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Abstract 
Conceptualizing social entrepreneurship has proven to be challenging. Social 

enterprises are often regarded as enterprises that create social value or social impact. 
However, social value and social impact remain ill-defined and ambiguous concepts. 

This paper provides a qualitative description of how social enterprises create value, 
what their impact is and what this entails for managing and conceptualizing them. The 
analysis is based on a case study that comprises of: a comprehensive review of the literature, 
four in-depth interviews with for-profit social enterprises that work with renewable energy 
access in developing countries and secondary data on their impact and environmental context.  

We find that social enterprises create value through building intricate networks with 
their stakeholders. They use feedback from their customers and the market to pivot their 
business models to increase their potential for value creation. The increase in utility of their 
customers is an important part of their impact. This is also the value creation the customer 
cares about and is willing to pay for.  

However, there is impact beyond this increased utility, which seems to result from two 
things: the fact that the problems and needs the social enterprises target have positive 
externalities (1); and the fact that the social enterprises seem to purposefully design their 
value proposition, business model and value chain to maximize positive externalities and 
minimize negative externalities (2). 

Finally, we propose that in their value proposition, business model and value chain 
social entrepreneurs combine a logic of empowerment, collaboration and control. 
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1. Introduction  
Entrepreneurship and innovation has seen increased attention and is met with 

increasing expectations for solving pressing social problems. An article in The Guardian on 

March 22nd 2015 headlined: “Can social enterprise help 700 million who lack access to clean 

water?” (The Guardian, 2015). The creation of these social enterprises is often referred to as 

social entrepreneurship and can be regarded as the process of creating value through social 

innovation. Social entrepreneurship emerged as an academic field over the last 15 years.  

Within academia there seems to be consensus on several aspects of social 

entrepreneurs as actors, social enterprises as organizations, and social entrepreneurship as a 

process. Social entrepreneurship is often regarded as a process of challenging and changing 

suboptimal economic equilibria by social entrepreneurs (Dees, 1998; Martin & Osberg, 2007), 

in which they identify an opportunity for value creation (Dees, 1998), through employing and 

exhibiting resourcefulness, pro-activeness, innovativeness, and risk taking (Weerawardena & 

Mort, 2006), mobilizing and utilizing existing resources in new (creative) ways (Sharir & 

Lerner, 2006; Shaw & Carter, 2007) through which they create (social) value.  In this process 

social entrepreneurs focus primarily on creating social value, and less on commercial value 

(Mair & Marti, 2006; Peredo & McLean, 2006; Certo & Miller, 2008), where the social 

impact mission is the distinguishing feature of social entrepreneurs (Dees, 1998). 

Although this is not an exhaustive summary of what social entrepreneurship is based 

on the academic body of knowledge, it gives an idea of the concept. It is evident when 

looking at the existing body of knowledge on social entrepreneurship that many theories on 

social entrepreneurship are embedded in theories on (commercial) entrepreneurship and 

innovation, and its scholars, such as Jean-Baptiste Say, Joseph Schumpeter and Peter Drucker. 

Indeed, there seems to be consensus on the fact that social entrepreneurship is embedded in 

entrepreneurship among scholars researching social entrepreneurship. As Dees (1998, p. 3) 

puts it: “social entrepreneurs are a species in the genus entrepreneur”. 

However, the field is not at a point of consensus on the conceptualization and 

definition of what social entrepreneurship or a social enterprise is. Specifically, there are 

different schools of thought in academia among which there is disagreement on when an 

enterprise can be classified as social.  
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This brings us back to the last part of the second paragraph: “they create social value”. 

The use of the term social value raises three questions. First, what is social value? Second, 

what is the difference between social value and commercial or economic value, and how is 

social value quantified? Third, if social entrepreneurs create social value, how much social 

value, as opposed to commercial value, should be created for an enterprise to be considered a 

social enterprise? 

As these three questions are inherently interrelated it is impossible to answer one 

without answering the others. Starting with the latter, Santos (2012) provides a different 

distinction between social and commercial entrepreneurs. He argues that the distinction is in 

the fact that social entrepreneurs focus on value creation, as opposed to value appropriation, 

whereas commercial entrepreneurs focus on the latter. He adds that value creation in 

enterprises is inherently social due to the fact that it creates a more effective allocation of 

resources. 

Although this definition could solve the issue of defining when an enterprise can be 

considered social, it does not solve the issue of quantifying the (social) value that is created by 

these enterprises. Which might be less relevant for the distinction between these different 

types of enterprises, but more so for evaluating the performance and successfulness of social 

enterprises, if they, as Dees (1998) argued, are primarily characterized by their social mission. 

1.1 Aim, scope and research questions 
This paper will aim at understanding the process of value creation in social enterprises, 

how this value can be characterized, the relation of this value to the impact of a social 

enterprise, if and how this value creation and impact are measured, and how value creation is 

managed to guides them strategically in achieving their mission. The reasoning behind this is 

that for social enterprises to achieve their goals, they have to have some idea on the 

performance of their enterprises and therefore, have to quantify, at least to some extent, the 

value and/or the impact that they create.  

For the purpose of delimitation this is done from the perspective of the founders of 

for-profit social enterprises, i.e. they aim at making a profit through the sales of goods or 

services. For which a social enterprise is defined as an enterprise that has a social mission 

involving meeting basic human needs like food, water, shelter, energy access and education. 

Furthermore, the scope of the research is narrowed to social enterprises that are active in the 

field of renewable energy and energy access. Renewable energy is in this case defined as 
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energy from non-fossil resources. The scope is delimited to social enterprises that operate in 

or focus on developing countries. Developing countries in this context are defined as 

countries with a relatively low Human Development Index and an inchoate industrial capacity 

(O’Sullivan & Sheffrin, 2007). 

 

Therefore, the predominant research question this paper aims to answer is: 

• How do social enterprises manage and measure value and impact creation? 

 

Sub-questions that are explored in the context of this research question are: 

• What is value, what is impact, and how are they different? 

• How do social enterprises create value? 

• How do social enterprises create impact? 

 

The paper will start with a review of the literature of the academic field of social 

entrepreneurship research. This field comprises social entrepreneurs, social enterprises, and 

social entrepreneurship. The focus in this will be on what a social entrepreneur, a social 

enterprise and social entrepreneurship are, how they can be distinguished from their 

‘commercial’ counterparts, and how they create value, have an impact and how they manage 

their value creation and impact. 

The third chapter will discuss the method used in the research: a single embedded case 

study, based on semi-structured interviews and secondary data, and triangulation of the data 

for the final analysis and synthesis of the results.  

After this, in chapter 4 the results will be presented and discussed, with a comparison 

to the existing body of knowledge to address possible gaps and incongruences, based on a 

triangulation of the results. This results in: a discussion on value creation in social enterprises, 

the impact social enterprises have, the relation between their value creation and their impact, 

and what this implies for the management and conceptualization of social enterprises. 

Finally, the conclusions and implications of the findings will be discussed, and 

directions for future research will be provided. 
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2. Literature review 
To gain an understanding of what social entrepreneurship is this chapter provides a 

comprehensive review of the existing literature. The aim is to provide an overview of the 

similarities and differences between social entrepreneurship and commercial entrepreneurship 

based on what has been contributed by researchers from both fields.  

The structure of the literature review will be based on Defourny and Nyssens’ (2008) 

three flag approach that essentially consists of different levels of analysis. These levels are: 

social entrepreneurs as (a group of) individuals (1); social enterprises as organizations (2); and 

social entrepreneurship as a process involving both of these (3). The focus in this review will 

be on how these relate to commercial entrepreneurs, commercial enterprises, and commercial 

entrepreneurship, based on the distinction how they create value and how this value is 

characterized. The content of each paragraph consists of a synthesis of what has been written 

about each level of analysis. This will result in a summary of the similarities and differences 

between social and commercial entrepreneurs, enterprises and entrepreneurship. 

After this review the relation between these three levels and their external 

environment is discussed. The reasoning behind this is that these three levels or concepts do 

not exist in a vacuum, but rather that they are embedded in their external environment, an 

argument also made by Mair and Marti (2006). 

Third, this chapter provides a review of what has been written specifically about the 

topic of (social) value measurement, impact measurement, and performance measurement in 

social enterprises. Furthermore, the most prominent method in the literature for this Social 

Return On Investment (SROI) is briefly explained and discussed with the aim of illustrating 

both the practical and theoretical difficulties of measuring value creation and impact beyond a 

financial return on investment. 

The chapter concludes with a brief summary of the findings from the literature and the 

implications of these for the research and the remainder of the paper. 

2.1 The three terminological flags  
As explained this paragraph will provide a synthesis of the existing literature from 

three different levels of analysis, often referred to as the three terminological flags of  (social) 

entrepreneurship (Defourny & Nyssens, 2008): social entrepreneurs as individuals or a group 
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of individuals; social enterprises as organizations; and social entrepreneurship as a process 

involving both of these. 

2.1.1 Social entrepreneur(s) 

On the individual level there is much research on the motivation of social 

entrepreneurs to start a social enterprise, and on what personal characteristics define them. 

Characterizing social entrepreneurs as people who have an altruistic motivation for 

helping to solve social problems might seem logical. However, several scholars have argued 

against altruism as the primary motivation for starting a social enterprise. Dees (1998), for 

example, argues that the primary driver for social entrepreneurs is the identification of an 

opportunity, based on e.g. Drucker (1984), to solve a social problem or meet a social need. 

The nature of the innovation to do so depends on the problem or need from which an 

opportunity is identified, and how the social entrepreneurs(s) perceive that it is best seized 

(Alvord et al., 2004). This nature of innovations will be further explained in paragraph 2.1.3.  

Both Dees (1998) and Martin and Osberg (2007) reflect on Schumpeter’s (1934) 

theory of dynamic equilibria and creative destruction, from the perspective that social 

entrepreneurs identify opportunity in socially suboptimal equilibria, and challenge the status 

quo in these (Seelos & Mair, 2005). 

Dees (1998) and Chell (2007) add that the challenging of the status quo is done by 

value creation, as first described by Jean-Baptiste Say (1851) in the 19th century. According to 

Weerawardena and Mort (2006), the creation of value by social entrepreneurs is embedded in 

dimensions that are not necessarily exclusively individual, these are: the management of risk, 

pro-activeness, and innovativeness. 

Dees (1998) goes on to add that, in line with Stevenson et al. (1990) social 

entrepreneurs are resourceful, in the sense that they combine existing resources in new, 

innovative ways (Weerawardena & Mort, 2006), and that they not let themselves or their 

enterprise be constrained by resources currently controlled (Di Domenico et al., 2010).  

Seelos and Mair (2005) add that social entrepreneurs are exceptionally skilled at 

mustering and mobilizing resources. These resources can be human, financial, and political. 

Social entrepreneurs, like commercial entrepreneurs, have the capacity to endure risk 

and are not afraid of failure (Tan et al., 2005; Weerawardena & Mort, 2006; Peredo and 

McLean, 2006; Martin & Osberg, 2007;). Weerawardena and Mort (2006) emphasize within 

this the ability of social entrepreneurs to manage risk, which according to Dees (1998) and 

Shaw and Carter (2007) is managed by spreading the risk amongst stakeholders. These 
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stakeholders are part of the environment of the social entrepreneur that will be addressed later 

in this chapter.  

Alvord et al. (2004) add two leadership skills typical for social entrepreneurs in the 

management and involvement of stakeholders. The first leadership skill: bridging capacity is 

defined as the ability to build links with a diverse set of actors and stakeholders. The second: 

adaptive leadership comprises a commitment to the long-term vision, combined with the 

ability to adapt to changing contextual circumstances.  

Di Domenico et al. (2010) emphasize, based on empirical findings, that in mobilizing 

resources, creating links, and spreading risk amongst stakeholders, social entrepreneurs are 

particularly persuasive. 

Martin & Osberg (2007) add that the sense and pursuit of opportunity is what provides 

social entrepreneurs with (psychological) reward.  

Other characteristics of entrepreneurs that have been identified from empirical studies 

are: charisma and leadership skills (Certo & Miller, 2008); determination (Shaw & Carter, 

2007); and boldness, ambition, persistence, and even unreasonableness (Phills et al., 2008).  

 

Above several characteristics have been identified of the social entrepreneur that are 

very similar to, and embedded in theories on entrepreneurship. Therefore, the distinction 

between social entrepreneurs and commercial entrepreneurs is often argued to be on a 

different level: the level at which value is created and what type of value is created (e.g. Dees, 

1998; Mair & Marti, 2006; Santos, 2012). 

Moreover, several scholars (e.g. Peredo & McLean, 2006; Chell, 2010) state that 

teams, and organizations are more important than personal characteristics, at least for the 

successfulness of social enterprises. They emphasize the importance of teams in social 

enterprises and that it is more often than not that the characteristics and abilities outlined in 

the previous paragraph, are found among a group of people in a social enterprise that as a 

whole possess these traits (e.g. Shaw & Carter, 2007; Chell, 2010).  

2.1.2 Social enterprise(s) 

Based on the review of the literature we distinguish between two sub-dimensions of 

social enterprises. These dimensions are: the goal (and mission) of the organization (1); and 

the structure of the organization, i.e. the means value of value creation and how value is 

distributed and appropriated (2). 
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Mission and value creation 

Since entrepreneurs have been identified to create value, almost all scholars address 

value creation on the organizational level. Among them there seems to be consensus on the 

fact that the distinction between social and commercial entrepreneurs is in the mission and 

value that is created. Commercial entrepreneurs are argued to aim for economic and private 

wealth creation, whereas social entrepreneurs aim at social value creation, where money is 

regarded as a means to an end (e.g. Austin et al., 2006; Mair & Marti, 2006; Certo & Miller, 

2008). Dees (1998) emphasizes that the social mission is fundamental in this creation of social 

value.  

Austin et al. (2006) and Martin and Osberg (2007) add that the critical distinction 

between social and commercial enterprises is in the social value proposition and therefore in 

the social-impact mission of social enterprises. Furthermore, they state that the outcome of 

social entrepreneurship is not just the provision of a social service, or the influencing of others 

to take action by being a social activist. Rather, they are actors taking direct action to change 

one stable, but suboptimal equilibrium, thus creating a new more optimal stable equilibrium. 

Therefore the change of this equilibrium is the goal of a social enterprise. This resembles 

economic theories on dynamic equilibria (Schumpeter, 1934). However, one could also argue 

that it describes moving from one stable equilibrium to another, resembling more neo-

classical or institutional economic theory. Austin et al. (2006) address this stating that social 

enterprises see opportunity in market failure and are the actors that correct market failure. The 

concept of market failure and externalities resulting from this will be further explained in the 

next subsection of the literature review.  

Returning to Dees (1998) and Mair and Marti (2006), the distinction is found in the 

mission and aim of an enterprise. As Mair and Marti (2006) state, it is about social wealth 

creation above economic wealth creation. Dees (1998) reflects on this as the social mission 

being the fundamental difference between social enterprises and commercial enterprises, and 

this social mission consists of the creation of social value, which seems to refer to a similar 

concept as social wealth by Mair and Marti (2006). Both authors go on to add that capturing 

value is hard for social entrepreneurs, especially in economic form. 

However when defining the concept of social value or social wealth almost all 

scholars do not go beyond general conceptualizations of this, such as: improving the lives of 

people that do not have access to services and products that satisfy their basic needs. 

Moreover, it again raises the question of when value or wealth is social and when it is not. 
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Perhaps this is the reason several scholars (e.g. Dees, 1998 and Mair & Marti, 2006) 

state that one of the biggest challenges for social enterprises is evaluating their success and 

the achievement of their mission and goals. This challenge seems to be embedded in the fact 

that social value is hard to define, as it seems subjective, if not impossible to quantify. Mair 

and Marti (2006) quote Emerson (2003, p. 40) on this subject who states: “for many of those 

active in the social sector, it has been taken as a virtual given that most elements of social 

value stand beyond measurement and quantification”.  

Besides the issue of defining, evaluating, and quantifying social value, Peredo and 

McLean (2006) raise the question of the amount of social value that needs to be created for an 

enterprise to be considered social. They propose a continuum starting at an enterprise that 

solely creates social value, i.e. non-profits, ranging to for-profit businesses that employ cause 

branding, in which the criterion for being a social enterprise is the presence of a social goal in 

the purpose of the undertaking. However, they themselves question if a for-profit business 

engaging in cause branding can really be regarded as a social enterprise. This issue of 

defining what makes a social enterprise different from a commercial enterprise, however, 

seems to reflect the lack of a definition of social value or social wealth.  

If one is to distinguish between social enterprises and commercial enterprises, it seems 

vital to define what social value is, how it is different from other forms of value, such as 

economic value, and how much needs to be created in relation to economic value for an 

enterprise to be considered social. 

Structure: value creation and value appropriation 

The debate on the structural level: the means of value creation, distribution, and 

appropriation tends to center around the question whether a social enterprise can be for-profit, 

or that they are solely non-profit or not-for-profit. 

Both Kerlin (2006), and Defourny and Nyssens (2010) identified different schools of 

thought between the US and Europe based on the fact whether social enterprises are for-profit 

or not-for-profit. However, in recent years there seems to be a tendency to regard social 

enterprises as also being for-profit enterprises that focus on a social mission or on social value 

creation (e.g. Di Domenico et al., 2010). 

Dees (1998), for example, argues that social entrepreneurs regard money as a means to 

an end. Both Dees (1998) and Mair and Marti (2006) add that social enterprises can be both 

for-profit and not-for-profit. This depends on whether they are able to capture economic 
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value, the nature of the social needs they are addressing, the quantity of resources that are 

needed, and whether there is the potential to raise capital.  

Peredo and McLean (2006, p. 60) make a distinction, partly based on Fowler (2000) in 

whether “the undertaking itself is aimed at producing beneficial social outcomes”, which they 

term integrated social entrepreneurship, or that an enterprise “supports some other social 

activity meant to generate desired social outcomes” (Peredo & Mclean, 2006, p. 60), which 

they refer to as complementary social entrepreneurship. The latter can, for example, be 

through partnerships with commercial enterprises that donate (part of) their profits to part of 

their own organization or an external organization that is engaged in socially beneficial 

activities. 

