
Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org1

EXPLORATION 
Finding the Right Idea

Module 2

http://theSedge.org


Table of Contents 

Introduction to Module 2: EXPLORATION 3                                                                      

Generating Ideas 4                                                                                                            

SWOT Analysis 4                                                                                                                   

Exercise 1: Organizational SWOT Analysis 5                                                                     

A Word on Brainstorming 6                                                                                                

Exercise 2: Needs & Yields 6                                                                                               

Exercise 3: Pains & Painkillers 9                                                                                          

Exercise 4: Venn Diagram 11                                                                                             

Looking for Themes 12                                                                                                        

Evaluating Ideas 13                                                                                                           

Aligning Social and Financial goals 14                                                                             

Criteria Matrix 15                                                                                                                 

Exercise 5: Criteria Matrix 16                                                                                              

Financial Evaluation 17                                                                                                      

Exercise 6: Back of the Envelope 18                                                                                 

Social Evaluation 20                                                                                                            

Social Business Model Canvas 21                                                                                   

Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org2

http://theSedge.org


Introduction to Module 2: 
EXPLORATION 

As you begin heading down the path of designing a successful social enterprise, 

the first stage involves formulating and refining your ideas for a socially 

entrepreneurial venture. There are two basic steps your organization needs to 

undertake in order to arrive at one or two outstanding social enterprise ideas that 

have a high probability of success and can be pursued further. 	
!
Step one involves stepping back and taking a high level view of the internal and 

external context you operate in. This is then used as a jumping off point to 

brainstorm a huge variety of social enterprise possibilities. This part of the ideation 

process can be referred to as “divergence”. In other words, it is the process of 

branching out, or extending in different directions from a common point. In this 

stage of the ideation process you should be careful to not impose any limitations or 

boundaries on your idea brainstorming.	
!
Step two requires a systematic analysis of the ideas generated in step one to 

narrow down the possibilities into just those that are likely to have the highest 

probability of success. This part of the process can be referred to as 

“convergence”, or to tend towards a common result or conclusion. !
A great way to begin the idea generation process is to gather a group of internal 

and external stakeholders together to hold a focus group. The best brainstorming 

sessions are held with 5 - 15 people. In order to generate fantastic and unique 

ideas it is crucial to have an open and welcoming environment and gather a 

diverse group of people to participate. !
This module will guide you through four brainstorming exercises that should help 

you to generate several ideas your social enterprise strategy. This work is followed 

by a few methods that will help you narrow down your ideas into the best few. 

Finally, we will discuss an extremely valuable tool, the Business Model Canvas, 

which can be used to work through your top few ideas in more detail. 

Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org3

http://theSedge.org


Generating Ideas 
SWOT Analysis 

SWOT Analyses can be used in a variety of ways, from evaluating specific work 

projects to informing an entire company’s long-term strategy. In the context of 

developing a social enterprise strategy, performing a SWOT Analysis can be an 

excellent exercise to ground your team’s thinking and perspective before kicking 

off the idea generation process. !
You may already be familiar with the exercise of a SWOT Analysis; it contains four 

dimensions.	
!
The Strengths and Weaknesses sections refer to those qualities that are internal to 

your organization or founding team. When filling in these sections think of factors 

like individual or team skills, internal resources, team dynamics, etc. It goes without 

saying the Strengths are positive internal factors and Weaknesses are negative 

internal factors. In general, both of these sections are within the control of your 

organization.  !
The Opportunities and Threats sections refer to those circumstances that are 

external trends seen in the environment within which you operate. These items can 

range from the local environment at the community level, or up to level of the 

global environment. When filling in these sections think of factors like the current 

political, environmental, social, and technology trends and themes that are 

external from your organization. In general, these external factors are outside of 

your organization’s control. That said, they certainly still have an impact on how 

well the decisions you make today will play out in the future. !
Use the chart on the next page to organize your thoughts. !
!
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Exercise 1: Organizational SWOT Analysis !!!!!!
!

