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Introduction to Social 
Enterprise 

Social entrepreneurship and social enterprise are forms of entrepreneurial and 

market-based strategies that serve to help solve the complex social challenges 

that our society faces today.  Some would call still call it an emerging field 

although pioneers like Muhammad Yunus, the father of microcredit, have been 

working tirelessly shaping it for some 40 years.  As the message of merging business 

acumen and innovation with the task of building lasting social change spreads, 

and along with increasing numbers of powerful examples of positive change 

manifesting around the world, the social entrepreneurship and social enterprise 

movement continues to gain traction.  	
!
Social Enterprise is specifically the practice of a 

social mission organization selling goods or 

services to offset costs.  With this entrepreneurial 

approach to diversifying funding streams an 

organization can be freed from “strings-

attached” grant funding and often unreliable 

corporate or individual donations.  Growing the 

pool of available resources, and limiting 

restrictions on existing resources, frees a social 

mission organization to try innovative and/or 

long-term interventions.  Both of these factors 

open up the possibility for an organization to 

amplify the social impact they deliver.  !
Along the same vein, Social Entrepreneurship is a subset of the broader idea of 

social enterprise.  There are three key qualities to social entrepreneurship. Social 

entrepreneurship (a) brings about creative destruction by creating new stable 

equilibriums for populations in need, (b) uses or allocates limited resources to meet 

objectives, and (c) is above all primarily driven by social impact motivations and 

values.  
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!
The individuals practicing social enterprise and social entrepreneurship are often 

referred to as social entrepreneurs.  These individuals have an uncanny ability to 

blaze new trails and fuse (sometimes conflicting) ideas from different sectors.  They 

approach challenges with a viewpoint that is different from many of their peers 

and with this the status quo is constantly challenged.   !
Socially entrepreneurial organizations and the passionate people behind them 

provide a unique perspective of the world and how to change it for the better. 

 Through new funding strategies and/or fusing ideas from various sectors and 

disciplines, social entrepreneurs are building new solutions to persistent societal 

problems for the betterment of our fellow citizens and society as a whole. 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Definitions & Resources 

In every corner of the world social innovation/entrepreneurship/enterprise experts 

are discussing the nuanced definitions in this relatively nascent field.  As with all 

industries or fields that are coming into their own on a global scale of recognition, 

there seems to be an overwhelming desire for a consensus of definitions.  	
!
We agree that a common vocabulary is needed in order to create an 

environment for constructive discussions and learning in this field.  theSedge.org 

has adopted what we feel to be among the most widely accepted definitions of 

terms ‘Social Innovation’, ‘Social Entrepreneurship’, ‘Social Enterprise’ and ‘Social 
Business’. That said, we are sure you will encounter variations of these as you 

continue down your social enterprise path. Please view the video linked on the 

next page for a review of these terms. 	
!
When it comes to definitions, the purpose they serve is to ground a discussion in a 

common vocabulary.  So, in our view the most important thing is to ensure a 

common understanding is established in all of your communications, rather than 

get stuck on debating definitions. !
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Here is the Stanford Social Innovation Review 

article by Sally Osberg and Roger L. Martin that we 

reference in the video. 

!
Social Entrepreneurship: The Case for Definition

Please view this video overview of the ideas of 
Social Innovation, Social Entrepreneurship, Social 
Enterprise and Social Business, with examples.  !
theSedge.org’s What is Social Innovation? 

And the view of the 

Stanford Centre for 

Social Innovation

For an overview of more 
related definitions of Social 
Enterprise we like enp-
Canada’s summary here.
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Introduction to Module 1: 
READINESS  

!
This first module in the BOOST program explores your readiness for the social 

enterprise journey. Depending on what stage you’re at in the journey, this 

readiness phase could be mainly exploring your personal readiness. Or, it could 

also include a wider review of your current organization’s social enterprise 

readiness if you are already working within a organizational format at this stage in 

your journey. !
Whether just starting out forming a new social enterprise project to affect lasting 

social change within your community, or looking to social enterprise strategies to 

diversify funding streams for an existing social mission organization, the same basic 

roadmap applies. The first step is to explore individual and organizational strengths 

and weaknesses that will impact your chance of success going forward.  !
The next step while in the readiness phase is to formulate the mission, vision and 

underlaying values that inspire and motivate your actions. This process is crucial for 

setting a strong foundation to guide your strategy and provide a narrative to 

connect and strengthen your team dynamics. True in any business, but especially 

in social enterprise, clear mission, vision and values will help maintain a motivated 

and dedicated team now as well as attract and retain the right team members in 

the future. !
By the end of this module’s material you will have completed the following: !