  

Reflecting on both the mission and the structure of social enterprises Santos (2012, p. 

7) takes a radically different stance towards the concept of social value creation, stating: “all 

economic value creation is inherently social in the sense that actions that create economic 

value also improve society’s welfare through a better allocation of resources.” He continues to 

address the argument that social value includes intangible benefits that cannot be easily 

measured, by stating that this would create a methodological dead-end. He underpins this 

argument by the fact that this would mean developing a theory on elements that are by 

definition difficult to measure. 

Therefore, Santos (2012) states the distinguishing feature of social entrepreneurship is 

in that they aim at creating value rather than at capturing value. This in turn is embedded in 

the structure of an enterprise. Value creation then, “happens when the utility of society’s 

members increases after accounting for the resources used in that (economic) activity” 

(Santos, 2012, p. 8). In contrast, value appropriation contains the capturing of, at least a part 

of, the value that is created by the focal actor. 

From Santos’ (2012) definition a social enterprise is therefore an economic actor that 

pursues neglected problems with positive externalities arising from both market and 

government failure. An externality can be defined as a cost or benefit that results from an 

economic transaction between different actors and is imposed on one or multiple actors that 

are not involved in the transaction, either voluntarily or involuntarily (Callon, 1998). Market 

and government failure results in the under-provision or under-consumption of goods, leading 

to an economic equilibrium that is suboptimal. This equilibrium can however be optimal from 

a private supplier perspective, but it will not be optimal for society as a whole (Santos, 2012).  
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Traditionally it is seen as the government’s role to address problems or needs with 

such externalities, through either the provision of the good itself or through incentives, 

depending on whether it is a public good or not. A public is a good that is non-excludable and 

non-rival. Non-excludability in this case refers to something from which people cannot be 

prevented access from, even if they do not pay for it (Kreps, 1990). For example an 

aesthetically pleasing building like the (exterior) of Stockholm’s city hall is a non-excludable 

good. Non-rival goods are goods from which the consumption of that good does not limit the 

availability of that good to others, an example being oxygen (Kreps, 1990). However, the 

concept of non-rivalry recently has seen a shift towards being regarded as a spectrum rather 

than an either-or characteristic of a good, since at certain levels of consumption almost every 

good can become rival (Leach, 2004). 

However, due to the limited resources of governments it is often not the case that all 

externalities are addressed through direct provision of goods or services or incentives for 

other actors to do so. Moreover, the fact that these problems are often found in marginalized 

and powerless segments of the population causes these problems or needs to remain 

unidentified. Social entrepreneurs are thus the actors that address these problems or needs 

with positive externalities. Santos (2012) continues to add that the pursuit of neglected 

problems with positive externalities implies that there is little opportunity for value 

appropriation, but ample opportunity for value creation.  

Moreover, Santos (2012) argues that every organization faces the trade-off between 

value creation and value capture. He bases this on the field of strategy research, specifically 

on contributions by Lavie (2007) and Mizik and Jacboson (2003). Lavie (2007) found that in 

the software industry firms have distinct mechanisms for value creation and value capturing. 

Mizik and Jacobson (2003) show that organizations have to make trade-offs when allocating 

resources between activities focused on value creation or value appropriation. 

Santos (2012) emphasizes that an important distinction between social enterprises and 

commercial enterprises is that social enterprises engage in the process of value creation with 

the aim of creating sustainable solutions, rather than a sustainable advantage. This argument is 

based on the belief that social enterprises focus on a different logic for creating their 

solutions. In designing their solutions they focus on empowerment rather than on control.  

The logic of control is often associated with commercial enterprises that seek to 

control a significant part of their value chain in order to be able to capture value (Santos, 

2012). 
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The logic of empowerment entails increasing the assets and capabilities of people to 

allow them take purposive decisions and through this allowing them to create desired 

outcomes (World Bank, 2009).  

For social enterprises this entails that they create solutions by empowering the 

community or customers they target. The aim of this is to help the community to self-sustain 

the solutions to the needs or problems that the social entrepreneur identified. This in turn 

would mean that if social enterprises are successful they become obsolete (Santos, 2012). 

2.1.3 Social Entrepreneurship 

As outlined before social entrepreneurship is generally regarded as a process involving 

both social entrepreneurs and social enterprise and can be regarded as a process with the aim 

of creating some form of value. First this paragraph addresses the processes involved in the 

creation of value. After which the outcome of these processes, the creation of (social) value, is 

addressed. 

Process 

The process of value creation in social enterprises constitutes several sub-processes, or 

behaviors of social entrepreneurs and enterprises. As outlined before the process of creating 

value is a result of opportunity recognition (e.g. Dees, 1998; Phills et al., 2008), in which 

creative use and new ways of combining resources (Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Martin & Osberg, 

2007; Shaw & Carter, 2007), sometimes referred to as innovativeness (Weerawardena & 

Mort, 2006), creates said value.  

This opportunity recognition is often grounded in a sub-optimal equilibrium (Martin & 

Osberg, 2007) that results in neglected problems or needs with positive externalities (Santos, 

2012), due to market (Austin et al., 2006) and government failure (Santos, 2012). To 

challenge and change this equilibrium several papers identify the process of network building 

and utilization of networks as a crucial process for starting change (e.g. Alvord et al., 2004; 

Sharir & Lerner, 2006; Certo & Miller, 2008).  

These networks constitute of different actors and stakeholders and are utilized to 

overcome resource constraints (Di Domenico et al. 2010). Within these networks social 

enterprises mobilize different types of capital (Mair & Marti, 2006): structural capital, which 

is the structure of the relations of a social entrepreneur and a social enterprise’s network; 

relational capital, which refers to the quality of a relationship between different actors in a 

network; and cognitive capital, which is defined as the extent to which social entrepreneurs or 
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social enterprises have a shared system of meaning with the community they target. Other 

types of capital they leverage are: human, financial and political capital (Seelos & Mair, 

2005). Both Alvord et al. (2004) and Di Domenico et al. (2010) stress that it is typical for 

actors engaging in social entrepreneurship to (help) mobilize and build assets and capacities 

that are available but underutilized due to the inability of their targeted segment to do so, and 

creating value by utilizing these assets and capacities in new ways. 

Di Domenico et al. (2010) compare this to the theory of bricolage by Baker and 

Nelson (2005), and state that regarding social entrepreneurship: “bricolage occurs when 

entrepreneurs in resource-poor environments recombine elements at hand for new purposes 

and in doing so exploit contributions unutilized by other firms” (p. 685). This is similar to 

Santos’ (2012) proposition that social enterprises act on neglected problems or needs, to 

which he adds that these have localized positive externalities allowing for value creation. 

Bricolage then consists of: making do (1); not being constrained by resources (2); 

improvisation (3); the creation of social value (4); stakeholder participation (5); and 

persuasion (6) (Di Domenico et al., 2010). Di Domenico et al. (2010) also add that building 

and utilizing networks are crucial in entrepreneurial bricolage.  

Outcomes 

The result of these processes is the creation of (social) value through innovation. 

Based on empirical findings Alvord et al. (2004) distinguish 3 different types of innovations 

resulting from social entrepreneurship by their nature: building local capacity, from a believe 

in helping local people to solve their own problems with increased capacity (1); disseminating 

a package, by reconfiguring information and technical resources to make them available to 

marginalized groups (2); building a movement, by helping grassroots movements join forces 

to take on abusive elites or institutions (3). 

From a practical perspective it seems that social entrepreneurship creates radically 

different solutions for social needs or problems. However, from a theoretical perspective this 

does not necessarily mean that they produce radical innovations. For example, a social 

enterprise that aims to provide people that lack access to electricity with solar panels, uses an 

existing technology but, most likely, applies a different business model, to enable their end 

users to access and utilize this existing technology. In this sense the innovations often seem to 

employ new business models (Phills et al., 2008), defined by Alexander Osterwalder and 

Yves Pigneur (2010, p. 14) as “the rationale of how an organization creates, delivers, and 

captures value”. At the same time these innovations can change equilibria, and are according 
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to several scholars (a.o. Martin & Osberg, 2007) aimed at doing just that. Therefore, it does 

seem that they innovate radically, which is different from radical innovation, in that radical 

innovation is often defined as creating new technologies for new markets (Tidd & Bessant, 

2001). 

After an opportunity and innovation are defined and applied, social entrepreneurship 

has been identified to contain continuous exploration, learning, and improvement (e.g. Dees, 

1998) to sustain social value creation (Martin & Osberg, 2007; Chell, 2010), which resembles 

the theory of continuous and incremental innovation (Tidd & Bessant, 2001). The final aim of 

this according to Santos (2012) is to develop sustainable solutions rather than a sustainable 

advantage.  

2.1.4 Similarities and differences between social and commercial entrepreneurship 

Reflecting on the three terminological flags or different units of analysis it seems that 

there is, at least to some extent, consensus on what a social entrepreneur is, what processes 

comprise social entrepreneurship, but less about what a social enterprise is and what they do. 

Social entrepreneurs seem to be similar to ‘commercial’ entrepreneurs in all aspects 

except for in what they identify an opportunity. As a process social entrepreneurship involves 

several processes for value creation that are similar to ‘commercial’ entrepreneurship.  

The critical distinction seems to be centered on the outcome of social 

entrepreneurship, which is often regarded as the goal or mission of social enterprises. The 

critical distinction can be based either on social enterprises that have the goal of creating 

social value, whereas ‘commercial’ enterprises focus on the creation and capturing of 

commercial value (e.g. Mair & Marti, 2006; Martin & Osberg, 2007; Certo & Miller, 2008; 

Di Domenico et al., 2010), or on a focus on value creation in social enterprises versus a focus 

on value capture in ‘commercial’ enterprises (Santos, 2006).  

Inevitably this distinction based on value has implications for the other levels of 

analysis, such as the recognition of opportunity in neglected problems or needs with positive 

externalities, which allow for value creation, but less so for value capturing. However, these 

differences are less emphasized in the literature. 

2.2 External Environment 
Since social enterprises do not exist in a vacuum, merely adopting the three 

terminological flags approach without looking at the environment in which these three are 
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embedded misrepresents the complex nature of this environment with which they inevitably 

interact.  

Before going deeper into the external environment that shapes social enterprises, it is 

interesting to note that several scholars view social entrepreneurship, especially in a for-profit 

context, as a phenomenon in the light of the blurring of boundaries between the public, 

private, and not-for-profit sector (e.g. Mair & Marti, 2006; Phills et al., 2008). This might 

explain why it is so hard to theorize social enterprises and (social) value creation. From a 

practical perspective this is not necessarily a bad thing as Phills et al. (2008) note, as it is at 

the point where sectors converge, that innovation blossoms. 

Regarding the external environment there seems to be consensus on several aspects of 

how it shapes social entrepreneurship. As Mair and Marti (2006) state social entrepreneurship 

as a process results from the continuous interaction of entrepreneurs with their environment. 

They identify and are attracted by suboptimal equilibria in their external environment (Martin 

& Osberg, 2007), or more specifically, neglected problems or needs with positive externalities 

(Santos, 2012), in which they recognize opportunity. The fact that these problems are 

neglected stems from the fact that government does not have the resources or an incentive to 

address these or that businesses do not see the potential for value appropriation (Santos, 

2012). 

Chell (2010) argues that social entrepreneurs challenge the equilibrium of their 

external environment, and social entrepreneurship is thus a process embedded in a socio-

economic context. Mair and Marti (2006) emphasize that it is impossible to detach social 

entrepreneurs from their environment, and both they and Shaw and Carter (2007) add that 

especially the embeddedness in a local environment seems to be a prerequisite for the success 

of social entrepreneurs and social enterprises, because local knowledge is key. 

Going back to social entrepreneurs disturbing and changing the current equilibrium, 

Mair and Marti (2006) add that actors that are constrained by the institutional actors in the 

equilibrium do this. To which Weerawardena and Mort (2006) contribute that these 

constraints are what fosters creativity and innovation, to combine resources in novel ways and 

develop new business models. 

These resources are in turn mobilized through the networks of social entrepreneurs 

and the environment in which they act (e.g. Leadbeater, 1997; Dees, 1998; Certo & Miller, 

2008). It is here where building community (Fowler, 2010; Defourny & Nyssens, 2008; 

Defourny & Nyssens, 2010), and persuading those in control of resources (Phills et al., 2008) 



	  

	  

15	  

are important. Thompson (2002) adds that social capital is important for resource acquisition. 

This is because: human resources are needed to devote time and money to the organization; 

alliances are necessary to maintain operations; and community is the source of value creation 

in social ventures (Thompson, 2012). 

Santos (2012) adds that community empowerment in this is more important than 

community control. Alvord et al. (2004) derive from empirical evidence that the type of 

relationship social entrepreneurs build is dependent on the type of innovations they create, as 

outlined before. Furthermore, they add that the impact that they have on their external 

environment also depends on this. 

2.3 Measuring value creation and impact in social enterprises 
Metrics to account for the social value or social impact of an enterprise have been 

around since the 1970s, where it started with social accounting, which gained increased 

interest among scholars and practitioners. After a quiet period, interest in this way of 

accounting returned in the late 1990s, but has never gained a foothold and has not seen 

widespread use (Gray et al., 1997). 

Reviewing the current state of practices that have similar goals as social accounting 

several authors have outlined challenges facing social enterprises. Mair and Marti (2006) as 

well as Certo and Miller (2008) argue that measuring the social impact and performance, 

especially quantitatively, is the major challenge for social enterprises. This challenge arises 

from several factors, but is mainly related to the lack of standardization in metrics for 

quantification and the subjectivity of measuring social performance, impact or value. 

Furthermore, Mair and Marti (2006) add that if social impact is to be established as an 

indispensable element of performance metrics more research and practical application of 

methods is needed.  

Short et al. (2009) add that more research is needed on the relation between the 

industry in which an enterprises operates and its performance. 

Goyal et al. (2015) find that current methods of measuring social impact do not extend 

past the number of customers at the Bottom of the Pyramid served and the outreach level of 

social enterprises. The Bottom of the Pyramid (or Base of the Pyramid) is a term coined by 

former president of the United States of America: Franklin D. Roosevelt, and in recent 

decades adopted by Prahalad (2009), referring to the approximately 3 billion people living on 

less than $2,50 per day (Global Issues, 2013). 
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Furthermore, Goyal et al. (2015) provide several indicators that could be included in 

methods that are aimed at assessing the performance of a social enterprise. These are: the 

direct and indirect benefits that the target customer segment derives from the product or 

service; the amount and percentage of individuals and communities reached; the number of 

trainings that are conducted; the amount of jobs created or the local increase in employment; 

and environmental indicators such as emission savings (Goyal et al., 2015).  

These measures should, according to Sawhill and Williamson (2001), be easy to 

communicate. An example of this could be communicating how the enterprise has progressed 

towards its mission. 

2.3.1 Social value, blended value, and return on investment 

One of the most prominent scholars in the field of research on social value and social 

value quantification is Jed Emerson. Emerson (2003) argues that the creation of financial 

value and social value is not an either/or zero-sum game. Rather he argues that business, both 

traditional for-profit and non-profit, should aim at the creation of both, what he calls blended 

value. Furthermore, he argues that social value is not immeasurable, since it “is simply a 

different language by which we may potentially describe the integrity and worth of the 

incredible work taking place” (Emerson, 2003, p. 40), adding that we currently, due to our 

intellectual laziness, have only looked at the worth of things and not the value. Moving 

beyond classic financial value towards the more integrated concept of blended value would 

therefore mean improving our numerical narrative of how we value and understand the 

complex world around us. 

Emerson (2003) argues that blended value better represents the actual way we do 

business and how organizations are organized. This argument is based on the fact that, 

according to Emerson (2003), all organizations already create value or generate a return on 

their investments that is financial, social and environmental. He proposes that this is best 

understood as a blended return on investment (BROI), which consists of a financial return on 

investment and a social return on investment (SROI). Actors pursuing value, therefore 

inherently pursue blended value, which is financial, social, and environmental. Therefore a 

divide between different types of organizations becomes obsolete, and a need for 

quantification of the creation of blended value, blended ROI rises. Nicholls (2009, p. 767) 

adds that: “the ‘moral obligation’ to use reporting practices strategically to drive improved 

internal performance and better external accountability surely applies to all organizations 

social, commercial, and public sector.”  



	  

	  

17	  

An assessment by the Roberts Enterprise Development Fund, a non-governmental 

organization (NGO) that supports and researches the SROI approach evaluated the 

applicability of SROI for social enterprises. The main challenges they identified are that it is a 

resource and time consuming practice in which it can be difficult to engage the user of SROI, 

and although the use of SROI metrics help, it is not everything (Javits, 2008).  

More specifically Javits (2008) adds there is to much focus on the cost savings to 

society of an investment; a lack of quantification of numbers due to the high cost of 

underlying systems for comparison; the model could not explicitly attribute a social return to 

one investment; and it could not prove causality, although this is generally regarded as critical 

for assessing impact and social value. 

Moreover, Mertens et al. (2015) provide extensive criticism on the SROI approach. 

First, they argue that SROI is an erroneous application of a Cost-Benefit Analysis, leading to 

double counting and incorrect appropriation. Second they argue that calculating a net present 

value in a SROI valuation is a hybrid, partial and arbitrary value that has no specific meaning. 

Finally, they add that social value cannot be reduced to a number, because it is erroneous to 

assign a monetary value to a non-market good. 

 

As is apparent from the review of the literature there is no consensus on what social 

value is, how it is different from economic value, whether it is the same as social impact, how 

it relates to the performance of a social enterprise, and if and how it can and should be 

assessed an quantified. 

The method section of this paper will outline how this research aims at contributing to 

the body of knowledge on these issues. Specifically the focus will be on how social 

enterprises create value, how they measure their value creation, their impact and their 

performance (and if these are different things), and how from this social enterprises are 

managed.  

