaining a skilled
and motivated team. Respondents also
named the presentation of their results –
making the case for their value proposition,
both as businesses and as generators of
social benefit – as a continuing challenge.
In this area, the respondents emphasized
the use of data rather than storytelling to
convey their achievements, and many expressed interest in new tools for creating
standardized measures of their impact.
In offering recommendations to future social entrepreneurs, the leaders surveyed
frequently emphasized persistence and
due diligence. They said several times that
the road to success in this field was a difficult one, and finding a truly unique niche
was an important first step. We hope that
this survey will be a first step toward making that road a little bit easier.
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introduction
Social enterprise, once a poorly understood
cousin of charities and non-governmental
organizations, has become a mainstream
part of the business sector around the world.
Its growth is a validation of two central principles: 1) that it is possible to do well by doing good, and 2) that financial sustainability
is the key to maximizing the social benefit
of an organization. In the past few years,
the boom in social enterprises has led to
cover stories in major magazines and new
tax rules recognizing their special status. Yet
most social enterprises are still striving for
maturity, both financial and operational.
To help them on their way, this survey has
collected both basic information and insights gained through experience from dozens of prominent social entrepreneurs. We
placed particular emphasis on the factors
underpinning their success and the challenges they currently faced, but we also encouraged them to proffer advice to social
entrepreneurs entering the field for the first
time. The questions were designed for brief
and easy answers, but respondents were
welcome to expand upon their answers and
provide general commentary as well. A complete facsimile of the survey is available
online at http://dalberg.com/news under
“Recent Publications.”
Our hope is that on the strength of this inaugural effort, this collaboration between
Dalberg and the Harvard team will become
an annual tradition. We believe that sharing knowledge, as the survey’s respondents
have done so generously, will be an essential factor in the continued and successful
growth of social enterprise.
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about the
respondents
and their
enterprises
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Potential respondents for the survey were
selected from a combination of Dalberg’s
networks and solicited via Dalberg’s online presence. Respondents included
members of the Aspen Network of Development Entrepreneurs, Vodafone’s World
of Difference initiative, the Echoing Green
fellows, participants in workshops of the
Innovation Working Group of the Global
Campaign for the Health Millennium Development Goals, and The Resolution
Project. Some respondents requested
participation in response to open calls issued via Twitter and on NextBillion.net.
The vast majority of the 65 respondents
were the founders and/or leaders of
the social enterprises they represented, which were a mix of non-profits,

FIGURE 1. Social enterprises operating in each region
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for-profits, and hybrids (enterprises
where non-profit entities and for-profit
business lines are operationally linked).
The respondents were distributed fairly
equally in the structure of their organizations and their regions of operation.
GEOGRAPHY
The respondents represented 22 for-profit
enterprises, 29 non-profits, and 14 hybrids.
Of these, 27 were operating in more than
one region. The most common regions were
South Asia and East Africa, though only 12
of the 26 enterprises operating in South
Asia and 7 of the 23 enterprises operating in East Africa had their headquarters
in those regions. The most common headquarters country was the United States,
with 25 enterprises, which probably reflects
some sampling bias due to the concentration of social enterprise networks and the
use of English as the survey language.

“

Don’t try to start or
design something except where
you hope to be working and
delivering product. At the point
of designing, prototyping,
and launching a product,
it can be done best in a local
community of the kind you intend
to work and scale. At the point
you’re growing, you can look
at how to locate operations
to optimize them and create a
long-term sustainable setup
for you and the company.”
— Nathan Wyeth, Frontline SMS:Credit
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FIGURE 2. Industries and business models of social enterprises
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INDUSTRIES AND BUSINESS MODELS

9

“

Do your research and
identify a useful point of entry,
have a clear set of beginning
goals, be willing to adapt to the
needs of those you serve, and
make sure you have the passion
to sustain the commitments
of yourself and your staff.”
— Nick Fiore, IT Empowerment

Almost half of the respondents – 32 of 65
– said their enterprises operated in more
than one industry or offered services bridging different industries. In almost all of
these industries, roughly half of the respondents said their enterprises were filling a
gap in the market by offering a new product
or service. The exception was agriculture,
in which roughly the same numbers of enterprises were bringing existing products or
services to new markets or selling low-cost
or otherwise more accessible versions of
existing products and services.
“Other” industries named by one or two
respondents were capital advisory and
incubation, construction, consultancy,
cross-sector partnerships, environmental
sustainability, fair trade handmade crafts,
housing, human rights, livelihoods, local