Positive Factors Negative Factors

Internal 

Factors

Strengths: Weaknesses:

External 

Factors

Opportunities: Threats:

Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org5

Exercise 1: 

Organizational 

SWOT Analysis

http://theSedge.org


A Word on Brainstorming 

If you haven’t done so already, it is very important to take the time to brainstorm 

many ideas (dozens) even if you and your team already have one that you are 

interested in pursuing.  The process of brainstorming multiple ideas and then 

systematically narrowing them down according to a set of carefully thought out 

criteria can make all the difference in the long-term success of your initiative.   !
The key to really effective brainstorming and idea generation is to not limit your 

ideas, even if they seem crazy or unfeasible at the time. As was mentioned earlier 

in this document, let the creativity flow without restriction to get as many ideas as 

possible down on paper (divergence).  Only after you have really focused on 

letting your creativity go wild does it makes sense to then start looking at the ideas 

you have come up with through a more critical lens.  The process of looking for 

common themes and narrowing down your ‘wild’ ideas into more concrete 

possibilities will come later in this document (convergence). 	
!!!
Exercise 2: Needs & Yields !!!!!
A Needs & Yields exercise is an excellent way to get the brainstorming muscles 

warmed up. It can also be a useful exercise to return to as you continue through 

the social enterprise development process. !
The idea of Needs & Yields comes from the growing field of Permaculture. The 

study of Permaculture is actually the study of designing ecosystems (primarily home 

gardens and small farms) that model natural ecosystems that are inherently 

sustainable and self-sufficient. Within the 12 principles of Permaculture is the idea 

that every component in an ecosystem (such as a pear tree for example) has 

‘yields’ that are given freely to its surroundings. On the flip side, every component 

Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org6

Exercise 2: 

Needs & Yields

http://theSedge.org


also has ‘needs’ which are necessary to gain from its surroundings into order sustain 

itself.  !
If we expand on this idea we can think of internal and external environments 

making up an organizational ecosystem, with each of the organization’s 

stakeholders being a ‘component‘ of this ecosystem. It follows that within the 

larger economic and social systems, there are organizations, individuals and 

institutions that give off yields and also have needs in order to sustain and thrive in 

the environment.  !
Seeking market opportunities in this way can help you discover unexpected 

overlaps between the needs and yields within your ecosystem. When you uncover 

these sometimes hidden overlaps or connections, innovative social enterprise 

models can arise. !
List Stakeholders (any person or group that can be affected or impacted by your 
organization): !!!!!!!!!
List the Need(s) that each of the above have: !!!!!!!!!
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List the Yield(s) that each of the above stakeholders have: !!!!!!!!!
Now feel free to use the rest of this page to draw a free-form mind map to explore 

the Needs and Yields of your various Stakeholders. Can you see where there might 

be unexpected overlaps between the different individuals and groups that have 

an interest in your organization or are affected by your organization’s work? !
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Exercise 3: Pains & Painkillers !!!!!!!
This brainstorming exercise provides a great framework for generating ideas from 

the perspective of ‘pain points’. Pain Points are when someone feels a "pain" in 

their life that they really wish could be alleviated or solved. Pains could be arising 

from an organizational level such as inefficiency and poor operational structure, or 

from the individual level where a person has a problem, need, or want that causes 

them pain.  !
To get the ideas flowing you can refer back to Exercise 2 to look at your list of 

Stakeholders and think of what pains (large and small) they might be experiencing 

day to day. Keep in mind to not limit yourself to pains that your immediate 

Stakeholders have - you can list pains that anyone has!  If you are developing an 

integrated social enterprise where social and economic activities are in symbiosis, 

you’ll also want to brainstorm pains that your beneficiaries or those close to them 

experience. !
Pains: !!!!!!!!!!

Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org9

Exercise 3: 

Pains & Painkillers

http://theSedge.org


Once you have brainstormed a list of ‘pains’ it is now time to brainstorm 

‘painkillers’. For each pain, think of a solution that would alleviate that pain. 