After this the results section will summarize the research findings, analyze the results 

based on what has been outlined in the literature review, combined with secondary data from 

academic and non-academic literature on value creation, value quantification, and the context 

and impact of the investigated social enterprises. 
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3. Research Method 
In order to be able to describe how SEs create value, what type of value this is, how 

this relates to the impact they have, and if and how they measure this and align their strategy 

with this a case study is proposed. The subject of the case study is: value creation and 

management in for-profit social enterprises operating in developing countries in the field of 

renewable energy.  

The research is descriptive in nature, in the sense that it describes the phenomenon 

under study: value creation and management by for-profit social enterprises working with 

renewable energy access in developing countries. The research is qualitative in nature as it is 

used for exploring and understanding the meaning of the phenomenon (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2005) and it aims at rendering the complexity of value creation and management by social 

enterprises (Creswell, 2013). The research is basic in the sense that it is aimed at improving 

the understanding of how a social enterprise can be defined. The logic of the study is 

inductive in the sense that the aim is not to test specific hypotheses, but more to describe what 

a social enterprise is, based on a synthesis of previous academic research and empirical 

findings from the case study, and through this extend the existing theories (Collis & Hussey, 

2013).  

This paper therefore adopts an interpretivist worldview. This means that the researcher 

has to interpret experiences or ideas of the objects of study in the terms of the researcher, the 

objects of study being the social enterprises. From these social enterprises the (co-) founders’ 

view on value creation, the impact, and management of the SEs they are involved with is 

interpreted (Creswell, 2013). An interpretivist worldview generally has a small sample size, 

produces rich, subjective data, and allows findings to be generalized from one setting to 

another similar (Collis & Hussey, 2012), e.g. from for-profit social enterprises working with 

renewable energy in developing countries to for-profit social enterprises working with 

supplying clean water in developing countries. 

This chapter will start with a short explanation of the type of case study research 

proposed based on Yin (2013). Second, the primary method of data collection: semi-

structured interviews will be introduced, together with collection of secondary data from 

documents and peer reviewed articles on the subject of this research. Third, the choice of case 
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interviewees is outlined and discussed. Finally, the methods for analysis of the data: 

transcription of the interviews, coding, and triangulation will be explained. 

3.1 Case study design, data collection, and analysis 
According to Yin (2013, p. 16) a case study “investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident”. Therefore, a case study as a research 

method is not a method of data collection or design, but a comprehensive research strategy. It 

comprises the collection of data from multiple sources of evidence, and by triangulation 

converging this data. 

The case study in this paper is designed as a single-case with embedded units of 

analysis. This entails that the case study at hand is that of the phenomenon: value creation and 

management in for-profit social entrepreneurship in the field of renewable energy access in 

developing countries. In this the social enterprises that are selected for the study are the 

embedded units of analysis (Yin, 2013).  

We opt for utilizing a single-case study mainly because it allows for confirming, 

challenging, or extending the theory. This allows a single case study to help (re-) focus future 

investigations in a field (Yin, 2013). Specifically for this paper this entails (re-) examining 

how social entrepreneurs create value, how this value can be defined, how this value relates to 

their impact and their performance, and what this implies for the management of social 

enterprises. 

To summarize we opt, based on Yin (2013), for the use of a single embedded case 

study, because: social entrepreneurship is a contemporary phenomenon; of which the 

boundaries between the phenomenon and its context, entrepreneurship as a field of academic 

inquiry, are not clearly defined; we rely on multiple sources of evidence, in this case 

interviews, academic literature and non-academic literature and reports; and because it 

benefits from previous theoretical propositions, such as those discussed in the literature 

review. 

3.1.1 Case study and selection 

Table 1 provides an overview of the social enterprises that were investigated. The 

selection of interviewees is based on a combination of criteria. The first criterion is related to 

the limitation of resources and availability of social enterprises. The specific four criteria for 
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the selection of the social enterprises are, that they are: for-profit social enterprises (1); 

working with renewable energy and/or energy access (2); in developing countries (3); that 

have either a profitable or near profitable business model (4). The selection of the interviewee 

then is based on that he or she has to be part of the founding team and still has to be involved 

in the management and decision-making within the social enterprise. 

The rationale behind these criteria is: the fact that energy is critical for development 

(Johansson et al., 1987); energy is a market good, i.e. a good that is being traded within a 

market and thus can be valued based on the ability and willingness to pay of the buyer; and 

the availability of social enterprises that work in this field, as it is one of the most prominent 

fields in which social entrepreneurship takes place (Cohen & Winn, 2007). 

 
Social 
Enterprise 

Role of 
Interviewee 

Location Size  
(#employe
es) 

Size (#customers 
or goods sold) 

Core business 

Appropriate 
Energy 
Savings 
Technologies 
Ltd. (AEST) 
 

Founder and 
Managing 
Director 

Uganda 5 full-time, 
10 part-
time 

500 Households of 
~5 people per 
household: 2500 
people 
5 schools w. 300-
500 students 
1 Poultry farm 
1 Prison 
Several local 
restaurants 
 

Produces and 
sells charcoal 
briquettes 
from 
agricultural 
residues and 
efficient cook-
stoves 

Pamoja 
Cleantech AB 

Co-Founder Based in 
Sweden, 
operating in 
Uganda 
 

3 full-time 
in Sweden  
3 full-time 
in Uganda 

Approximately 75 
households 

Provides 
energy 
services 
through 
biomass 
gasification 

WakaWaka 
BV 

Head of 
Sales, part of 
the founding 
team 

Based in 
The 
Netherlands, 
operating 
globally 
 

25-30 full-
time 
employees 

Customers in 90 
countries, sells 
150,000 products 
per year 

Produces and 
sells solar 
lamps and 
batteries 

HiNation AB Co-Founder 
& CEO 

Based in 
Sweden, 
operating 
globally 
 

3 full-time, 
2 part-time 

 Produces and 
sells solar 
lamps and 
batteries 

Table 1, Social enterprises included in the case study 
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3.1.2 Data collection: semi-structured interviews, and academic & non-academic papers 

The primary method of data collection for the case study is through conducting semi-

structured interviews with the co-founders of for-profit social enterprises working with 

renewable energy access in developing countries. Furthermore, academic and non-academic 

publications on the impact and the context of the social enterprises investigated will be 

collected and serve as secondary data for the triangulation of the research findings. 

The main reason for conducting semi-structured interviews is the in-depth insights that 

can be acquired, due to the one-on-one nature of interviews. The nature of interviewing 

allows for high quality data, due to the possibility of asking follow up questions (Boyce & 

Neale, 2006). Semi-structured interviews are set up in a way that the interviewer asks 

questions about certain themes or subjects that have been identified beforehand, but in a way 

that allows for exploring and explaining the attitudes, views, opinions, knowledge and 

motives for behavior of the interviewees and the underlying assumptions that they hold for 

these (Saunders et al., 2011). 

Kvale (2008) describes in detail how a semi-structured interview should be 

approached and carried out. He defines three important aspects of semi-structured interviews 

that need to be taken into account by the interviewer. First, the interviewer should be open to 

new and unexpected phenomena, rather than using standardized categories and interpretation 

models; Kvale (2008) calls this “qualified naïveté”. Second, the structure is not strict, it has 

no standard questions, nor non-directive, it focuses on particular themes and through open 

questions focuses on the topic of the research. Third, possible ambiguities in interviewees’ 

answers should be clarified, as much as possible, by the interviewer, in order to define 

whether they are due to failing communication between the interviewer and interviewee, or 

that they represent contradictions in the real world context of the interviewee.  

The themes to be explored in the interviews are: the origin of the idea to start the 

enterprise; the social enterprise’s value proposition; channels through which customers are 

reached; their customers or beneficiaries; types of revenue streams; types and roles of 

stakeholders; view of what their impact is; impact metrics (if any); and performance metrics 

(if any). 

The interview design was tested with an expert from the field of social 

entrepreneurship. The person with whom it was tested works as a team officer at a foundation 

that both invests in, and provides grants to social enterprises. This foundation is a subsidiary 

of the second largest philanthropic organization globally. 
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Secondary data will be collected from academic and non-academic articles about the 

context and impact of the investigated social enterprises. These sources of data will be 

compared and contrasted through the process of triangulation, which will be further explained 

later in this chapter (Collis & Hussey, 2013). 

3.1.3 Data analysis 

Since the research is interpretive in nature the qualitative data will be analyzed non-

quantifyingly (Collis & Hussey, 2013). The first step in the analysis of the data is transcribing 

the interviews. The transcripts of the interviews will, after finalization, be sent back to the 

interviewees in order for them to check for any wrong interpretations or if any factual 

incorrectness exists in the transcript (Gibbs, 2008). According to Gibbs (2008) this is of 

absolute necessity for the accuracy of the transcript and therefore of the research. 

As this research focuses less on the attitude and details of expression and linguistics, 

the transcripts will be tidied up and transcribed in comprehensible text. This, according to 

Gibbs (2008) and from common sense, would not be a way of speech, as an interviewee often 

pauses mid-sentence to think and might switch back to a previous sentence or topic. Rather 

they are presented as a comprehensible transcript following the main themes that were 

discussed in the interviews.  

After the transcripts are checked for accuracy, they are coded based on the different 

themes identified beforehand and sub-themes that have occurred during the research (Collis & 

Hussey, 2013). Due to the fact that only four interviews were conducted the use of assisting 

software is limited to the use Microsoft Excel. The aim of the coding is to group the codes 

based in themes or categories while constantly reflecting on the research as a whole (Gibbs, 

2008). The categories will initially be allowed to emerge from the data, while summarizing 

the findings to finally allow for generalizations from the data (Collis & Hussey, 2013). 

Finally a triangulation of the review of the academic literature, the primary data from 

the semi-structured interviews and the secondary data from academic and non-academic 

articles and reports will serve to analyze the case study. 

The analysis will be triangulated based on both theory and data triangulation, as 

explained by Guion et al. (2011). Theory triangulation is concerned with taking theories from 

one discipline and applying it in another discipline (Collis & Hussey, 2013), e.g. applying 

economic theory to theories to the field of social entrepreneurship. Data triangulation entails 

the collection of data from different sources in the study of a phenomenon (Collis & Hussey, 

2013). For this research it means that (theories from) the academic literature, the primary data, 
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and the secondary data will be compared, contrasted, and synthesized where possible with the 

objective of discussing, confirming, modifying or extending the existing theories. 

3.2 Limitations of the Research and the Research Method 
Every research method has limitations that need to be taken into account in order to 

assess the degree of (un-) certainty in the observations, data and results, and the credibility, 

reliability, validity and generalizability of the research findings. 

Qualitative research is generally subject to the knowledge, experience, training and 

skills of the researcher. These characteristics of the researcher influence the quality of the 

research design, the observations that are made and data that can be gathered, and the analysis 

and evaluation of the data. For the research design both the proposed method and the 

identification and selection of interviewees plays an important role in the quality and the 

credibility of the research (Patton, 1999). 

One of the most important limitations of using interviews is the fact that interviewees 

can be biased towards giving socially desirable answers. This entails that the interviewee 

might answer the questions of the interviewer in a way that he or she thinks the interviewer 

wants them to answer. 

Another limitation can be the interviewers experience with interviewing techniques, 

together with the time consuming nature of conducting interviews (Boyce & Neale, 2006). A 

complexity in interviewing can be the contrast between a presuppositionless attitude of the 

interviewer and foreknowledge about the topic of research, which shows the need for a 

qualified naïveté approach by the interviewer. The knowledge that is created in an interview is 

constituted by the interaction between the interviewer and interviewee, which means that a 

different interviewer might construct different knowledge (claims) on a subject with the same 

interviewee. 

More specifically for this research is the limitation of a relatively small amount of data 

in two ways. First the primary data from the semi-structured interviews is limited to four 

interviewees. Second the amount of secondary data available from academic and non-

academic sources, especially on the environmental context and the impact of the social 

enterprises is limited. This limits the possibility for a comprehensive understanding of these 

circumstances. Moreover, since the social enterprises that were selected for the case study are 

relatively early stage, limited data is available on their past performance and impact that they 
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have had so far. This especially influences the reliability of the results, which could influence 

the generation of similar results if the research would be repeated negatively.  

However, we believe these limitations are partly overcome due to two factors. First, 

we argue that the social entrepreneurs that are interviewed do not have an incentive to 

misrepresent the way their social enterprise creates value. Second, because social enterprises 

are so embedded and dependent on their environmental context (Mair & Marti, 2006), the 

limitation of the availability of data on this is partly overcome due to the knowledge the 

interviewees have about the phenomenon under investigation. 

3.3 Ethical considerations 
While conducting research it is important to take consideration of the ethical aspects 

of the research, especially when sharing and publishing the research findings. According to 

Miller et al. (2012) there are three different ways of harm that can occur due to conducting 

research: physical, financial or social harm. Since no physical experiments are conducted the 

focus for this research will be on preventing financial and social harm to the interviewees or 

their social enterprises. 

Specifically, based on Smith and Quelch (1993) we take into consideration that: the 

participants have the right to choose whether they participate; the right to be informed on the 

fact that they are studied and the interpretation of the findings; the right to privacy when this 

is wanted; and the right to respectful treatment both during and after the possible publication 

of the results.  

We have tried to prevent any harm to both the interviewees as individuals as well as 

the organizations they represent by informing them of the fact that they were being studied 

and providing them with the opportunity to check the interview transcript. 
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4. Results and Analysis 
The results from the interviews with social entrepreneurs from the 4 social enterprises 

(henceforth SEs) provides insight in how they create value, what their impact is, the relation 

between the value they create and the impact they have, and what this entails for managing 

and conceptualizing them.  

It is important to keep in mind that these results are derived from for-profit SEs in the 

field of renewable energy access. What theoretical implications this holds for conceptualizing 

SEs, their value creation and measuring their impact will be discussed later in this chapter.  

The chapter starts with a short description of what the core business of each SE is. 

Second, how the SEs create value will be discussed. Third, the impact that these SEs have is 

discussed. Fourth, the implications of managing SEs and their impact are discussed. Fifth, the 

theoretical implications of the research findings are discussed. Throughout the chapter the 

findings from the interviews are compared, contrasted and complemented with the literature 

review and secondary data. 

4.1 The 4 social enterprises 
Before going deeper into the results and the triangulation of these, this paragraph will 

provide a brief summary of what each of the SEs that were investigated does, how they do 

this, and in what context this takes place. 

4.1.1 Appropriate Energy Savings Technologies Ltd. (AEST) 

AEST was founded in 2012, based on the identification of the biggest problem that 

Uganda was facing as perceived by its founder: the lack of clean and affordable cooking fuel. 

Electricity is only available to 14.6% of the Ugandan population according to the World Bank 

(2010), although the founder of AEST says this number is even lower in the region of 3%. 

 Kerosene, a source of energy mainly used for cooking and lighting, is both unhealthy 

due to its emissions, as well as expensive: it is regarded as a luxury good. Firewood, the main 

source of energy used for heating, is becoming more scarce due to deforestation, forcing girls 

to walk up to 10 kilometers to gather firewood, causing them to be exposed to threats from 

both animals and people, as well as preventing them from going to school. Therefore, the aim 

of AEST became to provide a clean, affordable source of cooking fuel.  
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Based on inquiry within her network the founder came up with the solution to produce 

briquettes for cooking, made from agricultural residues. Furthermore they have developed a 

more efficient cook stove that they sell in addition to the briquettes. 

Their suppliers are mainly farmers that supply them with free agricultural residues. 

Their customers are households, schools, poultry farms, local restaurants, and a local prison. 

They have a specific focus on women empowerment. This is reflected in the fact that their 

employees are predominantly women. Furthermore, they empower local women through 

building their capacities to either become (micro-) entrepreneurs selling AEST’s products or 

to help with production of the products. 

4.1.2 Pamoja Cleantech AB 

Pamoja was founded in 2011, based on a perceived lack in energy access and clean 

energy in especially rural communities in Uganda. They started as an energy service provider, 

generating electricity through biomass gasification and supplying this through local electricity 

grids, and charging and renting lamps to the local community.  

Initially the energy Pamoja supplied was mainly being used for domestic activities 

such as watching TV. They are moving towards a business model in which they are more a 

business-to-business energy service provider. They are aiming to provide renewable energy 

service to local entrepreneurs and businesses. The main reason for this change is the fact that 

through building local capacity and creating demand and supply they increase the local 

economic activity, which creates jobs and is more likely to create long-term sustainable 

change.  

Pamoja currently supplies both households and several agro-processing plants. 

Furthermore they operate three biomass gasification plants, but only employ the people at one 

of these.  

Their activities are four fold. First, they use agricultural residues from agro-processing 

plants for the production of electricity through biomass gasification. Second, they supply the 

electricity produced to these same agro-processing plants to increase production.  Third, 

agricultural waste from agro-processing, plus electricity and bio-char from the gasification is 

used for the production of briquettes. Fourth, electricity is used for charging batteries, which 

in turn are rented to the local community. 
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4.1.3 WakaWaka BV 

WakaWaka was founded in 2011. The two co-founders were involved in a project that 

supplied LED lighting to companies and events during the FIFA world cup (in football) in 

South Africa. During their commute they passed by the townships in the dark, and noticed the 

complete lack of lighting. They decided they wanted to address this issue. After one of the co-

founders met a former business partner in Hong-Kong that had developed a chip for increased 

efficiency of mobile phones, they decided to use this chip to develop a solar powered lamp, 

and more recently a solar powered charger for e.g. mobile phones. 

After initially focusing on developing countries where they wanted to sell their 

product, they pivoted their business model towards western, developed countries. This was 

based on a very successful crowdfunding campaign targeting western countries. 

They now employ a business model in which the revenues from developed countries 

serve to offer lower prices in developing countries. The sales in developing countries are 

based on local entrepreneurs that are provided with microloans to help them start an enterprise 

selling the WakaWaka lights.  

Furthermore, they have a foundation, the WakaWaka Foundation, to which part of the 

profits are appropriated. This foundation serves as a disaster relief fund, donating solar 

lighting and chargers to disaster stricken areas, to provide e.g. lighting for searches of missing 

people, surgery, or connectivity for mobile phones. 