FIGURE 3. Stages of development and ages of social enterprises
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development, organization-building and expansion, media, public service/leadership
development/local government, recycling,
social impact investing, sustainable resource management, water and sanitation,
women’s rights, and other services.
STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT
More than half of the respondents said their
enterprises, crossing all age ranges, were
in the growth stage. Only one respondent
reported an enterprise still in the start-up
or pilot stage after more than three years in
operation, suggesting that the endless pilots that prevail in some corners of the development community may not be such a
problem among the leaders in social enterprise. Yet despite these leaders’ success,
as described in the next section, only four
of them reported that their enterprises had
attained their mature scale. All of these
were at least three years old.

More than 5
years
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“

Don’t spend your time
trying to get it perfect before
you start. Kiva is far from
perfect, but we get better
as we go and constantly try
to learn from our mistakes.
Learn to focus. We need to
take cues from Apple, Facebook,
and others who keep their heads
down and execute.”
— Premal Shah, Kiva

FIGURE 4. Measures of success by type of enterprise
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“

Be sure your main
outcome is relevant (i.e. in
health, health outcomes are
demonstrated to improve),
sustainability in its own right is
not truly ‘social enterprise’ if no
social benefit can be measured.”
— Richard Lester, WelTel

SUCCESS
Almost all of the respondents said their social enterprises were at least moderately
successful. The only two enterprises reported as being rather unsuccessful were
less than a year old, perhaps showing some
patience or modesty on the part of those
respondents. Measures of success were
quite diverse, even among for-profit enterprises; four of these did not use profit to
measure success, preferring revenue and/
or scale, and five used fundraising. Of the
latter, four were in financial services and
one in energy.
There was much variety in measures of social benefits, with 36 respondents adding
details to the choices offered by the survey.
Scale was a leading measure, particularly
among non-profit enterprises; they were also
most likely to use feedback from customers
to gauge success. The distributions for forprofits and hybrids were strikingly similar,
suggesting that the for-profit side of a hybrid
may dominate in these evaluations.

success
factors
What were the secrets of these social entrepreneurs’ success? Their responses
came through a combination of multiplechoice questions and longer comments.
When asked to rank six success factors,
the highest-scoring option was the implementing team, though opinions were far
from unanimous. Connections and branding or marketing were the lowest-scoring
options, except among for-profit enterprises, where they had similar importance to
leadership, the implementing team, and
knowledge of the customer base. (Scores
were computed giving four points for each
top ranking, two for each second-place
ranking, and one for each third-place ranking.) Leaders of non-profits were especially unlikely to cite leadership and connections as crucial success factors.
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FIGURE 5. Scores of success factors by type of social enterprise
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Choose your team very
carefully - make sure that
your colleagues’ interests
are perfectly aligned with
your mission.”
— Asher Hasan, Naya Jeevan

Taking the respondents’ comments into account along with these scores provided a
more nuanced picture of their success factors, however. For many, financing and staying true to their social missions were also
very important.
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE TEAM
The determinants of success cited most often by respondents were the makeup of their
teams and team dynamics. Leadership was
also accorded importance by leaders of forprofit enterprises. Although the importance
of team dynamics is often emphasized as
an essential success factor in businesses
without a social mission, the emphasis on
team may be even more important in social
enterprises for a variety of reasons.

First of all, good relations among team
members may be especially important in
keeping a team motivated, as other traditional forms of motivation such as job promotions or raises may not fit into the structure or budget of a social enterprise.
Whether a social enterprise or a regular
company, an organization can bring together
people of diverse talent and complementary
skill sets in order to address its multifaceted
needs. In the regular corporate world, these
differences may at times cause tension or
conflict but rarely interfere with companies’
ability to function and grow. The need a unifying mission and good team dynamics is
greater in social enterprises, perhaps because employees of social enterprises derive
the majority of their satisfaction and motivation from working towards a supposed common goal rather than a monetary reward.
CLARITY AND DISCIPLINE
In their extended comments, several respondents cited the importance of staying true to
their missions. They said that a clearly articulated goal and a coherent business plan,
along with discipline driven by a fervent commitment to that goal, were essential for over-