Remember that painkillers can be extremely simple, or more complex. They can be 

obvious or far-reaching, out-of-the-box thinking. You can come up with a few 

‘painkiller’ ideas for each pain. Be sure to not limit yourself and your team during 

the brainstorming process.  !
Painkillers: !!

!
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Exercise 4: Venn Diagram !!!!!
This Venn Diagram exercise will start to plant the seeds for bringing all the ideas you 

have generated so far together, and look at them in relation to your mission.  It will 

help you consider how your internal strengths and social mission align with the 

external opportunities and needs/ wants of the marketplace. Answer each of the 

following questions by making notes in the adjacent circles. Then look at the space 

where the questions’ answers overlap. Where answers to all three questions 

overlap in the middle is where the magic happens! 

 

!
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really great 
at doing?

What needs or 
wants have I 
seen in the 
external 
market?

What is my social mission?
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Looking for Themes	


Now that you have completed four different exercises to get the ideas flowing it is 

time to reflect on your work and consolidate your ideas.  From all the various 

thoughts you put down on paper in the previous exercises, take a look back over 

each exercise and write down all of the different ideas on sticky notes. If new ideas 

come up as you complete this process, add them in too! !
Now take all of your ideas that you have gathered on sticky notes and group them 

into clusters of ideas that share broad themes, similarities or commonalities. Group 

the notes however you feel makes the most sense. You will likely have about 5-7 

groups (themes) with about 7-10 sticky notes each. !
Next, look at each cluster of ideas one last time with your team and see if any last 

unexpected solutions emerge. !
After that, summarize each of your themed clusters in one or two sentences that 

describe its core idea. !
There, you did it; you should now have 10 - 15 solid ideas on the table!  Next we will 

look at how to evaluate each of the ideas and settle on the one or two that you 

would like to explore in detail. !
!
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Evaluating Ideas 
Now that you have brainstormed 10 - 15 ideas that could be a possible fit with your 

social mission it is time to start analyzing them to determine which ones are likely to 

have the highest probability of success. !
As important as it is to begin developing an idea that fits with the skills of your 

organization and your mission, it is MORE important that the product or service you 

are providing is needed and wanted by someone who is willing to pay for it. You 

can be the absolute best at what you do, but if there is no one interested in 

purchasing the product or service you provide, the social enterprise initiative will 

not be helpful at all to the sustainability of your organization. !
In Module 3 we will get into much more detail about how to refine your idea so 

that you can be sure you are providing a valued product or service. But before 

you take too much time thinking in detail about each of your social enterprise 

ideas, it is necessary to look at your shortlist of 10 - 15 ideas and determine which 

ones will be the best potential choices to meet both your financial and social goals 

or objectives. 

!
!
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Aligning Social and Financial goals 

In order to determine if a social enterprise initiative will be the right fit for an 

organization from both a social and financial perspective, it is necessary to 

articulate the social and financial goals that are sought. !
Take some time to respond to the following questions. !
What are the desired social goals of the social enterprise? !!!!
By what measure(s) will you determine the desired social goals are met? !!!!
What are the desired financial goals of the social enterprise? !!!!
By what measure(s) will you determine the desired financial goals are met? !!!!
Now you should be able to articulate both your social enterprise’s social and 

financial goals.  If you are working on an environmentally focussed initiative you 

can also add this set of goals into your analysis. !
With these targets in mind refer back to list of potential social enterprise ideas. Do 

all of these ideas have the potential to generate both the social and financial 

returns you seek?  If an idea doesn’t seem to have potential to reach these goals it 

may make sense to take it off of your idea short-list. 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Criteria Matrix 

You can use the template on the next page to design a Criteria Matrix that will 

help rank your top 10 - 15 ideas from best fit to worst fit. Keep in mind that every 

organization will need to develop their own specific criteria that are important to 

them for idea evaluation. !
Down the side of the chart list the ‘business’ and ‘social’ criteria that you feel are 

important to your organization or team. What constraints, limitations or needs 

would you like to consider when evaluating your list of possible ideas?  !
Examples of criteria could be: highly aligned with social mission, low start-up costs, 

low human resource needs, profitable within x months/years, etc.  !
These criteria will vary depending on your organization’s values, mission, vision, 

resources and capacity. For best results, come up with the business and social 

criteria in a team. Also have multiple people on your team complete the exercise 

separately. Then compare the results and discuss with your team to address 

everyone’s thoughts and reasoning. 