4.1.4 HiNation AB 

HiNation AB was founded in 2009 after the idea emerged in 2008.  One of the 

cofounders had the idea to start a company with solar lamps and entered an incubator where 

the other eventual cofounder became her mentor. They were advised to look into Africa by 

several people they spoke to. With help of students from KTH they designed the first 

prototype of the solar lamp and went to Africa to test the prototype and to get an idea of the 

context in which they were aiming to do business. HiNation AB currently operates as a for-

profit social enterprise in countries across the globe, like Botswana, Kenya and India. 

They have been focusing on selling solar lamps to households, schools, and 

agricultural business, either directly or through partnerships with governments, NGOs or 

farmer co-operatives. Since a year they have diversified their range of products based on the 

needs of their customers and to diversify their revenue streams and customer segment. Their 

product range includes unpackaged products such as battery packs, solar chargers, cables, or 

packaged products that are sold as a complete solar energy solution. 
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Their business model and especially revenue structures are flexible and adapted to the 

situation. Their HiLight solar lamps are for example partly funded based on the revenues from 

sales in the west. Whereas their other products are either sold through partnerships (and) 

partial investments from partners such as the government, or through subsidized packages that 

Swedish companies purchase through projects aimed at creating goodwill. 

4.2 Value creation in the social enterprises  
As is clear from the previous paragraph all SEs engage in a process of value creation 

by providing their customers with a product or service that adds value for them. Interestingly 

the value for the customers is mainly based on the utility derived from the product. This is 

based on either the fact that the product offers a better way of doing what the customer was 

already doing or that it offers them something they where not able to do before. The main 

reasons for the purchase of these products therefore seem to be: the lack of access previously 

to it, a lower price, a superior performance of the product or service or a combination of these. 

The value the product adds is based on the perception of the customer and is the 

reason that the customers are willing to pay for the product or service, even considering their 

low ability to pay. This indicates that these customers often do not seem to care about the 

impacts beyond the increased utility due to use of the product or service. This means that the 

customers do not purchase the product because of the fact that they care about the 

empowerment of women in the case of AEST, or that they want renewable energy services 

such as the case of Pamoja. Rather they purchase it because of the fact that it meets a need or 

solves a problem they have, through the value it creates. 

 

Hination: “They wouldn’t go and buy a product if they wouldn’t believe, and really 

think it through, that it would work for them (…) fumes or pollution is not important to them 

and wouldn’t have been to you or me either when we wouldn’t have had enough food on the 

table or a dry place to stay when it is cold or raining.” 

 

Therefore only a part of the value created is aimed directly at the customer and is 

considered by the customer. What this implies for quantifying the value created and managing 

SEs will be discussed later in this chapter. 
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4.2.1 Stakeholder roles in value creation 

One thing that is apparent from the interviews with each SE is the variety of 

stakeholders they interact and collaborate with and the importance of the different roles these 

stakeholders have.  

Starting with the different types of stakeholders these SEs interact with a 

categorization can be made. The SEs work with: governments, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs), for-profit organizations, research institutes, and their customer 

segment. 

These stakeholders can partly be grouped based on their size and locus of activity. The 

involvement of government for example, can be on a local level, where the government can 

create awareness.  

 

AEST: “We work with local government to mobilize communities. We need to 

mobilize political will and local awareness, so we work with local governments for that.” 

 

 On a national level it seems to be the other way around where the SE makes the 

government aware of new technologies and opportunities for development based on these 

technologies. It is here where they can convince the government either directly or indirectly to 

help the SEs create value and achieve their mission. 

 

Pamoja: “Then also we work with a government institution that drives 

industrialization in the country (Uganda), so an industrial research institute (…) we have our 

office at their facilities. It is also a platform to showcase innovation in the country to high-

level officials and decision-makers so they can see what is next. It is a way of advocating for 

new technology. (…) We have a partnership with a government agency that helps develop the 

grids to reach more customers, and providing the meter for the mini-grid, which is quite new 

but very critical for what we are doing now.” 

 

HiNation: (A connection) “arranged to have a discussion with some governmental 

people, some members from the parliament, and these discussions finalized in memoranda of 

understanding that we would develop new products on their behalf for the poorest of the 

poor” 
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On an international level, governments help provide funding for the value creation by 

the SEs, for example through a public-private partnership.  

 

WakaWaka: “Also the UNHER, that purchases in bulk to help refugees.” 

 

Non-governmental organizations help with disseminating the products of SEs either 

directly or indirectly, but also with providing local information, as well as creating awareness 

of the product. 

 

WakaWaka: “we are dependent on partners to collect data, from NGOs mainly.” 

 

HiNation: “For the farmer cooperatives … we sell them to the cooperative, who then 

sell them to the farmers.” 

 

At the same time they also help with achieving the mission of the SEs. For example, 

TESO Women Development Initiative helps AEST to empower local women, through 

education, job provision and capacity building, that in turn can help by either working for 

AEST or by becoming micro-entrepreneurs by purchasing. 

However, this is not always without a struggle, due to the less entrepreneurial nature 

of many NGOs, which can result into a slower process of having an impact. The same 

problem is perceived when working together with government organizations: 

 

WakaWaka: “We work together with NGOs, but it is really hard, they are very rigid 

and bureaucratic, not entrepreneurial. We launch a (crowdfunding) campaign within two 

days after a disaster, but with NGOs it is more governmental.” 

 

For-profit organizations are also involved on several levels. On a local level this can 

be in the form of micro-entrepreneurs selling the products of the SEs or in the form of 

suppliers selling their products to the SEs, or supplying the SEs with free residual material.  

 

AEST: “The waste we use is free” 
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Pamoja:  “We buy agricultural residues from them. Then we also provide electricity 

for their agro-processing activities. They are both customers and part of our supply chain.” 

 

On an international level this can be in the form of pro-bono consulting services from 

multinational corporations or donations from corporations that support their mission or 

engage in this for CSR purposes. 

 

Pamoja: “We were working with quite a progressive program, a new program, 

innovative as well, (A Multinational Advisory firm) was involved, private actors that were 

designing the approach. It was specifically towards market driven innovations in the bottom 

of the pyramid” 

 

HiNation: “The money depends on what the company wants, and that has not really 

been developed yet (…) you can pay a certain amount of money and then you get twice as 

many packages and then you (the company) can subsidize them by half and let them (the 

customers in developing countries) pay half price.”  

 

Research institutions help with several technical aspects of the SEs work. For example 

MIT helps AEST with the testing of the quality of their products, the training of their staff to 

conduct these tests themselves and with calculating the emissions savings related to health 

and the environment. Similarly, both Pamoja and HiNation had a partnership with KTH Royal 

Institute of Technology for the development of their biomass gasification installation and 

solar lamps respectively.  

Finally, an important, if not the most important stakeholder is the customer segment 

that the SEs target. All SEs emphasize the importance of customer satisfaction for several 

reasons. First, this is the main source of revenue for these SEs. Second, related but slightly 

different it appears that the fact that they charge their customers for their products, allows 

them to get customer feedback, both directly on their product, but therefore also on whether 

their product has the impact it is aimed at having. 

 

Pamoja: “Essentially it is customer feedback, to which you have to pay attention. If 

you create dissatisfaction among the community you lose your customers, and no one wants to 

pay anymore.” 
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WakaWaka: “we’re not going to be the ‘rich, white western guy that gives a free lamp 

to the poor African’, we want a normal functioning market, where the value of the lamp is 

maintained, and (people) have to put in effort for the lamp.” 

 

AEST: “We get feedback from our community, they call us if the briquettes are not up 

to their expectations (…) the customers provide user feedback, we have numbers on our bags 

and cookstoves. So they are able to call back and say so and so” 

 

The examples above show the intricate relations that SEs have with their different 

stakeholders, which often fulfill multiple roles in the value creation of the SEs. 

 

Relating this to the literature on SEs it is clear that SEs are embedded in their 

environmental context and that they continuously interact with their environment like 

proposed by Mair and Marti (2006). Although the interactions and partnerships are not 

exactly the same for each enterprise there is a clear trend visible: they are all aimed at creating 

value for their customer and improving the way this value is created and delivered.  

The SEs engage in a plethora of partnerships. For example, to access discarded 

resources (Di Domenico et al., 2010) AEST builds a partnership with farmers and farmer 

cooperatives using agricultural waste as raw material for their production. To overcome 

resource constraints all SEs build partnerships with stakeholders that can provide them with 

additional revenues, be it the government in the case of Pamoja and AEST, or customers in 

the west for WakaWaka, or a combination of this for HiNation. These findings are in line with 

the findings from Di Domenico et al. (2010), as well as those of Alvord et al. (2004), Seelos 

and Mair (2005) and Mair and Marti (2006), that building and utilizing networks is of the 

utmost importance for SEs to access, combine and leverage resources to create the value that 

solves the problem or need of their customer. 

Although we did not specifically test for this it seems logical that social entrepreneurs 

or at least someone in the team of a social enterprise exhibits bridging capacity to build 

relations and networks with the different types of stakeholders. 

Furthermore, to be able to create value the SEs build capacity in local communities 

(Alvord et al., 2004), like WakaWaka helping micro-entrepreneurs to sell their products in 

developing countries. All SEs essentially disseminate a package (Alvord et al., 2004), how 
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they do this depends on the context in which they operate, but this can involve building the 

capacity of local communities. It is interesting to note here the contrast with the findings of 

Alvord et al. (2004) who identified these ways of innovation as separate from each other. The 

SEs that were investigated for this research appear combine disseminating a package and 

building capacity to solve a problem or meet a need. 

 

Regarding the logic the SEs employ to create and deliver value it appears that they use 

a combination of empowerment, control, and collaboration. It seems that all investigated SEs 

aim to empower micro-entrepreneurs to sell their products. However, they us a logic of 

control to ensure the sales of their products, like AEST selling their products to the micro-

entrepreneurs to provide them with an incentive to sell AEST’s product. Furthermore, in their 

value chains the SEs seem to employ a logic of collaboration with the different actors they 

interact with. A logic of collaboration entails that organizations aim to achieve together what 

they could not have achieved alone (Hansen & Nohria, 2006). A good example of this is the 

fact that Pamoja uses residues from agro-processing plants and in return supplies them with a 

source of clean energy. 

 

There are many different ways in which the SEs create and deliver value to their final 

users, but what is probably most interesting to note is that how they do this depends on the 

nature of the problem or need they identify and what solution they propose. From this, they 

actively seek out the partnerships that can help them best with creating and delivering a 

solution for the need or problem. In doing so they continuously seek to improve both the 

solution as well as the way they get this solution to their target customer. 

4.3 The impact of the social enterprises 
Moving beyond the value the SEs create in the eyes of their customers we look at the 

impact that they have on their customers, their stakeholders, along their value chains, and on 

the environment in which they operate. 

This sub-chapter first discusses the impact the SEs have and how this can be 

characterized. Second, specific impact criteria for the investigated SEs are presented. Third, 

the roles of the different stakeholders the SEs work with in impact creation and measurement 

are discussed. Fourth, the available data on the impact of the SEs is presented. The sub-
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chapter concludes with a discussion of the possibility and considerations for the monetary 

quantification of the impact of the SEs. 

4.3.1 Types of impact 

Looking at the findings from the interviews we start by summarizing what we refer to 

as the impact of the activity of these SEs. First, these SEs provide access to energy, either in 

the form of electricity or cooking fuel. This is the core of their business and has a direct 

impact on the lives of their customers. It is important to note that this is an effect of a product 

that these SEs sell and this could be regarded as the value of their product or service in the 

form of increased utility. Another effect of the products that these SEs sell is the reduced 

health risks (due to the abatement of emissions) from kerosene lamps or burn victims from 

these. However, these reduced emissions can be argued not to be a part of the increased utility 

of the provided product or service from the perception of their customers. This is because the 

SEs argue that their customers purchase the product mainly based on the lower price, superior 

performance of the product, or the increased performance of their business, in the case of 

business-to-business sales, and not based for example on the environmental or health related 

impact from reduced emissions. 

Second, there are direct effects on stakeholders involved in their activities. For 

example, AEST trains women in the basics of bookkeeping and running a business to act as 

salespeople for AESTs product.   

 

AEST: “We look at how our product is improving peoples’ lives. That is also where 

women empowerment comes in, we work with them, and we train them in basic finance and 

management. You have to understand, most of these women are illiterate, they do not know 

how to read and write. We teach them how to calculate basic things, we teach them: if I buy 

briquettes at this amount, and I sell this amount, how much is my profit. We teach them how 

to record their business.”  

 

This is a mutually beneficial situation were AEST benefits from the sales that these 

women make, and in return they build the capacity of these women, while also providing 

them with a job. 

Another example is Pamoja that purchases biomass from farmer-cooperatives; these 

therefore are their suppliers. This biomass in turn allows Pamoja to produce electricity that 

they sell to their customers, which are partly also these same farmer-cooperatives. 
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Pamoja: “One of the most important (Stakeholders) is farmer-cooperatives. This is the 

channel through which we reach our customers, without them we cannot operate; they are 

part of our supply chain. We buy agricultural residues from them. Then we also provide 

electricity for their agro-processing activities. They are both customers and part of our supply 

chain.” 

 

For HiNation this shows in their work with research institutes. These research 

institutes get access to a research opportunity and objects of study. In turn these results help 

HiNation communicate the benefits of their product to their customers and to back this up 

with scientific evidence. 

 

HiNation: “As soon as we go into the academic area, these people, whether they are 

here (in Sweden) or there in Africa, they are all interested in this … so it has been important 

for us to bring along the academic world so that they can actually show and create the 

confidence.” 

 

Third, there are effects of the business that do not involve direct supply and demand 

from the SEs. For example, AEST reduces the need for firewood to cook, reducing the need 

for girls to collect firewood during the day, exposing them to less risk and allowing them to 

go to school. Therefore, this results in lower dropout rates, which in turn results in reduced 

teenage pregnancies. Another example of this is the reduced deforestation due to the reduced 

need for firewood. 

 

AEST: “Now almost every girl in the communities we work in is in school, they are 

not on the streets anymore to get the firewood. There is a big difference between the 

communities we serve and those we do not. The rate of dropouts and girls getting pregnant is 

reduced in those communities. That is an impact, though we may not say it is completely due 

to us, but we are contributing to this.” 

 

Finally, there are (hypothetical) effects of the operations of the business that are 

indirect and related to their operations. For example, the increased level of education of the 

children in the families of the supplier of goods to the SEs that have seen an increase in 
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revenue, allowing their children to go to school more, or to study more, since they have to 

help their parents less.  

These different effects could be categorized as: direct impact due to sales of a product 

to a customer (1); direct impact due to an organization’s operations (2); indirect impact due to 

sales (3); and indirect impact due to operations (4). 

4.3.2 Specific criteria for the impact renewable energy access SEs in developing 

countries 

A set of specific criteria for evaluating the impact of the investigated SEs can be 

compiled based on the interview data. This could serve for the development of a 

comprehensive set of criteria for SEs that operate in a similar context as the ones investigated 

in this research. These criteria are depicted in table 2.  

However, several of the impact factors are context specific, especially the indirect 

ones. Deforestation for example is an issue specific to Uganda (among the investigated 

enterprises), while reduced teenage pregnancies are specific for the context in which AEST is 

operating.  

Direct impact Indirect impact 

Reduced expenditure on energy	   Reduced deforestation	  

Reduced greenhouse gas emissions  Increased grades of students 

Reduced health related emissions Reduced (girl) dropout rates 

Number of kWh of electricity supplied Reduced teen pregnancy 

Number of customers reached  

Number of jobs created  

Increased production efficiency for business customers  

Increase in income for suppliers  

Increased number of successful surgeries   

Increased number of people recovered during a disaster  

Reduced burn victims due to kerosene lamps  

Members of the community trained  
Table 2, Criteria for assessing the impact of the SEs 

4.3.3 Stakeholder roles in impact measurement 

Different stakeholders also play important, but different roles in the measurement of 

the impact that SEs have. The SEs’ stakeholders have two predominant roles in the impact 



	  

	  

37	  

measurement: one being the actor that demands measurement of the impact, two being the 

actor that helps with this measurement. 

The stakeholders that provide funds for the SEs expect them to measure and 

communicate the impact that they have. In the case of AEST, Pamoja and HiNation this 

demand comes mainly from government or public stakeholders, since these are their main 

investors, and these invest with public money. 

 

Pamoja: “The metrics were driven by financiers. (…) In our case we were an early 

stage start-up, and the demands of the financier side pushed us to develop metrics. We had 

mainly public side investors...” 

 

AEST: “We are now working towards a better measurement, so we can convince 

others we are contributing to the development of the community. We need this to get our 

investment; we need the quantitative part of this. We have qualitative data, but the investors 

want quantitative data. Now to scale we need finances and to get those we need the numbers 

for the impact on the community. We prefer grants at this point so we can keep control of the 

company.” 

 

HiNation: “If you want to work with governmental bodies, you have to show and 

prove” 

 

For WakaWaka this demand comes mainly from their western customers and the 

media. Since they profile themselves as a for-profit social enterprise, people want to see that 

they actually have a beneficial effect on society. 

 

WakaWaka: “The consumer is the one that expects us to map and report our impact, 

just like the press. We’ve received tons of praise from the press, but as soon as there is 

something wrong they will pounce on it and it will be on the front page.” 

 

On the side of stakeholders helping with measuring and communicating the impact 

that the SEs have, all SEs reveal that the most important stakeholders in this are NGOs and 

research institutes. Local NGOs help them with gathering data on their impact, while other 
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NGOs help with communicating this in a transparent way. In the case of AEST and HiNation 

research institutes help with quantifying the impact they have.  

 

AEST: “We did a test compared to kerosene and charcoal with MIT, and the results 

from that are very positive, our briquettes are very clean.” 

 

WakaWaka: “It is a collaboration with the 1% club, who do this for social enterprises, 

so work together a lot with them to monitor our impact and to make it transparent.” 