Drafted your personal ‘Why’ statement 

A Readiness Assessment & Risk Matrix 

Revisited (or created) your Vision, Mission, and Values 

Researched legal options and chosen the best legal structure for your 

social enterprise. !
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Individual Readiness 
Supportive Community 

There are many unknowns as you head down the path of social entrepreneurship 

but one thing about being a social entrepreneur is certain. It is tough. To succeed 

you will need to have a supportive network that you can go to for help and 

advice, on both a personal and professional level.  !
Inevitably as a social entrepreneur you will encounter obstacles and roadblocks 

that need to be overcome. Resilience, passion and determination will go a long 

way to your success.  !
Another thing to remember is that as a social entrepreneur you do not need to feel 

like you need to move mountains on your own. Build a great team and recognize 

where your team members and colleagues excel. Great leaders support their 

teams and let them shine in their abilities. Also, don't be afraid to reach out to 

others and ask for help. Team work, collaboration, and community are the social 

entrepreneur's secret weapons!  !
Uncovering Your Passion for Change 

There is a reason you have chosen the path of creating social good in the world. 

There is some spark of motivation within you that has compelled you to embark on 

this journey.  !
Ask yourself this:  !
“What is my WHY for the social change work that I want to 

do? What is it that is at the root of my motivation to make 

change in the world through social enterprise and social 

entrepreneurship?” 
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If you are already working in a non-profit, NGO, or social mission organization, you 

have likely already uncovered your passion for change. If you are working on 

developing a new social enterprise initiative, this step might take a bit more time. !
With so many worthy causes where one's actions can make a difference improving 

the lives of others, your individual passion for change could relate to many areas. 

Are you passionate about the environment, peace and justice, fair trade, hunger, 

clean water, education, or any of the several other worthwhile causes?  Are you 

inspired to work with youth, seniors, populations with employment barriers, or 

others? !
Knowing your “why”, in other words your vision for change, will keep you grounded 

and determined to continue taking action and making change in your community 

even when things get tough. !
Once you have narrowed in on your “why” for yourself personally, as well as your 

“why” for what you wish to see in the world, you will be able to start forming your 

work around fulfilling both of these visions. When you have started to join both the 

vision you see for your own life in alignment with the vision you see for making a 

difference in the world, then your creative and entrepreneurial qualities will be at 

their best! 

  

My Personal “Why” Statements 

My vision for success in my personal and professional life is: !!
  !!
I am committed to my work in social change because: !!!!!
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Organizational Readiness 
Growing the pool of resources available to your organization, in addition to freeing 

up existing resources, can allow you to take on more innovative and/or longer-

outlook interventions.  Both of these factors open up the possibility for your 

organization to take your social impact to the next level. 	
!
With the above in mind, it is important to realize that trading or ‘business’ activities 

can present new operational and strategic risks that should be thoroughly 

understood and mitigated by your organization prior to embarking on a path of 

social enterprise.	
!
Before starting out it is also important to revisit your organization’s current state. 

Before taking steps in a new direction it is a great opportunity to take a close look 

at the beliefs, purpose, intentions, and goals of your organization.  These all factor 

into the mission, vision and values that are key to communicating your perspective 

to internal and external stakeholders.  In order to increase chances of success 

going forward, it is important all stakeholders, especially internal staff and board, 

share a common perspective of the current beliefs, purpose, intentions and goals. 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Assessment of Readiness 

In this module’s material you’ll find two exercises that can provide your 

organization a starting point to assess your organization’s readiness for social 

enterprise.	
!
The first is the Social Enterprise Readiness Checklist.  In this checklist you will be 

prompted to answer questions having to do with Mission, Risk, Systems, Skills, Space 

and Finances.	
!
Based on your reflection of the checklist questions, you should have an idea of 

what areas may need to be addressed or considered in more detail prior to 

moving forward.   For example, if your financial accounting software is not able to 

track multiple projects at a time then this will need to be looked at. !
The second is the Risk Matrix. Using the Risk Matrix you will be guided to take a 

deeper look at your organization’s willingness to take on risk.  !
 !!!!
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Exercise 1: Social Enterprise Readiness Checklist 

  !!!!!!
 