FIGURE 6. Proximity to sustainability and changeability of business plans
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coming the inevitable challenges of building
a social enterprise from scratch.
Some respondents also said that it was
essential not to lose sight of the business
plan while focusing on the social mission,
and vice-versa. This success factor clearly
separates social enterprises from regular
companies, and it could be especially necessary in hybrid enterprises that explicitly
divide their operations into not-for-profit
and for-profit lines, both of which could pursue multiple objectives.
In spite of this emphasis on clarity, many
respondents reported that their enterprises
changed their business plans. This was true
among sustainable enterprises as well as
those yet to reach sustainability. Not surprisingly, the enterprises most likely to be in the
process of preparing a business plan were
those most dependent on outside funding
for the foreseeable future.
PREPARATION
Respondents also emphasized the importance of doing research, due diligence, and
fundraising before launching a social enterprise. Finding a niche in the market was

“

Stay focused on the
mission. Never forget the reason the company was created.
The path is long and there are
no shortcuts if you really want
to make a difference.”
— Daniel Izzo, Vox Capital

“Do a thorough market and
landscape analysis, figure
out who or what is funding your
competitors and why, what your
unique value or value-add is, why
what you want to do isn’t already
being done, and how to avoid or
overcome those reasons.”
— Bethany Rubin Henderson, City Hall Fellows

essential, and without one a would-be entrepreneur was better off joining an existing
enterprise. Connecting with people in the
community where a new enterprise was to
operate could also help to ensure success,
they said.
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continuing
challenges
15

Respondents overwhelmingly chose finances and maintaining a skilled and
motivated team as the major challenges
facing their enterprises. Among non-profit
enterprises, staying focused on their missions was also an important challenge.
That non-profits saw this as more of a
challenge than for-profits or hybrids could
show the extra importance they attach to
their missions or, somewhat conversely,
that they suffer from a problem of focus
more than for-profits or hybrids. Given the
success of these enterprises it seems unlikely that they are truly suffering from this
problem, but a future survey might delve
further into this question.
Other challenges cited included armed
conflict in an enterprise’s region, convincing policymakers to focus on social benefit through outcomes, and, for a social
investment fund, finding promising businesses in low-income countries.

FIGURE 7. Challenges facing different types of social enterprises
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MAINTAINING A SKILLED
AND MOTIVATED TEAM
Maintaining a motivated team, especially
as an enterprise scales up, is one of the
recurring challenges cited by respondents,
with recruiting talent as another difficult
task. Social enterprises may have more
difficulty recruiting and motivating a team
than regular companies because of lower
average compensation. If employees know
they could be offered more money and
benefits elsewhere, there is a constant
risk of losing the workforce during hard
times or when a team loses its cohesion.
For-profit social enterprises may have less
difficulty than hybrids and non-profits in
motivating a team due to typically being
able to offer more financial compensation
as well as providing the “feel good” feeling
associated with the social impact. But hybrids may see motivating a team as a bigger challenge than other forms of social
enterprises due to the added complexities

Non-profit /
Not-for-profit

“

Other

Recruit a strong team —
it’s the team that will make
your idea a reality.”
— Shaan Gandhi, Health2Home

and mixed mission of the hybrid model.
With both a profit motivation and a social
mission, team members may be divided
between these two goals and may struggle
with the unifying vision social entrepreneurs cite as being essential to success.
This difficulty in maintaining a motivated
team is coupled with social enterprises’
greater dependence on team dynamics.
All enterprises, with or without a social
mission, have employees with different
and complementary skill sets, but having
the same vision is especially important
for social enterprises. Negotiating the heterogeneity in skill sets and backgrounds
with the increased need for homogeneity in vision is a critical and enduring task.
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FIGURE 8. Sources of operational financing for social enterprises
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FINANCING AND SUSTAINABILITY

“

There is still much more
talk than action in terms of
investment in socially responsible enterprise, particularly in
the emerging markets. So while
impact metrics should be front
and center in discussions with
impact investors, you are
unlikely to be successful in
raising capital if you cannot
make a reasonable and realistic
financial case as well.”
— Mildred Callear,
Small Enterprise Assistance Funds