!
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Exercise 5: Criteria Matrix !!!
!
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TOTAL 
SCORE (add 

up the ratings)

Exercise 5:	


Criteria Matrix

Instructions:  
- List your shortlist of ideas across the top row. 

- List your criteria down the left column. 

- Rate each box in the matrix from 0 - 5, with 5 

being the best rating and 0 being the worst 

rating. 

- Add up the scores at the bottom and rank ideas.
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Financial Evaluation 

Now that you have plugged your top ideas into the Criteria Matrix, you have an 

idea of which ideas rank high based on the criteria that is important to you. This 

idea ranking should reflect the each idea’s strength as it relates to organizational 

capacity, constraints, and targets measured in your criteria. !
Now you can use what we call a ‘Back of the Envelope’ calculation to evaluate 

which of your top ranked ideas have the greatest financial potential.  A Back of 

the Envelope calculation is a quick calculation that can be done within a half an 

hour with limited information. The goal is not to spend lots of your valuable time 

searching for exact costs and projections, but to make an educated guess on the 

rough potential for financial gain for each idea. The purpose of doing this exercise 

early on with your top few ideas is to save your time down the road. You could run 

with an idea right through to the end of the planning stages to finally realize that it 

is not financial viable. !
For the Back of the Envelope you will determine all the major startup costs, possible 

revenues, and then work through a break-even analysis to make sure the business 

will start generating enough money to sustain itself before the startup money runs 

out.  	
!
Don’t worry about fully understanding the scope of each question below. We will 

look at all of these topics in more detail as the course continues. !
All of the calculations and assumptions in a back of the envelope exercise may 

seem overwhelming at first but keep in mind - really the purpose is to dream big 

and get an idea of not only if an idea is feasible and how you would execute it, 

but also of the overall financial and social potential of an idea.  	
!!
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Exercise 6: Back of the Envelope !!!!!!
Step 1 - Getting started 
What major upfront costs (fixed costs) are required to start this initiative? (FC) !!!!
What are your variable costs per unit sold? (VC) !!!!
What is the potential revenue you could earn per client (the sale price)? (RPC) !!!!
Step 2 - How many units do you have to sell to ‘break-even’? 
The term break-even describes how many units of product or service you have to 

sell to cover your basic costs. Before you reach break-even, the initiative will be 

costing your organization money (i.e. the income generated will not cover the cost 

of doing business).  !
At break-even, the revenues are equal to the costs. Additional units sold after your 

break-even number has been achieved should result in net revenue (in other 

words money, extra money that can go towards funding your programs!)   !
Break-even = FC / (RPC - VC) !!
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Step 3 - How much money can you make in year one? 
How many potential clients could you serve in your first year? (#C) !!!!
What is the potential revenue you could make in your first year? (R)  !

R = RPC x #C !!!!
What are the total expenses in year one? (E) !

E = (#C x VC) + FC !!!!
What would the net income be in year one? (NI) !

NI = R - E 

!
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Social Evaluation 

As with the financial evaluation you completed using the ‘Back of the Envelope’ 

strategy, you should also evaluate your top ideas based on their potential to 

generate social impact.  !
If your social enterprise is not highly integrated with your social impact work (in 

other words it is more focused on being a revenue-generating enterprise to fund 

an unrelated social mission) then you’ll want to evaluate ideas that are the least 

disruptive to your social impact work. !
To begin evaluating your ideas from a social impact perspective, ask yourself the 

following questions for each of your top ideas. Remember to consider the potential 

social impact in relation to what is financially feasible as determined in the Back of 

the Envelope exercise. (Note that we will look much deeper into measuring and 

evaluating social and environmental impact later in the course.) !
How many beneficiaries could you serve on a monthly basis? !!!
How many beneficiaries could you serve on an annual basis? !!!
What is the depth of impact you could have with those you serve? (To what extent 

would your work impact one person’s life?) !!!
What is the breadth of impact you could have with those you serve? (To what 

extent would your work impact several lives?) 