Readiness Items Yes No
Don’t 

Know

Mission

Have the staff and board reviewed the idea of business 

development in relation to the organization’s mission 

statement?

Are revisions or updates of the mission necessary?

Have you decided on the mission uses for the business 

and the mission uses for any profits?

Risk*

Have the board and staff discussed the risk inherent in 

new business development?

Have limits been set on venture capital put at risk?

Do your board and staff view resource allocation as 

investments rather than expenditures?

Do your board and staff understand that the desired 

outcome for a not-for-profit business is a mix of mission 

return and financial return?
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SOCIAL ENTERPRISE 

READINESS CHECKLIST
Adapted from Social 

Entrepreneurship, the Art of 

Mission-Based Development 

by Peter C. Brinckerhoff

*see Risk Matrix on Page 14 for more detailed analysis of organizational risk willingness	
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Readiness Items Yes No
Don’t 

Know

Systems

Does the organization have personally and finance 

policies that have been revised in the past 24 months?

Does the organization have a strategic plan that is 

current?

Does the organization have the information systems, 

payroll, accounts payable, and receivable systems that 

can accommodate growth?

Is the organization’s financial accounting software able 

to track multiple projects and/or businesses?

Skills

Are all of the following skills available within the staff and 

governing volunteers: planning, budgeting, pricing, 

marketing, project management?

Are skills and experience available within the industry or 

area you have chosen to pursue?

Has the management team made the commitment to 

allow talented and experienced individuals to use their 

skills to develop the new business?

Have you generated a list of your organization’s core 

competencies?

Space

Is there readily available appropriate physical space to 

house the business?

Is there adequate equipment, wiring, plumbing, 

ventilation, security and lighting for the business?

Finances
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!

Has the organization as a whole been profitable the past 

three years?

Does the organization have at least 90 days of cash or 

cash equivalents on hand?

Does the organization have an excellent relationship with 

its banker?

Does the organization have a line of credit?

Does the organization have a current ratio of 1.0 or 

higher?

Does the organization have a debt to net worth ratio of 

0.3 or less?

Will any of your founders penalize you for any net income 

from the business?

Instructions: Add up the number of yes and no and don’t 
know answers and put totals to the right.

Readiness Items Yes No
Don’t 

Know
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Exercise 2: Risk Matrix 

!!!!!!
We have also included activity to look deeper into your organization’s willingness 

to take on risk. In this checklist you are asked to brainstorm risks that have to do   

with Financial Risk, Social Return Risk, Political/Public Relations Risk, and Internal/

Organizational Risk.   !
For each of these areas write down a possible risk along with the potential 

magnitude of risk if it occurs and the possibility the risk will occur. Assigning a figure 

of 1 to 5 for each of these categories, you can rank all the possible risks after 

multiplying your figures together. 	
!
For example, maybe one possible risk you thought of is the potential having cash 

flow problems because sales targets were not met.  Then you can assign a value to 

the magnitude of this risk and the possibility of it happening (with 5 being a risk of 

high magnitude or high probability of happening).  	
!
Now, this exercise is not meant to discourage you or paint a negative picture, but it 

is important to be realistic and clear about possible risks so that they are actively 

managed or mitigated. !
Once you have brainstormed potential risks and assigned values, you can plug 

your risks into the next table in order of highest risk to lowest risk. Now that you have 

actively considered the possible risks and their impact you can then design 

solutions to reduce or mitigate the risks.  Hopefully this exercise helps in preventing 

undue headaches down the road. !!!
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Adapted from matrix developed by Jed 

Emerson in "Understanding Risk, The Social 

Entrepreneur, and Risk Management" in 

Enterprising Nonprofits - A Toolkit for Social 

Entrepreneurs, ed . Dees et al. (New York: John 

Wiley & Sons, 2001), pp. 126-129.

Exercise 2:	


RISK MATRIX
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Risk Matrix  !