4.3.4 Quantifying value and impact 

Quantifying the impact of social enterprises based on the criteria in Table 2 can be 

done in different ways. Starting with a simple quantification of the impact the SEs have table 

3 to 6 provide an overview of the numbers behind the impact they have, to the extent to which 

this is available. It is important to note that this data is not a comprehensive overview of the 

impact that the SEs have. Rather it serves as an illustration of the different ways in which they 

have an impact on their customers and value chain. Furthermore it depicts the different extent 

to which the SEs communicate the impact they have. 

 

Impact Result of Number 

Number of 

customers reached 

Sales of 

products 

• About 500 households, comprising ~2500 people 

• 5 schools, with 300-500 pupils each 

• 1 orphanage 

• 1 poultry farm 

• 40 restaurants 

• 10 Hotels (SCU, 2015) 

Number of 

employees 

Sales and 

operations 

• 5 full-time employees and 10 part-time employees 

Improved cook stove 

efficiency 

Sales of 

products 

• 40-50% efficiency increase (Miller Centre for Social 

Entrepreneurship, 2015) 

Improved briquette 
efficiency 

Sales of 
products 

• 30% more efficient (Miller Centre for Social 
Entrepreneurship, 2015) 

Table 3, AEST impact: available numbers 
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Impact Result of Number 

Number of customers 

reached 

Sales of 

products 

• 74 houses 

• Several businesses, no numbers 

Number of employees Sales and 

operations 

• 6 full-time employees 

Increase of production 

(efficiency) for customers 

Production and 

operations 

• A couple of hundred farmers benefitting from the 

energy supplied to processing plants 

Number of trainings 

conducted 

Operations • 20 (Pamoja, 2013) 

Number of trees saved Sales and 

operations 

• 7 trees per tonne of biomass briquettes (Pamoja, 

2015) 

Reduced GHG emissions Sales and 

operations 

• 350 tonnes of CO2 emission per powerplant 

installed (Pamoja, 2015) 

Increased margins for 

farmers 

Operations • 400-500% increase in margins for the farmers 

(Pamoja, 2015) 

Reduced expenditure on 

energy 

Sales • 37% cost savings compared to diesel generators 

(Pamoja, 2015 
Table 4, Pamoja impact: available numbers 

Impact Result of Number 

Products sold Sales • 162,864 products 

People reached Sales • 814,320 people 

Projects involved Sales & operations • 284 projects 

Countries reached Sales & operations • 40 countries 

CO2 emissions displaced Sales • 179,802 CO2 tonnes/year 

Cost savings per year Sales • $7,278,639/year 

Extra hours for work and 

study per year 

Sales and operations • 178,366,080 hours/year 

Table 5, WakaWaka impact: available numbers (WakaWaka, 2015) 

Impact Result of Number 

Increase in production 

efficiency 

Sales 6.5% increase in broiler growth (Andersson, 

2014) 

Number of employees Sales and operations 3 full-time, 2 part-time 
Table 6, HiNation impact: available data 
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As is apparent there are different factors that need consideration when quantifying the 

impact of SEs. Furthermore, there are clear differences in the extent to which the SEs measure 

and quantify their impact and communicate this. If and how this has implications for the 

management of the SEs and their successfulness will be discussed in paragraph 4.4. 

Monetary quantification of value creation and impact 

When quantifying the impact or effect of an activity economists use different ways of 

assigning a monetary value to this. From a theoretical perspective assigning a monetary value 

to the impact of the SEs requires consideration of several factors. This subsection provides a 

short discussion on these different considerations from the perspective of the investigated 

SEs. 

First, when quantifying the value or impact in monetary terms, the value depends on 

which type of value we are talking about. Value can be regarded as a market value of 

something, which is based on a supposed true underlying value of a good that is achieved in 

an efficient market (IVS, 2003).  

Value can also be regarded as economic value, which is an overarching term for 

assigning a value to a product or good. The way this type of value is calculated depends on 

the economic paradigm one assumes. For example, the value of utility is regarded as the value 

of increased or decreased utility due to the increased or decreased consumption of a good or 

service (e.g. Stigler, 1950). In contrast, the labor theory of value based on Karl Marx’ work 

defines the value of something as the total amount of labor necessary to produce a good 

(Junankar, 1982).  

When trying to assign a value to the result of the SEs activities it is apparent that a 

distinction can also be made related to the type of good that results from their activity. This 

would be whether this is a market good, a public good or somewhere in between. For example 

the purchase of briquettes or a solar lamp is a transaction of a market good. However, reduced 

emissions leading to improved air quality and improved health are non-market goods. 

How the value of these non-market goods is measured depends, again, on the 

paradigm or assumptions of the person performing the valuation, while requiring different 

methods of valuation than that of a market good.  

Without going to far into a discussion central to different economic paradigms it 

illustrates the problem of defining what value is, let alone quantifying it in monetary terms. 

Depending on the economic paradigm used to value the impact the investigated SEs have, 

most likely a different value would be calculated.  
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Other considerations in quantifying value and impact 

Another key issue in valuing the impact of the SEs is to what extent an effect is 

attributable to the practices of an SE, an issue raised by several scholars (e.g. Flockhart, 

2005). It is especially important to avoid double counting of an impact or the creation of 

value.  

To give an example, the reduced emissions of a kerosene lamp because of the sale of a 

solar lamp or the use of electricity can be attributed with a relatively high level of certainty to 

the SE providing the solar lamp or the electricity. However, a reduction in the number of 

dropouts from schoolgirls due to AEST is more difficult to attribute to them. Although the 

reasoning that because these girls do not have to collect firewood, for which they have to walk 

kilometers to collect, and therefore can keep going to school and don’t lose interest in school, 

may seem logical. The presence of an NGO like the TESO Women Development Initiative or 

another NGO for that matter focusing on empowering local women, might also claim that the 

lowered dropout rates are attributable to their activities. 

Another factor that needs to be taken into consideration is the principle of 

counterfactual impact evaluation, or, what would have happened if the SE had not intervened 

in the current equilibrium (World Bank, 2006). This is one of the basic principles in impact 

evaluations for policy analysis.  

 

The results and analysis of the impact the SEs have shows: what type of impact the 

SEs have on the customers they target as well as on their value chain; what the roles of the 

different stakeholders in the networks of the SEs are in measuring and communicating their 

impact; and the problematic nature of quantification, especially monetarily of their impact.  

The next sub-chapter therefore provides the implications of this for the management of 

SEs with regard to their performance and their progression towards their goals and achieving 

their mission.  

4.4 Implications for the management of for-profit social enterprises 
Defining general implications for all types of SEs is hard to support with the results of 

this research. However, the results do provide implications for the management of for-profit 

SEs that supply a market good in developing countries.  

Moreover, on a practical level it seems that classifying an enterprise as a social 

enterprise is only partially useful. Indeed, it seems somewhat strange to assume that general 
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inferences for the management of social enterprises can be developed because, just like their 

commercial counterparts, the management of these depend for a large part on: the problem 

and therefore the opportunity they address; the solution they propose for solving this and 

whether this is through supplying a product or service; the sector they are therefore active in; 

and on the socio-economic context of the geographic area they are active in.  

Therefore we argue that it is more appropriate to both research their management with 

regard to their specific context, for example the sector they work on or the type of market they 

are entering, i.e. whether there is a market and whether it is in a developing or developed 

country. 

4.4.1 Managing value creation in for-profit Social Enterprises 

Taking these limitations into account there are clear patterns between the investigated 

SEs. One of the most striking findings is that the SEs specifically focus on feedback from 

their customers and the market to ensure both their impact and their profitability, which in 

turn serves as a means for scaling their operations. The scale in operations then automatically 

scales the impact that they have. In fact, being a for-profit enterprise charging its customers 

for the product or service they provide seems essential for the sustained success and therefore 

sustained impact of this type of social enterprise. All SEs that were researched indicate that 

they use customer and market feedback to improve their product and to pivot their business 

model.  

Furthermore, it seems that it is often the case that in the search for a suitable business 

model, the values of the entrepreneurs guide their search for appropriate business model 

design. Specifically this means not trading of on their core values: making products that 

improve the livelihood of the customers they serve, but doing so in an environmentally 

conscious way. 

Looking at the claim that social enterprise create social value, or impact, that they 

should measure in order to manage themselves properly (e.g. Certo & Miller, 2008) this 

seems not completely correct. We agree with Santos (2012) that the dichotomy between social 

and economic value is incorrect, in the sense that what some scholars refer to as social value, 

seems to be the externalities or spillovers resulting from economic activity.  

The fact that these are (mainly) positive has to do with several factors. First, the lack 

of or suboptimal provision of products or services to meet the customer’s need allows for 

value creation by the SEs by addressing needs or problems with positive externalities, as 

outlined by Santos (2012).  
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Second, based on our findings it seems the preference of the SEs for the use of 

environmental friendly technology and ethical decision-making seems to reduce the negative 

externalities resulting from their activity.  

Third, the fact that they actively seek to positively impact their targeted customer 

segment, as well as the feedback from the market, guides several of them to a (partial) 

business-to-business focus. This is a result of the fact that by providing businesses with their 

products or services they help these businesses increase their production and therefore their 

sales and the livelihood of their owners. 

Fourth the fact that they aim for collaboration in their value chain and the fact that 

their values also guide them in setting up these collaborations seems to lead to positive 

externalities while minimizing negative externalities in their value chains also. 

In essence it seems that in all their activities the SEs increase the economic activity in 

the areas they are active in a way that minimizes negative externalities and maximizes 

positive externalities. This seems to have the aim of allowing these areas to become more 

developed. 

 

Although SEs seem to aim for maximizing positive externalities and minimizing 

negative externalities, one can argue against judging and distinguishing social enterprise and 

commercial enterprise on the type of value they create, because as Adrian Henriques (2014) 

put it in a recent article in the Guardian: 

 

“Clearly companies have impacts that go way beyond the special purpose community 

projects they may set up. Think about the carbon emissions from a factory for example, or the 

human rights consequences of major infrastructure projects in Africa. Their effects are very 

real and there is no reason why their overall impact should not also be assessed. It is a very 

important question to ask of any business.” 

 

Therefore demanding of SEs to show the impact they create, seems strange if we do 

not ask the same thing of any business. Moreover, for the sustainability of these SEs’ business 

and for their sustained impact it seems more important to pay attention to metrics related to 

the feedback from their customers and the market in general than to metrics that support their 

claims to impact generation. Furthermore, all SEs state that it is not their customers who care 
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about the impact they generate, but that they care about the solution the SEs provide to the 

problems or needs that are addressed by the SEs’ value proposition. 

Even more so, the fact that the business models they design to solve the problems and 

meet the needs of their customers are guided by the values of the social entrepreneurs seems 

to have positive financial impact due to the fact that this increases the scale of their activities 

and provides additional streams of revenue. This seems to result in a positive feedback loop 

for the design and guidance of their business model towards a business model that is 

financially, environmentally and socially sustainable. 

Paradoxically, metrics related to their impact generation seem to be demanded by 

government institutions and the (western) public to legitimize their claim to being a (for-

profit) social enterprise.  

If one is to measure the impact of social enterprises it seems most suitable to do this at 

a systems level through either reporting their social responsibility like other companies, or 

through economic analysis, like those that are also performed for the analysis of the impact of 

government policies. This we argue should not be the task of the SEs themselves, since it is 

time and resource consuming (Javits, 2008). Rather, they should focus on metrics that are 

simpler to measure and to communicate, like proposed by Sawhill and Williamson (2001).  

 

Finally, we would like to note that due to the focus of the SEs on creating value while 

maximizing positive externalities and limiting negative externalities problems might arise 

when trying to capture part of the value the create. This capturing of value is important for the 

continued financial sustainability of the enterprises.  

A risk of a focus on value creation is that, if the aim of SEs is indeed to create value 

that is not based on a good that is traded in a market, they risk the loss of the potential for 

value appropriation. Moreover, this could entail risking the allocation of their resources to 

activities that do not generate returns, which could therefore render their undertaking 

financially unsustainable.  

However, the SEs do not seem to engage in any activities that do not at least partially 

have the potential to increase the scale of their operations and generate financial returns. This 

remains hard to say with certainty based on the results and available data since this is beyond 

the scope of this research and requires investigation of more and larger SEs. 
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4.5 Theoretical implications of the research findings for conceptualizing 

social enterprises  
To address the implications of our findings for the conceptualization of social 

enterprises we return to Santos’ (2012) theory of social enterprise to see if and how this aligns 

with the findings of our research. To recollect, his theory states that: social enterprises address 

neglected problems with positive externalities, which entails maximizing value creation, but 

sufficing on value appropriation, through aiming for a sustainable solution rather than a 

sustainable advantage, and focuses on a logic of empowerment rather than that of control 

aligns with the findings from this research. 

Starting with the part of Santos’ (2012) proposed theory that seems to hold up, which 

is that SEs maximize value creation, while sufficing on value appropriation, due to the fact 

that there is little value to appropriate, mainly do a to a low ability to pay by the customer or 

end-user. It is interesting to note that, as outlined before, the problem with customers’ ability 

to pay is often solved by creating alternative revenue streams, either through sales in western 

countries like WakaWaka and HiNation. Other ways of solving this are collaborations formed 

with governmental institutions or NGOs that subsidize (part) of the cost of products or 

services offered by the SEs. 

Second, whether SEs are indeed economic actors that address neglected problems with 

positive externalities affecting marginalized parts of society also seems correct. Indeed, there 

seem to be significant positive spillovers or positive externalities resulting from the activities 

of the SEs, of which the value is hard to capture. However, the fact that mainly positive 

externalities occur seems to have a reason besides the fact that SEs address problems or needs 

with positive externalities.  

Adding to this theory, based on what was outlined before, we argue that the way the 

SEs design their business models and value chains, guided by customer and market feedback 

as well as their values leads them to create a business model and a value chain in which the 

aim is to maximize the positive externalities and minimize the negative externalities from 

their activities. All SEs emphasize that their values are based around creating solutions that 

are socially, environmentally and financially sustainable, which is not always a prerequisite 

for addressing the problem. We therefore argue the occurrence of positive externalities and 

especially the minimization of negative externalities is at least partly due the values of the 

entrepreneurs that start these SEs. 
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The extent to which SEs are indeed not able, or very limitedly, to capture the value 

they create is hard to address based on the research. The main reason for this is that the SEs 

that were investigated simply do not yet have the scale of activities to have to make trade-offs 

related to this. Santos argues, as outlined before, that this is not only due the ability to capture 

value that is limited, but also because firms always have to explicitly choose between a focus 

on either value creation or value capture.  

Going beyond the results of this research it is at least interesting to note that O’Reilly 

and Tushman (2004) argued against this being inevitable by proposing the concept of the 

ambidextrous organization. In these organizations both the creation of value and appropriation 

of value is possible.  

Looking at the research findings, comparing the SEs investigated in this research to 

these would not make sense. These theories are based on large organizations with different 

lines of products or services, which is not the case for the SEs investigated. Therefore, if 

anything is to be said about this it should be based on findings from SEs that are similar in 

size and scale of activity. 

Whether SEs focus on sustainable solutions and the logic of empowerment, rather than 

sustainable advantage and the logic of control is also debatable. Although the SEs studied are 

rather early-stage, they do not necessarily seem to attest to this either-or description. Rather 

they seem to focus on controlling the product and sales of their product, but facilitate this 

through empowerment of local communities. An example of this is AEST empowering 

women to become micro-entrepreneurs, but controlling them through paying them on a 

provision basis.  Furthermore, it seems they employ a logic of collaboration along their value 

chains. Also, they seem to focus on sustainable solutions, while having a sustainable 

advantage, through offering superior solutions to the problems of their end users.  

 

Another interesting aspect of Santos’ theory is the fact his theory is partly based on the 

work of Adam Smith (1937) and his theory of the firm that assumes economic actors that are 

rational and act on their self-interest. This seems to be a rather conflicting assumption with 

the notion of the social entrepreneur and the social enterprise. Another problem with this is 

that the theories resulting from Adam Smith’s work often assume a static economic 

equilibrium. In contrast, evolutionary economics, a discipline that has a more elaborate body 

of research on entrepreneurship than neo-classical or institutional economics, describes 
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dynamic equilibria, in which entrepreneurs are the engine of value creation, and regenerating 

the economy through the process of creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1934). 

Based on this theory of dynamic equilibria one could hypothesize that when SEs are 

successful they create more potential for value capturing, since they operate in dynamic, 

rather than a stable equilibrium. This in turn requires making decisions on whether to focus on 

new segments that allow for value creation rather than value appropriation, or to maintain 

their current customers and appropriate or capture more value, or to set up an ambidextrous 

organization that serves both purposes. 

 

To be able to refute Santos’ theory however, more data is needed on more SEs and 

especially on SEs that seem to be in a further state of development in terms of scale of 

operations, and that have competition, which seems a lacking factor in the SEs that were 

studied. 

Finally, we would like to note that this not necessarily shows that Santos’ (2012) 

theory of Social Entrepreneurship is incorrect. Rather that it might be a too narrow definition, 

excluding many who are deemed social entrepreneurs and who fit the theory of Santos 

partially, but not completely. Especially, the fact that they do not only have a logic of 

empowerment and that they therefore create sustainable solutions which would render them 

obsolete if they would be successful, seems a to narrow definition of what a social enterprise 

is. 
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5. Conclusion 
We have tried to place SEs in a broader context, based on how they create value, what 

this value is from a theoretical perspective, how this relates to their impact, and how they 

manage their value creation and impact. Furthermore, we have addressed one of the more 

elaborate theories on what an SE is with the aim of contributing to the conceptualization of 

SEs. All of which is based on a triangulation of the empirical findings from studying four for-

profit SEs in the field of renewable energy access in developing countries, secondary data on 

their impact and environmental context, and existing theories from different academic fields 

of research such as innovation sciences, entrepreneurship, social entrepreneurship, and 

economics.  

This chapter briefly summarizes our most important findings through which the 

research questions are answered and concludes with some of the many recommendations 

there are for future research in the field of social entrepreneurship, with a distinct focus on 

for-profit social entrepreneurship. It is important to note that these conclusions apply to social 

enterprises that provide a market good, in which there is a transaction of money in return for a 

product or service. 