As our respondents look into the future,
one of the most prominent challenges they
foresee is related to finances. Start-up financing is certainly a challenge for new
entrepreneurs – many respondents said it
was important to lock in financing for up
to two years before launching a new enterprise – but for most of the respondents,
financing to continue their operations was
the relevant challenge.
Of the 32 respondents who cited finances
as a challenge, five anticipated depending on government contracts for their operations and the rest were fairly evenly
split between revenue from sales (nongovernment) and grants or donations.
Among those that did not cite finances,
none anticipated depending on government contracts. To judge by these responses, government contracts are not
necessarily a reliable source of funding

FIGURE 9. Proximity to sustainability by source of operational finance
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for social enterprises. Interestingly, only
one for-profit enterprise and one hybrid
were set up to serve government clients.
Because hybrid enterprises have both a
non-profit and for-profit arm, they can both
apply to foundations for funding and can
make money from products and services.
However, there may be other funding challenges that arise for hybrids because of
their mixed mission, which can include issues with foundations not wanting to give
to an organization that also has a for-profit
arm or venture capitalists not wanting to
invest because the organization aims to
maximize social impact rather than profits.
Non-profits were by far the most likely to
depend on grants and donations, though
these may not offer the best path to sustainability. No enterprises that anticipated
depending on government contracts or
grants and donations were sustainable
already, and only two expected to be within

“

Build a value-based
organization which focuses on
the purpose and, as a corollary,
the ‘non-customer.’”
— Thulasiraj Ravilla, Aravind Eye Care System
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FIGURE 10. Proximity to sustainability by industry (shares of enterprises reporting operations)
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“

Media or ‘street cred’
at social business conferences
are not success indicators.
Figure out the performance
metrics you need to focus on
and forget everything else for
a few years.”
— Anish Thakkar, Greenlight Planet

a year. By contrast, more than half of the enterprises dependent on revenue from sales
were sustainable or expected to be within
a year. One reason may be that enterprises dependent on sales fail more quickly,
so that the ones that remain long enough
to forge a reputation must be sustainable.
Proximity to financial sustainability differed
markedly by industry as well. Respondents
operating in education and health care
were among the most likely to report that
their social enterprises would always depend on outside funding. Those operating
in consumer goods, financial services, and
energy were the closest to sustainability.
This difference may have to do with the nature of the industries; for instance, there is
controversy around health care enterprises
becoming for-profit because of the perception of commercialization of health care
as immoral, unethical, or contradictory to
the industry’s purpose of serving people.
However, this may also have much to do
with the enterprises’ business models.

FIGURE 11. Use of data versus storytelling in presenting results by type of social enterprise
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Educational enterprises, for example, may
be producing public goods that merit subsidies from the community and thus might
not need seek to become financially sustainable on their own. In this case, sustainability may not affect whether or not
these organizations are successful, but it
is something to keep in mind when considering how vulnerable the enterprises
might be to shocks to outside funding.
MAKING THE CASE
For all social enterprises, seeking financing – be it from private markets, donors,
or from potential clients – means making the case that their organizations deliver value. How they do this is especially important as the field becomes more
crowded, traditional sources of funding
are squeezed, and both regular and social investors get in the habit of examining value propositions more carefully.
The respondents said they looked to data
and measurement when describing suc-

Non-profit /
Not-for-profit

Virtually all data
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“

Use a reputable
accounting or audit firm
to provide financial and policy
guidance.”
— Rachel Zedeck,
Backpack Farm Agriculture Program

FIGURE 12. Using tools designed for social enterprises to report data
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cess rather than simply appealing to the
“emotions” of their donors. This is in part because their own metrics for success are fairly
21
quantifiable. Indeed, almost three quarters
(47 of 65) of the respondents said they used
“scale” as a measure of success, and scale
can be measured. The focus on scale may
stem from the fact that most of them (37 of
63 respondents) were still in the “growth”
stage. A similar number reported not being sustainable yet but anticipating financial sustainability within five years at most.

more data than storytelling when presenting
results. The reason may have to do with the
audience that each type of organization is
pitching. For-profits may be presenting more
often to investors who want to look at hard
data that provides evidence of the social
enterprise as a potentially good investment.
Hybrids are less likely to rely on data than
for-profits; they may have a hard time in connecting both parts of their mission through
data, and thus resort to more storytelling.