Where 1 = low probability, 1 = low potential magnitude (not so damaging)	

and 5 = high probability, 5 = high potential magnitude (very damaging)	
!
Risk Ranking Table !

Risk 
Category

Description of Risk Potential 

magnitude of 

risk if it occurs

Possibility 

this Risk Will 

Occur

Risk 

Ranking

Financial Risk

Social Return 
Risk

Political/Public 
Relations Risk

Internal/
Organizational 
Risk

Rank Risk Mitigation Strategy

1

2

3
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Addressing concerns brought up by the Readiness 
Checklist and Risk Matrix	


Once you have completed the readiness checklist and risk matrix there are 

probably two likely outcomes.  One is that you are feeling empowered and more 

ready than ever to get going on the planning and implementation of your social 

enterprise. Or, it’s possible you are feeling discouraged that you are not a ready as 

you would have liked. These checklists are not meant to make or break your 

inspiration - they are merely to use as a guide for assessing what areas could use 

some extra thought.	
!
On the readiness checklist, if you answered no to a few questions you don’t need 

to put everything on hold, just keep those items in mind as you move forward.  If 

you answered no to more than 8 of the 24 questions if might be a good idea to 

work on developing more capacity or systems in those areas before moving 

forward with implementation.  

 

!
!
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Exercise 3: Stakeholder Questionnaire 

!
!

!!
You can administer your stakeholder questionnaire through informal conversations, 

formal in-person interviews, or an online survey. Develop an outline of questions so 

you know the information that you are seeking and then use this to inform your 

conversation, interview or survey. Be sure to keep a dedicated document to 

record responses and feedback or insights generated as a result of the 

questionnaire. !
List of individuals to send stakeholder questionnaire to:  
Think about: key staff, board members, customers, clients, donors, supporters, partners, etc. Note: 
It’s best to get a minimum of 30 responses to have a good cross-section and sample size. !!!!
Questions Addressing Stakeholder Concerns: 
Think about: What are your main concerns or hesitations in going ahead with social enterprise? Do 
your stakeholders share these? What are the top three potential failures you are most worried 
about? Do your stakeholders share these?  Do they have ideas to mitigate them? !!
   !
Questions Addressing Stakeholder Hypotheses: 
Think about: What is hypotheses would you like more feedback on? What assumptions are 
underlying these hypotheses? What questions can you ask to provide more perspective on both the 
hypotheses and the assumptions underlying them. !!!!
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STAKEHOLDER 

QUESTIONNAIRE

Use the guidelines below to develop your 

own Stakeholder Questionnaire to gather 

information from your stakeholders to 

help inform your social enterprise 

planning and development.
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Questions Addressing Potential: 
Think about: Do your stakeholders feel aligned or supportive of your mission and/or vision?  Does it 
make sense to them? What do they think of the potential for both income and/or social impact? !!!!!!
Questions Addressing Perception: 
Think about: How comfortable are they with the idea of social enterprise? What is their level of 
understanding of social enterprise? Will their perspective of you change with the implementation of 
a new or improved social enterprise strategy?  !!!!!!!
Survey Tips:  !

You can chose both open ended and multiple choice questions depending on 

your format and the type of information you are seeking. In general, open-

ended questions allow you to gather insight you might not have thought of. 

Multiple choice questions are useful when narrowing down specifics or looking 

for more concrete data. !
Have questions proofread by a colleague before administering the survey or 

interviews to ensure the questions are clear and unambiguous. !
Keep your questionnaire short and to the point! !
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Revisiting (or Creating) 
Your Mission, Vision and 

Values 
As you begin your social enterprise planning, now is the ideal time to create or 

revisit your organizational mission, vision and values. In order to increase chances 

of success going forward, it is important all stakeholders, especially internal staff 

and board, share a common perspective of the current beliefs, purpose, intentions 

and goals guiding everyday decisions, large and small.	
!
If you have been in operation for some time already you might feel as though your 

mission, vision and values are a ‘given’ and entirely embedded in your day-to-day 

work.  That said, it can be that as time passes, the mission and vision of an 

organization drifts.  This could be due to changes in leadership and key staff, board 

members, the needs of the beneficiaries you work with, or changing policies and 

donors.  Depending on how strong, tightly knit, or well-established your 

organizational culture is, the values of an organization are less likely to shift over 

time.  	
!
Even if these ideas are very well embodied and understood within your 

organization, choosing this new social enterprise path could alter the mission, vision 

and values you want to embody going forward.  Especially if it has been awhile 

since having a targeted discussion with your board and/or staff on mission, vision, 

and values, now is the time do it!  	
 !
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Mission 

A mission statement exists to simply and clearly describe your organization and 

explain why you exist.  Specifically, it should explain what you do, who you do it for, 

and how you do it.  	
!
Your mission statement should be simple and easy to understand by anyone from 

all different backgrounds.  Try to eliminate all jargon, and vague or complex terms. 