 

To summarize our most important research findings, we will start with specific 

findings for value creation, impact and management in SEs and from there work up to the 

implications this holds for conceptualizing SEs. 

Specifically looking at how SEs create value and the role of their stakeholders in this 

we find that: they create value both with and for their stakeholders; the impact they have 

largely derives directly from their direct sales and operations; the role of their stakeholders 

varies from helping assess the impact they have, to expecting them to report on their impact.  

Furthermore, we show the intricate nature of the partnerships SEs engage in with their 

different stakeholders, which serves to create and deliver value. This creation of value is done 

be building and utilizing networks to access new resources, combine resources in new ways, 

and to overcome resource constraints. 

We, like Santos (2012), conclude that a dichotomy between social and economic value 

is not helpful in defining what a social enterprises is. Rather the distinction is in value creation 

and value capture.  
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Furthermore, it seems that the impact the SEs have stems from their economic activity 

and is often closely related to how they design their business models and value chains. This 

seems to indicate that this leads for-profit SEs that supply market good to be managed based 

on feedback from their customers and the market, which is used to pivot their business model. 

The aim of this is to increase sales and improve operations, and through this increase their 

impact. In this process the values of the social entrepreneurs seem to guide the process of 

designing their business model and their value chain in such a way that aims to maximize the 

creation of positive externalities and minimize negative externalities resulting form their 

activities. 

We conclude that it might be unfair to only assess SEs on their impact, since, as we 

point out, every business has an impact beyond the added value they create. Moreover, a 

focus on impact measurement could divert the focus of the SEs from optimizing their business 

model to be able to scale their activities and therefore their impact. Therefore when managing 

an SE we argue that it is more important to focus on the feedback from the customers and 

market to be able to design a value proposition, business model and value chain, that best 

solves the problem or meets the need that the SE addresses. 

 

When conceptualizing SEs we argue that they focus on value creation rather than 

appropriation, due to the fact that they focus on solving problems and meeting needs that have 

a low potential for value appropriation. SEs activities cause mainly positive externalities and 

minimize negative externalities due the nature of the problems or needs they address, and due 

to the way they design their value proposition, their business model, and their value chain as 

whole. This design seems to be based on the feedback of their customers and market and the 

values of the social entrepreneurs and how these lead them.  

Although SEs aim to empower at least a part of the community they target, this does 

not necessarily mean they do not exercise control over their supply chain and products. 

Moreover, within their value chain SEs seem to employ a logic of collaboration to achieve 

what they could not achieve alone through collaborations with the different actors in their 

value chains. 

5.1 Recommendations for future research 
Based on the research findings we identify six different directions for future research. 

First, as an avenue for future theorizing of social entrepreneurship we propose that different 
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economic paradigms are used than just neo-classical or institutional economics. Evolutionary 

economics might be a paradigm that better serves the future theorizing of social 

entrepreneurship.  

Second, more research is needed on bigger social enterprises that have a broader range 

of operations. Specifically this research could focus on the possible trade-offs SEs face in 

their focus on value creation versus value appropriation when they are successful. A theory 

that might be useful in this is the theory of ambidextrous organizations. 

Third, research focusing on the specific context of SEs can serve the improved 

management and performance of this. This research could focus for example on the 

implications of doing business in the context of extreme poverty. 

Fourth, along the same line research into SEs could benefit from a focus not just on 

the fact that they are an SE, but also on the type of problems or needs they address, and what 

types of solutions they come up with. An aspect of this might be distinguishing whether they 

offer goods or services, or if their aim is something completely different, reducing the 

environmental impact of operations of a mining company for example. Another aspect in this 

is whether the customer they are serving is the one paying for the product or service or a 

different actor does that this.  

Fifth, research into how values guide social entrepreneurs or team members in social 

enterprises in designing their business model and value chain with the aim of solving the 

problems or needs they identify, can help better understand what makes social entrepreneurs 

different from other (commercial) entrepreneurs. Moreover, the effect this has on the impact, 

i.e. the externalities that occur due to their operations, could be studied to see if and how this 

is different than that of a commercial enterprise. 

Finally, research into the way SEs build networks and the different roles of the 

different actors in these could serve to better understand the management of SEs. This type of 

research could be based both on network theories and stakeholder analyses.  
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7. Appendix 

7.1 Interviews 

7.1.1 AEST Transcript 

General questions: 

• Tell me a little bit about the company, what do you guys do? 

I started the idea in 2011 when I was still in the Netherlands. I was trying to look at what was 

the way I could best support my community. I was looking for the most pressing problem. 

When I went back for my research, I want back to interview people what the biggest problem 

was and it was a scarcity of fuel and the lack of clean fuel, not only clean, but also affordable. 

People cannot afford electricity or gas, kerosene is there but it is very smoky and it is still 

expensive, it is still a luxury. So the problem was around fuel. Therefore I started asking 

around for solutions, which led me to charcoal briquettes. 

When I returned to Uganda in 2012 I started the project, but I had no idea how they were 

made. So I asked around more, the first briquette we made was from cow dung and charcoal 

dust, but we tried to sell it around the neighbourhood, but they didn’t like it because of the 

smell and smokiness. Then we made one from clay and charcoal dust, but the people didn’t 

like the ball of clay that remained after it was used. So we turned to office paper, we soak it in 

water and charcoal dust, but this one also still had smoke. Finally, I wrote to someone in the 

US that this was my dream, I wanted to make charcoal briquettes, this person referred me to 

someone else who gave me information on this, but it was not understandable. When it was 

published, someone from MIT D-Lab was able to come and help me and come to Uganda and 

help and train me to make the briquettes. 

After this I returned to the women of our project and started producing the briquettes, but we 

realized we cannot continue to just make some briquettes for use. We realized we needed to 

sell them to make money and to be self sustaining. We bought a meat grinder, we decided to 

make it with a meat grinder, we put malls in front of the meat grinder to make the briquettes. 

But still we could only produce 300kg per day, which was not enough to sell. We made the 

machine faster by connecting it to a diesel generator, which allowed is to produce 1ton of 

briquettes per day. From there on we keep improving. 
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The product we have now is made from granite husks and carbonization, where we remove 

the unwanted materials, not reducing it to ash, but make char out of it, for which we use 

cassava as a binder, and then you dry it, which results in a very clean briquette. 

Then we noticed people needed more energy saving stoves, so we started to design cook 

stoves, the stove we have is made out of clay on the inside with a metallic lining on the 

outside. That one needs very little fuel to work. 

We felt we can register both of this in a business. 

 

• How old is the company? 

It started in 2012, so about 3 years old 

 

• Location of the venture? 

Currently the company is based in Uganda, as well as the customers. But we think we can 

scale up to other Eastern-African countries like Kenya and Tanzania. Kenya does not have 

charcoal for example.  

 

• What is the problem the venture is addressing? 

See before 

• Who are the customers/beneficiaries/end-users? 

We sell to households, low income households who cannot rely on charcoal for cooking. Then 

schools, they use a lot of firewood, maybe a truck full per day. This needs a lot of trees to be 

cut, so we make a cookstove for them and sign a contract so they can use briquettes, we 

supply them with an agreed amount of briquettes and they either pay by check or in cash. On 

the outskirts of towns, an orphanage, prison, poultry farms, that is our market.  

AEST is for-profit, Teso Woman Development Initiatives is not-for-profit. We realized we 

needed to run AEST for-profit for it to be selve sustaining, so we don’t have to wait for donors 

for money. 

 

• Who are your most important stakeholders, in terms of collaboration (customers, government, 

NGO, companies, research institutes etc.)? 

TESO woman, MIT D-Lab, we work with universities, they help with testing and improving 

the quality of the briquettes, they help us with the process of producing briquettes, through 

“engineers without borders”, they help us with this by coming to Uganda for a month and 

help with improving the machinery and production, they helped us develop a solar dryer. 
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Then we have Macre investors, they come in with MIT, they help us with improving our 

product. 

We work with local government to mobilize communities, we need to mobilize political will 

and local awareness, so we work with local governments for that. 

Then we have NGOs, now TESO woman development initiative, who help with training the 

local women. 

We have farmers, they provide us and supply us with raw materials that supply us with 

agricultural waste/residues. 

We have “boda boda’s”, they helped us in the beginning in deliveries, when we did not have 

our own truck. The truck drivers helped with delivering the raw materials, now we have our 

own truck, we still use the boda boda’s for the deliveries of small orders, and trucks for big 

orders. 

Then we have the mills, they supply us with the waste cassava we use as a binder. 

And we have local women entrepreneurs who help with the sale of the final product, sow we 

have quite a big network. 

 

• Size in terms of employees, but possibly also revenues, customers/beneficiaries, products 

sold? 

5 full-time employees, all together 15, but 10 are on a part-time basis, we pay them when they 

come and work on that day. The 5 full-time are the ones running the organization. 

We reach 5 schools of about 300-500 pupils, 1 orphanage, 1 poultry farm, and we are signing 

a contract with seroti prison, we supply local restaurants called papayras restaurants, where 

people with a low income come for lunch. For households, that means families, we work for 

500 families, they have an average of 5 people per family, so it is 500 times 5 people, so we 

supply almost 2500 people with that. 

We aim to reach at least 2000 households by the end of 2016. We are really at a point we are 

looking to scale up. 

 

• Can you describe the biggest milestones you have achieved, did everything go as expected? 

We officially took off in June 2012. We won an award last year from the city initiative by the 

EU as African winner 2014, we received it in Nairobi, is was based especially on our role in 

woman empowerment and innovation and entrepreneurship.  

And then we were also able to buy our own truck, even if it is second hand, but we are proud. 
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We bought a piece of land. We were producing in my backyard, but now we bouth a piece of 

land so we want to build a mini factory there, we have the land of 4 acres, but we are looking 

for money for the machinery and equipment, we want to put two stoves there, we want 

machinery that can double the production and meet the demand, then we can remove the 

factory from my home. 

 

Specific questions: 

1. How do you define your impact? (Which criteria) 

We need to put numbers into our impact. We create jobs for the company itself, then we create 

jobs for people who are supplying the feedstock, we have not counted the, we have the micro-

entrepreneurs that buy from us and then sell it, that is one impact. 

We save trees that otherwise are cut down, schools use on truck of firewood per month. They 

save money using our briquettes, but also trees. 

People do not need to walk for firewood 5-10 km, only a couple of hundred meters to buy the 

briquettes. 

Now almost every girl in the communities we work in is in school, they are not on the streets 

anymore to get the firewood. 

There is a big difference between the communities we serve and that we do not. The rate of 

drop-outs and girls getting pregnant is reduced in those communities. That is an impact, 

thought we may not say it is completely due to us, but we are contributing this. 

We have been doing tests on indoor pollution. We did a test compared to kerosene and 

charcoal with MIT, and the results from that are very positive, our briquettes are very clean. 

Now we need to put it in figures, I am not a scientist so they are doing that for us. 

We also reduce waste in the streets. 

We are now working towards a better measurement, so we can convince others we are 

contributing to the development of the community. 

We need this to get our investment, we need the quantitative part of this, we have qualitative 

data, but the investors want quantitative data. 

 

a. How do align your strategy: i.e. goals, mission and vision with this? Do you set goals 

based on what you measure? 

We could help use the data to develop our strategy, we think this is the difference between a 

social enterprise and a normal enterprise, we do not just look at the money but go a step 

further to look at our impact. 
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There is a difference between impact and output. There is a difference between economically, 

socially and environmentally having an impact in the community and profitability. We have 

focussed on producing and reaching a number of people we reach and becoming viable as a 

business, and now we are moving further to better measuring the impact. 

We have been working on improving the product, and assuring the quality. 

Now to scale we need finances and to get those we need the numbers for the impact on the 

community. 

Measuring the impact also helps us in planning, we can plan better. If we know how much 

feedstock we need to produce this much briquettes and we can serve so many people in the 

community, that is good for planning purposes. 

 

2. If so, how do you measure the impact that your venture has? 

a. Do you use existing methods or have you developed your own? 

It is a specific method for ourselves. 

But basically MIT is helping us now, and for now we compare our product to the alternatives. 

So we focus on having a more affordable and smokeless, and something that can create a job 

for others. 

 

b. Do you measure purely monetarily/financially (internally) or also social value, and do 

you measure quantitatively or qualitatively or both? 

Now mainly qualitatively but we are working on the quantitative part, our partners help us 

with this. 

We look both at qualitative and quantitative. We look at the figures, but also at how it 

changes the peoples lives. We look at how our product is improving peoples’ lives. 

That is also where woman empowerment comes in, we work with them we train them in basic 

finance and management. You have to understand most of these woman are illiterate, they do 

not know how to read and write. We teach them how to calculate basic things, we teach them 

if I buy briquettes at this amount, and I sell this amount, how much is my profit. We teach 

them how just to record their business. We teach them life skills in assertiveness. In our 

culture the women are not very confident, especially the ones who have not been to school. 

We teach them to be confident to be able to do ‘aggressive’ marketing.  

We also teach leadership skills, women run the program. 70% of my employees are women 

that were afraid to touch a machine or equipment, and now they run the machines and they 

dare to speak in public in the community to advocate for the briquettes. 
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We have different ways of marketing, we have leaflets, we have neighbour to neighbour 

marketing. They demonstrate to each other how to use the cookstoves. We sometimes have 

talkshows where we talk about the product. 

 

c. Is measuring your impact for you the same as measuring performance, i.e do you 

distinguish between goods sold and long-term effects, short term vs. long-term? 

People have cut down all the trees, therefore farmers are not able to see when the season 

changes. WE have 2 seasons. Now when the rain comes they do not see this coming and it 

destroys the whole harvest. Therefore, we need to stop cutting the trees, contributing to 

reduce climate change. 

Reduced drop-out rates for girls, empowering the community, if they are able to help 

themselves, especially the women, they are able to start their own business from the little 

money they make. 

 

3. If you have a measurement system/method, when did you implement this, at what 

stage/milestone? When did this become critical? 

It is becoming critical now to legitimize what we do, so we can attract investors and from 

there scale up our business.  

 

4. How important is it for you to measure the impact that you have? 

Other business make money at the cost of the customer, even if it means cheating the customer 

three times as long as they manage to increase the margin or get a margin. 

We set the price at a level that the price people can buy it. We do need money to sustain the 

project. We try to help the community. Sometimes people cannot cook everyday, and then give 

their children food from yesterday, which causes deceases. 

We make sure people can cook everyday even with a little bit of money, we care about girls 

going to school. 

The waste we use is free, we set prices that are a little bit lower than the competition, to make 

people get used to it and convince people to use it. We ensure that even the poor ones can 

afford it. 

 

5. What is the role of your stakeholders in measuring your impact? I.e. do they help you with 

this, or is it the other way around that they expect you to show your impact? 
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MIT helps us with the quality of the products, they help us train our team to improve our 

products. 

We get feedback from our community, they call us if we the briquettes are not up to their 

expectations.  

Our briquettes have a very good quality, they do not brake or crumble when they fall or are 

transported. 

We now just work with the customers and the universities. The customers provide user 

feedback, we have numbers on our bags and cookstoves. 

Local governments help with creating awareness. 

We want to decentralize our char production, now we gather the materials ourselves, but we 

want the farmers to do this and supply us at a fee.  

We work on marketing, we employed people to sell. We now use micro-entrepreneurs to 

whom we sell the product and they in turn sell to the end-user. We do that so they create an 

enterprise, and it reduces the cost of selling. When they own the product themselves they have 

an incentive to sell the product, if we just give it to them to sell they can just leave the bags 

and the costs are for the company. To scale and get more customers, we need more 

production, we need better machinery, we need a bigger machine for bigger production. We 

may import a machine from India or China. 

We have not looked at investors that take a share of the company, we need to know what that 

implies. We prefer grants at this point so we can keep control of the company. We need to 

learn how to handle investors. The reason is we have to see the social part of the community 

and reaching the communities, many investors want a quick profit, that is why we are first 

looking for grants. 

 

6. How do you map/visualize your impact, reporting (quarterly/annually etc.)? 

At the moment not yet but we are working with stakeholders, especially MIT to do this and to 

help us report on the impact. 

 

7. Have you ever and if so how many times have you had to adjust your strategy after measuring 

your impact? 

We made several changes. The channel of distribution is one, we changed from giving women 

the briquettes to sell them. Now we give them a commission based on what we sell. The 

amount you sell, we give you a commission to sell it. That increased the sales. 
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For the production, the people are supplying the waste, they put water or stones in the bags 

so they can charge more. So we now check and have quality standards, we have an agent in 

every trade center, the agent will look through, we have to encourage them to do good work. 

Carrying waste from all over the village to one point is costly, it is cheaper to let the farmers 

carbonize the waste and bring it from there and packing it in a truck, that why we have 

decided to decentralize this. Now we have an agent he helps us, we want them to be in a 

group so they become a guarantee for each other.  

The production has change, we were using manual machines, that cause complaints for the 

female shoulders. Now we use diesel engines to motorize it, but now we are looking for other 

people to produce energy/electricity locally that can run the machines. We are looking into 

clean electricity to run the machines and we then also do not have to buy diesel for this. So I 

also want to see if I can get engineers from Uganda to build a windmill. 
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7.1.2 Pamoja Transcript 

General questions: 

• Tell me a little bit about the company, what do you guys do? 

Energy service provider, started with building biomass gasification plants and building local 

electricity grids to provide electricity to households at the the bottom of the pyramid. We are 

moving beyond that to become more an energy service provider that enable the productive 

use of energy, it opens up revenue streams from selling other things than just electricity. 

We’ve created this platform were we get biomass locally, we saw that for the briquetting 

industry one of their main challenges is getting biomass. We have a supply chain in a rural 

location  

 

• How old is the company? 

Started in 2010 as an idea, officially launched in 2011(?) 

 

• Location of the venture? 

Uganda 

 

• What is the problem the venture is addressing? 

Lack of energy access, unsustainability of other energy sources, such as cooking fuel to 

address deforestation.  

 

• Who are the customers/beneficiaries/end-users? 

We offer something that is existing as a cheaper price so in that sense they are both 

beneficiaries and customers.  