Social enterprises have a growing number of tools available to help them present their data in a clear and uniform way in
accordance with industry-wide standards.
Among these are the Impact Reporting and
Investment Standards (IRIS), the Global Impact Investment Rating System (GIIRS), and
Pulse. Only a small percentage of the respondents said they were using these tools
at the time of the survey. Yet regardless
of their preferred balances between data
and storytelling, they expressed a strong
Leaders of for-profits are most likely to use interest in using the tools in the future.
The balance between data and storytelling
in presenting results differed across types
of enterprises, however. Social enterprises
might be expected to engage in more storytelling because of the more personal, emotional pull that could appeal to donors or
social investors’ emotions. And though the
balance does tilt toward storytelling among
non-profits more than among the other
groups, leaders of all three use more data
than storytelling when reporting results.

recommendations
for social
entrepreneurs
A CLEAR BUT FLEXIBLE MISSION AND
BUSINESS MODEL
Going forward, social enterprises should
aim to be as clear and specific as possible with their vision and goals. Leaders
of both businesses and social enterprises
encounter instances in which they must
negotiate between their missions or outside interests and their business models.
The tension between the mission and
what may be best for the enterprise is
much greater and more complex for social
enterprises. Leaders of social enterprises
must be particularly careful not to stray
too far away from their original mission
when managing the interests and motives of donors and investors, as they risk
alienating their teams and other backers.

“

Be clear on your mission and goals, and have the
discipline to stay the course. Do not be tempted
by donors who may have other priorities.”
— Rosario Pérez, Pro Mujer
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“

Keep an eye on the detail,
but always remember the big
picture: that you’re realizing
a vision; that the vision means
something really special;
and that the vision is worth
the blood sweat tears and toil
you put in to it!”
— Rocco Falconer, Planting Promise
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“Don’t start a social enterprise
unless it’s a last resort.
There are already so many
other social enterprises and
non-governmental organizations
that need competent and
passionate people. Join them.”
— Mark Hanis, United to End Genocide

However, while striving to adhere to its social mission, a social enterprise must also
be realistic and maintain a measure of flexibility. If some flexibility in mission can help
to bring in finances at a difficult time, then
it could represent the difference between
viability and shutting down. Developing a
business plan that can be modified and
reviewing the business plan regularly for
updating can also help a social enterprise
to adjust to circumstances. In addition, it is
important not to become so focused on the
details of the business plan that it hinders
the development and actions of the social
enterprise.
UNDERSTANDING THE MARKET
One of the greatest criticisms of social enterprises, especially in the context of the
rapid increase in their number, is that there
is too much overlap in the products and
services provided by social enterprises.
Ultimately, this may reduce their collective
effectiveness in addressing an issue; they
may be redundant and fail to fill a space in
the market that has yet to be occupied. It
is important for social entrepreneurs to familiarize themselves with the work already
being done by other organizations so that
they can understand which demands have
yet to be met.
Part of this research should deal with the
social and cultural context where an enterprise wants to provide products or services.
Greater engagement of the people in the
area that the enterprise is targeting can
also help the social entrepreneur to under-

stand the market, ensuring that the enterprise’s products or services will be in demand. Only 16 of 57 respondents reported
that their enterprises interacted with local
people in only one way; the rest all reported
at least two types of engagement, including
as employees, paid distributors, suppliers,
and sounding boards for effects on their
communities in addition to as consumers.
BUILDING UP SUPPORTERS
Beyond sources of finance, a social enterprise’s backers include the people in its
sphere – whether in its own team, its partnerships, or its wider community. The support of these people is a great help especially during hard times. These supporters
usually have a connection to the mission of
the organization that may be more durable
than a financial interest.
PERSISTENCE
As a final recommendation, many of the social entrepreneurs mentioned persistence.
As their responses have shown, social entrepreneurs face a unique set of challenges. But these leaders have remained quite
positive about the general direction of the
field. Of 60 respondents, 45 said the environment for social enterprise was becoming “somewhat more friendly” (30) or “a lot
more friendly” (15). Nevertheless, the leaders recognized that social entrepreneurs
would face a host of gut-checks on their
way to success. Their advice was never to
lose sight of the mission and the reason
the enterprise was founded.

“

Make partnerships early,
listen to good advice, use
volunteer energy judiciously,
and don’t let the bad times
dissuade you — remember that
there is a whole community of
social entrepreneurs, and while
entrepreneurship can be lonely,
you are not, in fact, alone.”
— Erin Little, Portapure

“Don’t stop working, because
it is harder to start again.
Keep on moving – keep on looking
for ways to make your
project exist.”
— Carlos García, Green Garbage
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