You can test you mission statement on someone who knows nothing about your 

work to see how they interpret it and see if they understand it.	
!
For example, the mission of theSedge.org is: !

theSedge.org exists to help organizational and individual social innovators 
[who] connect with each other to access education and community [what]. 
 Through innovative online and offline facilitated learning [how], social 

innovators are empowered to become more entrepreneurial, better serve 
their mission, and deliver maximum social impact [why].	
!

Since you are reviewing your mission with a social enterprise perspective there are 

a few things to consider when you form or revisit your mission statement.   !
Review your mission to ensure that it reflects wording and meaning that can 

encompass the idea of social enterprise. Depending how integrated your business 

activities will be with your mission activities (a factor we will review in more detail 

later in the course), the mission statement could need to reflect business activities 

to paint an accurate picture of your organization’s activities.  You may want to 

also consider including some flexibility by leaving the mission somewhat open for 

adjustments in strategy or offering going forward. !!!!!!!
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Exercise 4: Articulating Your Mission 

!!!!!!
Using the prompts below, draft your mission statement: !!
_____________________________________________________________________  [why] !!
_____________________________________________________________________  [what] !!
_____________________________________________________________________  [who] !!
_____________________________________________________________________  [how] !!
In summary, the mission of our social enterprise is: !!!!!
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ARTICULATING 
YOUR MISSION
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Vision	


A vision statement shares your most lofty, idealistic, pie-in-the-sky end goal or results 

that you seek.  It could also take the perspective of what a “perfect” world would 

look like.  Or, a more powerful question to ask could be, “What would the world 

look like or be like when my organization is no longer needed?”  Your vision takes a 

long-term view.  It should provide inspiration and broad view guidance for the work 

you do.	
!
For example, the vision of theSedge.org is: !
	
 To be the global community connector for social enterprise. 

 !
!
Exercise 5: Articulating Your Vision 

!!!!!
What is your vision for social change? !!!
  !!!!
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ARTICULATING 
YOUR VISION
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!
Here’s another example of mission and vision for a social enterprise: 

Values 

Values are those qualities that embody what you or your organization cares about. 

 They also serve to illustrate the core ideals that govern your decision making.  It is 

important people throughout the organization have a level of consensus of your 

values.  When staff operate from a values based approach in their day-today work 

they are able to make better decisions (which are in line with organizational 

mission, goals and priorities), work with greater autonomy and in turn they’ll likely 

feel more empowered and satisfied with their work.	
!
Individually, have yourself and each of your team members complete the Values 

Exercise.	
!!!
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Exercise 6: Values Exercise	


!!!!!
High Medium Low

Achievement

Advancement

Adventure

Balance

Competition

Creativity

Fairness

Fame

Family

Financial Freedom

Friendship

Generosity

Health

Independence

Influence

Integrity
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VALUES 
EXERCISE

How important are each of the values 

below to you? Reflect on the following 

values and rank them as high, medium 

or low importance:
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!
What are your top 5 values?	
!!!!!
How are these values reflected in your life?	
!!
!!!!
How are these values reflected in your work?	
!!!!

Learning

Loyalty

Nature

Order

Stability

Variety

Other:

Other:

High Medium Low
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What can you do to more fully honour these values?	
!!!!!!!
What one value will you focus more on honouring in the next month? What will you 
do to achieve this?	
!!!!!!
For each of your top 5 values, write down 3 - 5 words that describe what that value 

means to you, followed by an example of this value in action in your life or work. 

 Then, share these with your team.  You may be surprised to note variety or similarity 

in your team’s values, as well as differences in how each person feels about and 

interprets the same value. !
____________________________________	
!!