For-profit enterprise. 

 

• Who are your most important stakeholders, in terms of collaboration (customers, government, 

NGO, companies, research institutes etc.)? 

One of the most important is farmer-cooperatives. This is the channel through which we reach 

our customers, without them we cannot operate, they are part of our supply chain. We buy 

agricultural residues from them. Then we also provide electricity for their agroprocessing 

activities. They are both customers and part of our supply chain.  
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We work with a Swedish NGO called VI Agroforestry, that works with the agroforestry system 

and farmer-cooperatives all around the Victoria Lake. They are basically the bridge between 

our company and the local communities. They have the local contacts with the local 

communities. We also work with them on an agroforestry program, where we plant trees to 

both provide more biomass and increase the fertility of the land.  

We work quite closely with a research centre in renewable energy that works on the 

technology side. Then also we work with a government institution that drives industrialization 

in the country (Uganda), so an industrial research institute, but it is more like a.. we have our 

office it their facilities. It is also a platform to showcase innovation in the country to high 

level officials and decision-makers so they can see what is next. It is a way of advocating for 

new technology. 

We have a partnership with a government agency that helps develop the grids to reach more 

customers, and providing the meter for the minigrid, which is quite new but very critical for 

what we are doing now. 

 

• Size in terms of employees, but possibly also revenues, customers/beneficiaries, products 

sold? 

We have 3 employees in Sweden, 1 manager and 2 operators in Uganda. We own 1 plant and 

have collaborated in two other plants. These are operating, but we do not employ the staff. 

Besides that we have facilitated the building of three other projects and of those energy 

service companies. We are there to support actors in the same market as well.  

We’ve been reporting on all the plants and our outreach. Currently these are on a pilot level 

so not fully operative. We currently deliver electricity to 74 houses, that get electricity 

(almost) every day. And we operate some processing units, that process peanuts and 

maize(corn). It is hard to estimate how many actually benefit from it but potentially around 

200. 

Our impact is in the range of around a couple of hundred farmers.  

 

• Can you describe the biggest milestones you have achieved, did everything go as expected? 

The government stepping in to finance the grid is a very important step. The rural 

electrification is part of the agenda, or what the government should be doing. They should 

provide this infrastructure for their people. 

As we’re being able to partner with them, it helps us focus on what will become our core 

business. It reduces our capex investment needed, which is hard for us to take because the 
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risk side is so high. That strategic partnership is a great step forward, and to reach such a 

stage, it takes a long time.  

 

Specific questions: 

8. How do you define your impact? (Which criteria) 

When we work, we work with public-private partnerships. On the public side the need for 

measuring is very strong, we developed certain indicators that can help with that, such as: 

amount of customers, how many kWh we produce, supply chain metrics on the added income 

for the farmers we buy the biomass from. We can put the finger on how much more money 

they make. Jobs created, but that is not as significant as the added income.  

How many business are making use of our services, extending their opening hours thanks to 

lighting based on electricity. WE create a baseline first, to measure form there what changed 

due to our services and presence. We do this beforehand, also to understand what the needs 

of the community are. We had a lot of help from research associates that wrote their thesis 

and actual researches as well that have helped us from an academic point of view. 

It is not easy to make interviews in this context. The village dynamic is hard to understand 

and see how it develop over time after implementation. Also designing reliable surveys is not 

an easy task, they have a very different culture form us, you have to do check-ups on the 

reliability of the data. 

If you interview people from the communities that really want the project. Then they tend to 

give you answers they think that you want to hear. They want to attract the project to the 

community. 

a. How do align your strategy: i.e. goals, mission and vision with this? Do you set goals 

based on what you measure? 

The pivot in our business model is market driven and metrics driven. 

 

9. If so, how do you measure the impact that your venture has? 

a. Do you use existing methods or have you developed your own? 

We came up with most of the metrics, we proposed them to the investors, and they gave 

feedback on them and developed them from there. 

 

b. Do you measure purely monetarily/financially (internally) or also social value, and do 

you measure quantitatively or qualitatively or both? 
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It is not normal to go a far way from home and set a business there. Everyone who is involved 

has a value base around environmental entrepreneurship and creating a scalable business 

model that also has a positive environmental impact. So if we fail in creating an economically 

viable model we also fail in delivering an impact. We haven’t created something extremely 

scalable in practice yet, but it looks scalable if we get the figures we have so far (ROI, 

turnover) in practice and on a larger base. We would start questioning the operation if we 

move to far away from our values. We have discussions on trade-offs, but we have to focus on 

both financial as well as impact metrics for our company to be sustainable, so in that sense 

they are closely related. 

We mainly have quantitative metrics. When you report your activities it is easier to use 

quantitative metrics. We use interviews with members of the community to see their response, 

which are qualitative metrics, and there are instances were the community was not satisfied. 

It is very important, but we do not have it set in such a system.  

Essentially it is customer feedback, to which you have to pay attention. If you create 

dissatisfaction among the community you lose your customers, and no one wants to pay 

anymore. It seems quite natural to be sensitive towards this. It is also within our supply chain 

and our relation to our stakeholders, you have to take care of them. 

 

c. Is measuring your impact for you the same as measuring performance, i.e do you 

distinguish between goods sold and long-term effects, short term vs. long-term? 

See before 

 

 

10. If you have a measurement system/method, when did you implement this, at what 

stage/milestone? When did this become critical? 

The metrics were driven by financiers. There is a lot of criticism towards grants and 

subsidies. In our case we were an early stage start-up, and the demands of the financier side 

pushed us to develop metrics. 

We had mainly public side investors, we have no other investors except for ourselves. There is 

definitely a difference between public and private investors. We work towards being 

investable by private investors. 

 

11. How important is it for you to measure the impact that you have? 

See before 
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12. What is the role of your stakeholders in measuring your impact? I.e. do they help you with 

this, or is it the other way around that they expect you to show your impact? 

Getting public money is extremely rigorous. It is ‘everyone’s’ money so they have high 

standards.  

We were working with quite a progressive program, a new program, innovative as well, PwC 

was involved, private actors that were designing the approach. It was specifically towards 

market driven innovations in the bottom of the pyramid, called innovations against poverty, 

enabling startups to create scalable business models, impact driven business. The program 

was tailor made for these type of start-ups. It is very important to have these kind of investors 

and programs that fit with what you are doing. Not a lot of investors are ready to invest in 

these types of markets. There are a few, and in East-Africa there are investment firms, it is 

possible to work with those sorts of actors. 

We came up with most of the metrics, we proposed them to the investors, and they gave 

feedback on them and developed them from there. 

 

13. How do you map/visualize your impact, reporting (quarterly/annually etc.)? 

We have certain milestones to reach, these are quarterly. We set the milestones, we propose 

something to the investors. If these were on the private side there might be more flexibility in 

these milestones.  

As much as public money is able to be flexible, they tried to be. There are limitations, it is the 

same in investment, you need to bring results.  

The investors look both at impact as well as profitability and scalability. I think there is a 

trend, it is not the only program that focuses on this. There is a trend of bringing private 

investors in to create impact. These private actors need to be involved in an ecosystem 

facilitate change. 

 

14. Have you ever and if so how many times have you had to adjust your strategy after measuring 

your impact? 

We are not yet big enough to take big enough choices, but we can see these trade-offs are 

there. If you promote yourself as social business, it can be a disastrous trade-off if you trade-

off you values. You are nowadays also competing for human capital and human resources, so 

if you trade-off something on the value side, you lose a chance of long-term sustainability. We 
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think it is key to have a balanced and scalable model that works towards this and that 

balances these trade-offs.  

We also realize that the economic and business side must make sense, that is why we pivoted 

towards briquette production as well. The value addition is much bigger, the demand is 

growing. It is easier because you have a customer. Regarding electricity it is easier for people 

to pay for electricity, if this electricity generates business for them. 

We were also questioning the change we bring forward. Connecting households brings 

change, but this change might not be very sustainable, now we can create jobs and generate 

income. If we just provide access, they can watch tv and iron their clothes, but it does not 

create the jobs that are needed. A core of our business is to build local capacity and 

empowering local people for long-term sustainable change. 
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7.1.3 WakaWaka 

General questions: 

• Tell me a little bit about the company, what do you guys do and how it got started? 

The idea originated in 2010, during the FIFA World Cup in South Africa. The two founders 

Maurits Groen and Camile van Gestel were doing a sustainability project there, where they 

replaced incandescent lamps with LED lamps. With the goal of making part of the operations 

climate neutral, where they actually beat Philips in a tender for this project. 

That is why they were there doing projects in hotels, offices, and luxury venues, but everytime 

they drove home through the townships everything was pitch black. They thought what they 

were doing was nice, but they were wondering how they could provide these people who 

needed it most with lighting. These people in those townships only had access to expensive 

and dangerous kerosene lamps, with the danger of injuries and the flammability of those 

houses. That is when they decided to develop a business model to provide those people with 

lighting and to bring lighting to these off-grid communities.  

A year later Camile met an old business partner in Hong-Kong that had developed a chip 

with the company Innevation (?) to make mobile phones more efficient, mobile phones 

running on solar energy. Straight away they had the idea to produce lamps with this chip to 

make them more efficient and to develop those for areas like Africa, South America and Asia 

to make lighting accessible there. They developed a first version, the first WakaWaka, with 

our own money, which ran out quite fast. So we decided to start crowdfunding, the first 

campaign was in December 2011, we were one of the first companies to do this in The 

Netherlands, it wasn’t very common back then. In America it was, so we did it on Kickstarter 

and Symbid. We did something quite unique, where we sold a lamp that was not yet developed 

and had people paying for that, where people if they pre-ordered one automatically donated 

one to Haïti where the earthquake disaster had just taken place. This was quite successful, we 

rounded up about 200k and were able to donate 12.00 lamps to Haïti.  

The first month was based on crowdfunding, but after that the press jumped on what we were 

doing and it took of, we were with 3 guys Maurits, Camile and myself and we received 

requests for our product from over 90 countries that wanted to set up distribution or retailers. 

It really took of in the media and these inquiries. The first model, the WakaWaka light, came 

on the market in 2012 and that is how it originated. 

 

• How old is the company? 
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Started late 2011.  

 

• Location of the venture? 

The Netherlands, but operating across the globe in developing countries 

 

• What is the problem the venture is addressing? 

Lack of energy access and lighting. 

 

• Who are the customers/beneficiaries/end-users? 

We have a Robin Hood model, where we sell our product mainly in Europe and the US, which 

allows us to offer the product at a lower price in developing countries in the areas were 

people need them most. Cheap, but not for nothing, we’re not going to be the ‘rich, white 

western guy that gives a free lamp to the poor african’, we want a normal functioning market, 

where the value of the lamp is maintained, and have to put in effort for the lamp. It would not 

be pleasant to dump lamps in Africa, neither for us, nor for people there.  

We also want there to be a business model for the local people, where they can start a 

business by selling these lamps. This is especially important for us, helping them with micro-

finance and financing models to allow them purchase our products, at a discounted price and 

be able to sell them in their network or have people pay money to charge their phones. We are 

developing business models based on the country where we sell. 

We only donate lamps to emergency relief, so situations where a (natural) disaster occurs. 

This Saturday (25th of april) we launched the campaign for Nepal, and now we’ve already 

sent the first 2.000 lamps there. We have a special fund for this that we use for these 

situations. Also in Syria, Iraq, the Philippines and Haïti, these were emergency situations 

where we do donate lamps, the funds for this come from the sales of our lamps in the west.  

 

• Who are your most important stakeholders, in terms of collaboration (customers, government, 

NGO, companies, research institutes etc.)? 

Big NGOs are key for us, like the IRC, they buy emergency stock with us in big batches, in 

UAE, from which they can send these to emergency areas. Also the UNHER, that purchases in 

bulk to help refugees. We have partnerships with WarChild. It appears that the solar lighting 

and charging model is the product that works best for them. 

We are still a start-up, financing our stock and inventory can be challenging. When we get an 

inquiry for 1.000 lamps we normally do not have this in stock. We are dealing with delivery 
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times, we are working on financing a bigger inventory to build up stock, to decrease delivery 

times. Now it is still running and then coming to an abrupt halt.  

 

• Size in terms of employees, but possibly also revenues, customers/beneficiaries, products 

sold? 

We started with 3, now we have 25 to 30 people who are working here. We are growing really 

fast since we are active on a global level. We sell around 150.000 units/year in terms of 

production and sales.  

We sell for different prices in South Africa, India, and Mexico. It is hard to sell a product for 

the same price in Cape Town as in New Delhi. 

 

• Can you describe the biggest milestones you have achieved, did everything go as expected? 

The first crowdfunding campaign that was such a huge success. Raising 200k and donating 

12k lamps while working in an attic with three guys, that is like a something from a childhood 

dream.  

We won the Accenture Innovation Awards, where we won about 80% of the awards we could 

win. That is a leading global start-up event. It really became a rollercoaster ride, it was a 

crazy but amazing start of WakaWaka.  

It is still a rollercoaster, on Monday on Kingsday we are calling all NGOs to see what we can 

do in Nepal. 

Our product seriously saves lives, providing connectivity and lighting in disaster relief. We 

are a company that needs to make money to run a business, but this facilitates our impact.  

The two cofounders are driven by idealism, for me that is less the case. 

Specific questions: 

15. How do you define your impact? (Which criteria) 

It often starts with education for us. A good a example is helping a school in Nairobi, Kenya 

where we were able to donate 200 lights to schoolchildren. This resulted in the fact that this 

school got the highest grades in the region, because children were able to do their homework 

at night and to continue personal development, but also teachers that are able to prepare 

their lessons at night, which increases the quality. 

In Syria our impact was about connectivity, people and children that were lost but that were 

able to call because they were reachable. They had phones, but they needed the electricity of 

WakaWaka. 



	  

	  

75	  

We had a campaign with ebola in, although you might not think of light being the first thing 

they need, but it performing surgery or nursing someone with ebola without lighting is almost 

suicidal. It is extremely dangerous, and this light provided people with the opportunity to 

perform surgery safely. 

On Haïti you see burn victims from kerosene lamps, smoke filled lungs, emission that affect 

climate change and especially health can also be combatted through using a product like 

WakaWaka. 

There are many aspects to it. 

It is education, health care, that is why we are so broadly applicable. 

 

a. How do align your strategy: i.e. goals, mission and vision with this? Do you set goals 

based on what you measure?  

 

16. If so, how do you measure the impact that your venture has? 

We communicate our impact on our websites, we have a very transparent system were people 

can see where we donate, what the impact is. You can zoom in on these areas where the 

WakaWaka is spread. It is very important for an organization like us to do this and to be 

transparent about this.  

 

a. Do you use existing methods or have you developed your own? 

It is a collaboration with the 1% club, who do this for social enterprises, so work together a 

lot with them to monitor our impact and to make it transparent. You really have to be 

transparent in this. 

Text To Change also helps us with this. 

 

b. Do you measure purely monetarily/financially (internally) or also social value, and do 

you measure quantitatively or qualitatively or both? 

At first we just wanted to start everywhere and help everywhere. We didn’t really look at the 

financial part, it has been since a year that we have turned this around and started to look at 

the financial picture to become profitable, because this was essential to have an impact, we 

have bills to pay and people to pay. So we really made a transition in this the past year. It 

moved from idealism to realism. If we are not in control of our business we cannot generate 

impact. 



	  

	  

76	  

We used our own money, seven successful crowdfunding campaigns, and some angel 

investors, but that was purely for loans. The last month we did “geld voor elkaar” another 

crowdfunding campaign, where we reached the target within a year. Crowdfunding is a way 

of getting money and selling products. It is a marketing tool pur sang, the amount of contacts 

we received in terms of distributors, retailers etc. is huge. We received inquiries from 90 

countries, this was essential. 

And our turnover was crucial for reinvestments in our company. 

There is a group of impact investors that live by PYMWYMI, put your money where your 

mouth is, but when they invest they want to take over your whole company. For us this is a 

company that is not based on an exit strategy, it is started form an idealistic point of view. I 

am also involved in tart-ups that do aim for this, but we are not.  

We measure qualitative impact too little, but we are dependent on partners to collect data, 

from NGOs mainly. That really is a role of our partners 100%, but that can be struggle to get 

that data, there is a lot to gain and improve there. 

 

c. Is measuring your impact for you the same as measuring performance, i.e do you 

distinguish between goods sold and long-term effects, short term vs. long-term? 

 

17. If you have a measurement system/method, when did you implement this, at what 

stage/milestone? When did this become critical? 

See before 

 

18. How important is it for you to measure the impact that you have? 

See before 

 

19. What is the role of your stakeholders in measuring your impact? I.e. do they help you with 

this, or is it the other way around that they expect you to show your impact? 

We work together with Sungevity, we are constantly looking for creative partnerships, now we 

get money from them for every solar panel they sell, which we then donate to Habitat, which 

is a foundation that builds houses in emergency areas. They are going fast and the more they 

sell, the more we can donate. 

The consumer is the one that expects us to map and report our impact, just like the press. 

We’ve received tonnes of praise from the press, but as soon as there is something wrong they 

will pounce on it and it will be on the front page. We are being watched through a magnifying 
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glass, also now that we are working with ASN. As soon as we do something wrong the same 

media loves to shoot us down. We cannot permit any mistake. 

We are being monitored way stricter than a normal company. Social enterprises are strange, 

we make money by helping people. People don’t understand that you do good and make 

money. We produce lamps with a margin and sell these.  

We work together with NGOs but it that is really hard, they are very rigid, bureaucratic, not 

entrepreneurial. We launch a campaign within two days after a disaster, but with NGOs it is 

more governmental. 

We are in tender procedures with the UN and that can take 3 years, that is frustrating since 

we want to have an impact straight away. 

 

20. How do you map/visualize your impact, reporting (quarterly/annually etc.)? 

We do an annual wrap-up of what we do, but it might be good to do this more often. There are 

so many things that happen within a year. 

The natural disasters are there and we try to help, you can sit back and do nothing, but we try 

to help where we can. 

We try to shine a light on the positive things that happen within this. 