!
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Social Business Model 
Canvas 

!
Now that you have narrowed down possible ideas to the one or two best fit ideas it 

is time to begin thinking through each idea in much more detail.  A very useful tool 

used to quickly outline how a business idea would be put into action is the Business 

Model Canvas, first introduced by Alexander Osterwalder in 2004.  Because it is 

such a useful framework to think through ideas, it has been adapted to be used 

with social mission initiatives as well.  Before we get into using the Business Model 

Canvas in a social context, it is crucial to gain a good understanding of the original 

Business model Canvas.   !
Please watch the video below for an excellent overview of the Business Model 

Canvas framework (click on the video to be directed to YouTube). 

 

 !
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Now that you have a better 

understanding of the original 

Business Model Canvas we can 

learn how to use it for a social 

enterprise initiative. There are a 

variety of adaptations for social 

purpose initiatives but the 

following booklet outlines our 

favorite adaptation developed 

by Ingrid Burkett.  

!
 

The reason we like using the above adaptation for social initiatives is that it 

provides us the opportunity to look at both the ‘business’ functions and the ‘social’ 

functions separately.  With this separation, we can see where social and business 

functions reinforce each other, and where there may be conflict or tension 

between the two that needs to be addressed in the model.	
!!
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This booklet provides great detail in adapting the 

original Business Model Canvas for a social enterprise 

initiative. We highly recommend keeping it handy for 

reference as you continue working through your 

business model. !
Download this resource by right clicking the link and 

saving to your computer. 

What is a business model? 
A business model describes the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and captures value, in economic, social, cultural or other contexts. 

- from Wikipedia, 2014 
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In the words of the author, Ingrid Burkett: !
“It can be helpful to see this separation between ‘commerce’ and 

‘impact’ as a variation of what is called a ‘double-sided platform’ 

in business modelling. This is where a business services two 

different customer groups, and in the case of a commercial 

business, the aim is to facilitate interaction between these 

different customer segments. In social enterprises, the aim may 

not be to to facilitate interaction between these groups, but rather, 

to facilitate a connection that enables the delivery of sustainable 

social impact within a viable business model. In this way the 

social enterprise becomes an intermediary between impact and 

commerce. 	

!
The way to represent this on the Business Model Canvas is to 

differentiate between that side (or sides) of the social enterprise 

that is directed to impact, and that side directed to commerce. By 

separating and visualizing both sides on the canvas we can 

begin to see how they interact and what the story of the social 

enterprise is in relation to both the commercial and impact. In a 

social enterprise neither the commercial nor the impact story is 

sufficient in itself - the important part of telling a business 

model story is for there to be a coherent and sensible relationship 

between commerce and impact.”	

!
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We would also like to draw your attention to page 5 where Burkett states: !
“Understanding the business model of a social enterprise can have two key 

benefits:	

It can help us to understand, design, articulate and discuss the ‘nuts 

and bolts’ of our business concept; 

It can help us to test, and develop, prototypes so that we can see if 

what we passionately believe about our impact and business 

actually ‘stacks up’ in practice.” 

If you do not have time to review the entire booklet, there is summary of the nine 

sections of the Business Model on page 9.  

You can work on your own Social Business Model using a canvas we have set up 

using Google Drive. Click this link and “save as” file on your personal Google Drive 

account! 

For easy reference on the next two pages we have included screenshots of the 

Social Business Model Canvas worksheet found on Google Drive. 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Social Business Model Canvas - Part 1: 

!
!
!
Page ! , BOOST Academy                                       Copyright 2014 theSedge.org25

http://theSedge.org


Social Business Model Canvas - Part 2:
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