Another Values Exercise !
Although written in the context of a traditional for-profit organization, we also like 

the simple steps in this article as a jumping off point for a team discussion to 

uncover or confirm your organizational values (especially #3). !!
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Team Collaboration	

Once you have reviewed or created the mission, vision and values with your team, 

the process should provide some useful insight on the motivations underlying your 

decision to embark down the path of social enterprise.  Understanding and 

articulating the motivation (or motivations) for learning about and investing in 

social enterprise strategies will help keep the team motivated and on track.  With a 

clear vision ahead it can be easier to stay engaged, inspired and motivated to 

keep going and improving every day.   
!
A fun exercise to do as a team to wrap up the foundational work you have done 

so far could be to create a visual collage of images/pictures or a written 

“Manifesto” together over lunch or a retreat day.  It doesn’t matter what form it 

takes, but this exercise can be useful to summarize your mission, vision, values and 

the inspiration for what you do in a tangible form.  Then it can be displayed in a 

place of honour in your office, where staff, clients or funders can look at when they 

need an added boost of inspiration to stay on purpose. 

	
 !
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Legal Considerations 
This topic is one that many social mission organizations or individual social 

innovators wrestle with.  If just starting out, should you form a nonprofit, charity, or 

for-profit corporation?  If your organization is already established under a specific 

legal structure, such as nonprofit, is it necessary to form a new corporation to 

perform income-generating work alongside your existing organization?  Or should 

you simply transition all existing operations into a new company, or even a hybrid 

legal structure if available in your jurisdiction?	
!
So many questions!  What’s more complicated is that there are no simple answers 

on this subject.  Every case  is a unique scenario that requires specific research on 

what the best solutions may be. Remember that discussions and decisions on this 

topic should be confirmed with a legal advisor experienced in social enterprise.	
!
It should also be considered that a social mission organization’s legal structure 

should not be the first issue obstacle to tackle. Stay focused on designing and 

delivering the best social program and the related business first, then consider the 

legal structure as secondary to support your work. Remember that social enterprise 

is an approach rather than discipline, or a means to an end (not the end itself). So 

it follows that the legal framework should not be the main driver of strategy and 

decisions.	
!
On the next few pages are some examples of legal forms. !

Benefit Corporations  

(various jurisdictions, first started in US) !
B Lab champions for companies to be ”best for the world instead of best in the 

world”. B Lab supports the growing network of Benefit Corporations and Certified B 

Corps (yes they are different). Benefit Corporations describe the legal entity that is 

now available in some jurisdictions which takes into account triple bottom line 

objectives. A Certified B Corp on the other hand is a certification process an 
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organization can undergo regardless of their legal structure or where they are 

located throughout the world. Although this certification does not impact the legal 

structure it can help bring added credibility and awareness to an organization due 

to the standardized process for becoming certified.	
!
Community Interest Companies  

(“CIC”, UK, pronounced “kick”)	
!
The CIC is the UK’s groundbreaking legal structure developed specifically for social 

enterprise. The CIC was formed to provide a structure for entities that had a 

primary social mission but also generated revenue. This structure was developed to 

address the fact that the charity legal form’s major restrictions prohibit payment to 

a board of directors and equity financing. Since CIC’s were introduced in 2005 

almost 7000 have been formed in the UK (with high uptake largely due to 

government encouraging public service organizations to change to this legal 

structure).	
!
Community Contribution Companies  

(“CCC”, Canada)	
!
In British Columbia, Community Contribution Companies (CCC’s) can now be 

formed, and in Nova Scotia, a similar CIC Act has been passed. These legal forms 

have been modeled after the UK’s CIC. Common elements to all of these social 

enterprise legal forms (which are essentially a limited type of company with special 

features) are mainly: must pass a community interest test, must be some level of 

asset lock on money earned in the venture, and there is a limit on the level of loans 

(and related interest rates) that can be committed to.	
!
!
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Exercise 7: Review Your Local Legal Landscape 

!!!!!!
Through your own online research and gathering information within your personal 

network, you can begin to think about what legal framework will be the best fit for 

your social enterprise. Use the table below to organize the information relevant to 

your area. !
Available Legal 
Structures  
(i.e. CCC, B Corp, 
etc)

Pros Cons Questions
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