 

21. Have you ever and if so how many times have you had to adjust your strategy after measuring 

your impact? 

The data has always been positive that we have been on the right track. However, the change 

of direction was the product that was initially developed for developing areas, off-grid areas, 

that was eventually sold in Europe and the US after our crowdfunding campaign, because of 

the huge demand.  

Here we have electricity, but it appeared to be a gadget. Based on the popularity we decided 

to move towards our robin hood model, to be able to offer the lamps cheaper there. We 

learned that by doing, from the feedback from the market. 

An example like the school is one, but we have thousands of examples just like it. 

We work a lot with customer feedback in developing countries. People in rural villages in 

Africa often don’t understand what our product is, so there is a big role in education there. 

We train local people to teach them how it works. 

That is a lot of work to people in that. We really try to aim for a long-term effect in this. There 

is a change of mindset needed for that, it is a change of habit. Educating people on why our 

product is better and cheaper than kerosene.
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7.1.4 HiNation Transcript 

General questions: 

• Tell me a little bit about the company, what do you guys do? 

I was mentor in a mentor team at Icube an incubator, and Linda came and applied to one of 

the ´roles´ so to say to get into this. She wanted to start a company in solar energy, in solar 

lamps. She came there, I was mentoring here from the beginning in 2008, in October 2008 she 

founded the company. And, after a little while we met quite a few people who directed her to 

look into Africa. That was sort of quite obvious by the end of 2008. So then we decided 

together to go to Africa, to check out the market, to bring a prototype of the first solar lamp. 

And this was prepared and there were some students at KTH that helped her to do the 

prototype of the first product. We went through all the first aspects, for the country to check 

and then finally at the end of the day the decision was made for her to go to Botswana. She 

wanted me to go with her, she did not want to go on her own, so that´s how we started our 

journey together, apart from me being her mentor from the beginning. And then I went into 

the company as well, and we looked into several African countries, in front of all Linda has 

been working on developing the product. We have had one product up on till one year ago. 

She has mainly worked with the product. I have worked a lot with the sort of social 

environment around the product, we used to call it sales. So last in year in the summer time 

Linda decided to leave the company, as it is today, if course I had to sit down to figure out 

how to continue and all of a sudden the doors opened up for me to develop the company into 

the more wide and open attack on the African market. That is what I did as of last summer. So 

today I am the owner of the company together with STING. And that´s why I´m also the CEO 

of the company, I had to be.  

 

• How old is the company? 

See before 

• Location of the venture? 

 

Global, based in Sweden 

 

• What is the problem the venture is addressing? 

See before 

Throughout the years we have travelled quite a lot in these areas. I have started a lot of 

conversations and discussion, ongoing discussions, with people working in Africa here in 
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Sweden. These discussions have been going on for years, and they have ended up in us doing 

different kinds of projects, I would say social projects, in different parts of Africa. We have 

also been making some studies, for example with SLU, the university of agricultural sciences 

in Uppsala. Last year veterinary students went to do a study regarding chickens and chicken 

production increase due to usage of our HiLight. Which is actually the case why we have a 

efficiency in chicken production in Sweden and in the western world. We were looking at what 

would happen if we gave them a bit more, better conditions to bring light to poultry. 

 

• Who are the customers/beneficiaries/end-users? 

The people in Africa, yes we sell a little bit online. The webshop is mainly for, used by western 

people. The people in Africa mainly buy through projects, or by our projects with local 

distributors. The most important channels is not the distributors, but that we work in projects 

with different kinds of organizations. 

It could be farmercooperatives, governmental organizations, it could be university attached 

organizations interested in the usage of light with different kinds of agricultural activities.  

It varies, there are different ways of doing it. For the farmerscooperatives we sell them to the 

cooperative, who then sell them to the farmers. And we have a collaboration with a professor, 

in Kenya for instance, and he is just recommending and telling that I´m doing it this way you 

could do the same. And then they buy them from our distributors. 

We can add a customer group that we have started with quite recently, Swedish companies. 

Who we approach both from a giveaway and a CSR angle and we sell our products that they 

can put their logo on, because the products themselves are interesting for the Swedish market. 

It´s loads of energy and you need them for your ipad or table or mobile phone. And CSR is 

quite an interesting chapter in Sweden and in the western world. WE are also doing it, you 

can buy it as a giveaway or as a CSR package, we will make sure it is received buy a family 

or a company and we will make sure to report back to the company.  

The money depends on the what the company wants, and that has not really been developed  

yet. But, we offer a complete package, you can pay a certain amount of money and then you 

get twice as many packages and then you can subsidize them by half and half them pay half 

price. There are many ways of doing it. That is not so developed yet. 

 

• Who are your most important stakeholders, in terms of collaboration (customers, government, 

NGO, companies, research institutes etc.)? 
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The reason for the collaboration with the universities, is that they are interested in the actual 

fact: the development of efficiency in agricultural production. They are interested in that. As 

we are coming with the methods and we are showing them and putting them together, of 

course we play an important role in it, but not of these are actual shareholders in the 

company, they are more collaborators. It is a win win for everybody. 

 

• Size in terms of employees, but possibly also revenues, customers/beneficiaries, products 

sold? 

We are let´s with 3 working full-time and we are 2 working part-time and one is leaving for 

France. That is about it. 

The best is to look in the webshop as we started from last summer we only had highlight, we 

had a few add on products on our website. So there were a few products around it, but these 

products we are not producing ourselves, such as the jolly spider, but it is something we 

brought in because it is used together with our product. We put all products under the same 

headline, we call them approved by himation. You can find them on the webpage. We are 

developing new products and buying new products because we are working on the NiNation 

originals, those we develop, design, manufacture ourselves. Then we have approved by 

HiNation products, those we find in the market and put them together and sell them as they 

are, this is also a range of products we are increasing right now. 

The third part is projects, we work with HiNation projects. That is for instance we have been 

having quite a few questions from schools in Africa who want to have light in their schools. 

The system is already existing, either they are too expensive or they are very low quality. So 

then we put together a really good box that we call brightbox that includes everything they 

need for in a school out in the countryside where there is no electricity grid. You find all of 

them there, we are sort of increasing it, we are working on it. 

We don´t mind if it is donation based, but it is not what we focus on. We are a completely 

ordinary profit making company and we sell. 

 

• Can you describe the biggest milestones you have achieved, did everything go as expected? 

I would say that the production and the development of HiLight gave us a tool to learn a lot 

about the market in Africa. So that was ready for serial production in 2010.  

The next milestone was probably when we sold about 900 HiLights to an Indian organization 

where they where using those in a CSR project. We went to India to support in how they could 

actually use them and give them methods and tools to increase income in families that live far 
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out, far away from roads. We drove for 1.5 hours and walked for 1.5 hours, it is really distant. 

That was another milestone that tought us a lot about India and that opened up my eyes for 

India. Because at the time I starting looking at how Indian culture was and how the attitude to 

money was. And I started looking at Swedish companies at what they had done in India. 

The next milestone was, when we in 2013 travelled around, that was organized by one of our 

collaborators today. He and me worked together, we discussed a lot about solutions for 

farmers and farmer cooperatives. We travelled around in these cooperatives and developed a 

clear picture of what they needed, so that finalized in us understanding. So today we have a 

kit, a farmer solar kit, that actually is responding to their needs. 

Another thing that happened in the same year, was that, Ngolia arranged to have discussion 

with some governmental people, some members from the parliament and these discussion 

finalized in memoranda of understanding that we would develop new products on their 

behalve for the poorest of the poor, the BoP people, the Bottom of the Pyramid. 

 

Specific questions: 

22. How do you define your impact? (Which criteria) 

Our criteria has been developed in learning how they are living, their way of lives, their way 

of working and what they are doing. We have realized what they are actually doing and what 

are there needs, solar products. Then we have also learned what kind of impact we would 

have. This is when we involved universities, put together different kinds of universities, both 

from here and from local African countries, to check if they are interested in the outcome. 

Because, if you start talking about that, you can actually increase efficiency in milking and in 

pig production, in chicken production, or in egg production or in fish ponds. We’ve been 

working in quite a few areas. If you really want to change people’s leaves you have to make 

them understand, but also give them confidence that these matters work. So it has been 

important for us to bring along the academic world so that they can actually show and create 

the confidence. Because, that opens the door for us to sell and for the farmers to be able to 

increase their standard of living. So that is the real impact we do have. 

We listen to the people and when there is an opportunity to do something good we do the 

good, but we earn money on the same time, once again it is a win-win. The farmer get’s 

something that is really good for him and we sell products because we’ve been listening to 

them. We’ve been having big ears to understand what they are saying, to understand and give 

them what they want. 
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This means also developing different kinds of methods it is not always that they are aware of 

the solution that are often very apparent and right in front of their eyes. It is just that we point 

at them. It is local people in Africa who are showing us ways, very often. And then we 

combine that with knowledge and competence from local universities and universities here 

and then we have a lot of opportunities.  

We are awarded a climate solver from WWF, that’s why we have products that are 

environmental friendly that is extremely important, not only for the grass, trees and that kind 

of environment. But also for the people living in it, the kids are seriously damaged, because 

they are inhaling all these terrible fumes, so are their mothers, so are their fathers. It’s really 

important to get that out of their homes. 

We love to communicate it (reduced emissions) and we do it in a way, but not in Africa, not 

very much at all. You have to adjust to what kind of questions are important to them. Fumes 

or pollution is not important to them and wouldn’t have been to you or me either when we 

wouldn’t have had enough food on the table or a dry place to stay when it is cold or raining. 

So they have their basic needs that are more important than whether climate change is going 

to kill us all. So it is important to get the priorities right, they are not interested in listening to 

that kind of environmental message. 

We communicate the impact the west. We are lousy in how much we consume in the west, we 

have a bigger impact on the nature.  

 

a. How do align your strategy: i.e. goals, mission and vision with this? Do you set goals 

based on what you measure?  

We align our strategy with our impact, that is very important to us. We have the impact on 

schools, farmers, health centres, families, that is very important to us. We have the impact on 

the livelihood of these people, on the environment, although we do not communicate it to 

them, but we have it. That is important and overall we are working with and the overall 

attitude of the company is that we are interested in an environmental friendly way of living, 

which can be seen in what we do outside the company too.  

 

23. If so, how do you measure the impact that your venture has? 

We count the number of the chickens, it is easy, it is a lot more basic then we would consider 

here in the west. Can I get more chicks on the same time with the same money? That is the 

way it is: can I get more chickens, can I get more eggs, can I get more pigs, too survive, the 

piglets. 
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So that concrete result is counted for a lot more than counting money, but money is important 

to.  

 

a. Do you use existing methods or have you developed your own? 

We are probably going to develop, because along the time we have been working with this, we 

are sort of looking at how we should present this, how we should count it, but we are not 

there yet. We are at the sort of basic level that they are as well. We are of course aware of 

how much more water they (the people) consume, how much more food, what kind of food all 

these sort of different aspects. We are working on that to elaborate that, to measure it and a 

little bit more academic too. 

Of course we are interested in what we are doing, but it is also important for us in 

communicating with different organizations, companies, instituions. When we come to 

governmental parts, they are interested in it too. As soon as we go into the academic area, 

these people, whether they are here or there in Africa, they are all interested in this. 

If you want to work with governmental bodies, you have to show and prove, normally you do 

a test case, normally you would state and report in a study in order to do a bigger project 

with them. This is essential you can’t work without it.  

We are working on it all the time, so it is a process, we started by doing studies, thinking 

about how we should present those, then discuss that with academia, we use that a little bit, 

we do our own reports and they do reports based on those reports, we are working on it and it 

is a process and we will probably never quit that process. 

 

b. Do you measure purely monetarily/financially (internally) or also social value, and do 

you measure quantitatively or qualitatively or both? 

It is a lot more about quality than about quantity, it is more about a story. They want to see 

where there money has gone. 

 

c. Is measuring your impact for you the same as measuring performance, i.e do you 

distinguish between goods sold and long-term effects, short term vs. long-term? 

Yeah, it is not necessarily related 100%, but of course it is related. We do have other ways, as 

we go into the Swedish market, we don’t have any impact on increased livelihood in Sweden it 

is more a commodity, good to have. It doesn’t really increase your standard of living, 

depending on how much you use your mobile phone. 
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We are very careful that people are being so they understand what they are buying and they 

use it. But it is also important to know that when you are working on the countryside in 

Africa, they don’t have the resources to say ok, it is not good enough, we’ll go back to the old 

way of doing it, or do something different, it is not very likely it would happen. They don’t 

have the muscles of resources to do that. They wouldn’t go and buy a product if they wouldn’t 

believe, and really think it through, that it would work for them. There are many eyes looking 

at it before anything is happening, so I don’t think that is very likely.  

If you look at the donation part, you see very much products ending up like that 

(discarded/unused). If you donate a product it is not valued as much, there is not put as much 

energy in learning and to understand it and you might not actually know that it is worth a 

fortune that you have received. As it is given to you, you don’t really care, despite the fact, 

that if you do care and take a lot of time to learn how to use it you would care, but you don’t 

really grab that, which is very unfortunate and very sad to say that it happens a lot. 

Well, the choice to be for-profit is also because we want to make money, I am not Bill Gates, 

not Melinda Gates, we have to make a living ourselves. If you want to go and organize and 

sort off establish a non-profit organization, you need big financial muscles from the beginning 

and that is not what we aimed for when we started. Once when we worked together from the 

beginning, Linda and me, it was always about developing something good, something strong 

on the market. As it is today this is still very important, it is just developed a little bit, that it 

does not necessarily something we have developed ourselves. It does not necessarily to be 

cutting edge all the time. It is much more important to put the user together with something 

they really need. 

 

24. If you have a measurement system/method, when did you implement this, at what 

stage/milestone? When did this become critical? 

Process overtime 

 

25. How important is it for you to measure the impact that you have? 

See before 

 

26. What is the role of your stakeholders in measuring your impact? I.e. do they help you with 

this, or is it the other way around that they expect you to show your impact? 

I don’t think companies here will be very spot on with our impact. They are not academia, 

they want to do good. If you talk to the managing director of one of these companies he or she 
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would take the decision because they want to show good pictures of it and to increase their 

own value on the market, sort of do good value. I don’t think it is core in the business for 

them. I think it is more important ot show, ok we have this and that bank, we have supported 

these people, and increased their way of living. They are probably happy with some photo’s 

or video of that area and the specific purpose. It is more a goodwill tool for them. 

It is not that people don’t understand it (being a for-profit social enterprise), merely that there 

are a lot of regulations around it. You have to be registered as an NGO or you have to have 

certain registrations. You are not deductible unless you have this special giro number, that 

you pay for. That is sort of having an impact on our company, as we are a for-profit company. 

There are a few social enterprises getting around that. They are founding and setting up 

foundations and then they are sort of doing their good work in the foundation. The foundation 

is not allowed to get profit, so the company gives money to the foundation to do good. 

I don’t think we are judged more critically, people see it and are using their brain, that is also 

the reason for companies buying from us and telling us ok, good, then we do that. It is fair 

enough, we don’t mind showing the result of it. It is a lot more difficult at a big red cross if 

they have to show it. They are walking around with this label on their forehead, I am a do 

gooder, they do have that as a label all the time. That is their reason for being, it is a little bit 

more critical to challenge it. With us it is a bit more because you are a for-profit that they 

have a right for asking.  

 

27. How do you map/visualize your impact, reporting (quarterly/annually etc.)? 

We are working on it on the website, the decision is taken we are going to present it, we are 

going to present it on the website.  

 

28. Have you ever and if so how many times have you had to adjust your strategy after measuring 

your impact? 

Yes absolutely, of course. The first product we made, was made by Linda doing that with an 

electronic consultancy company. This electronic consultancy company had a lot of beautiful 

bright ideas about what they could put into the product. Then it suddenly was the engineer, 

Linda, the engineer and the technical guys who said look we can do this beautiful product. 

When they did that and they said yes to that kind of development, they didn’t really think 

about that the price would go up and be a little bit too expensive for the market that we are 

aiming for, which is actually what happened. This is what we are working with, that is why 
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this products is not very attractive on the market, it is too developed. It is really a beautiful 

product, but it is too costly. 

We have to adjust, that is what we are doing. After we realized. holy moses, we are in this 

situation, now we have to sort of get around it and sort of either quit or do something about it 

and that is what we’re doing right now. That is what we are working with right now, that is 

why we are widening our products, that is why we are not only working with our own 

products, but we are widening and working with products that are already existing on the 

market, we test them and we try them and see that this will answer a demand from this 

customer group and then we put our name on it in stead of developing it. We don’t have all 

the money to develop all the products that are needed. 

We address opportunities in the way we can do it. 

Development of products is costly. We develop products ourselves, we set the frames, do the 

lists of all the features, then we buy components and competence to do the products. We have 

collaborations today with companies that work in the same field.  

To put it simple, yes we have, it is more a question of what kind of products we would work 

with in different areas. We do present some products that is a bit more expensive and if you 

are African you are welcome to buy them we don’t believe that they will. It will mainly be 

western that buy it. 

The HiLight is sold at a certain level here and then we have been giving reductions on the 

HiLight in Africa. HiLight is not the most important product that we are selling right now, we 

have a lot of products with higher sales. 

This model is merely the HiLight and historic reasons. What we do today we sell at the same 

price level, it is merely a question of number, of you increase you volume then you get a 

reduction. It hasn’t got anything to do whether you are in Africa or in Sweden.  

If you for instance have a power bank and nothing else around it, it is pretty interesting for a 

Swedish person to buy it. If you are looking at African people it is not very likely that they are 

going to buy a powerbank, they are going to buy a power bank with a solar cell and some 

lamps. This is something that is not interesting for a Swedish person here, there are a few, but 

not many interested in that. Because most of us we do have these two holes in the wall. 

When I’m travelling in Africa or India I am always carrying something, I wouldn’t go there 

without. 
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If you are a normal for-profit, profit is the only one that is important. If you are a social 

enterprise you are focussing on profit, but you wouldn’t do anything where you don’t do good 

as well. So you have the combination of doing good with profit, that’s the average definition 

of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


