
1

SI
RG

UP
DA

TE
 D

ec
, 2

01
2

      UPDATE

Social Innovation Research Group
Newsletter Contents               Dec. Highlights
1. The Right End of  the Tail - Melinda Jacobs

2. Three Innovative Healthcare Models  coming 
out of  the Greater China Region - Reza Mirza

3. Taiwan and Hong Kong: Collaborate to Become 
Asia's Next Social Innovation Hubs - Wendy Pan

4. The Casualties of  Urbanization - Remi Kanji

5. Social Enterprise Spotlight: Taiwan Farmers - 
Wendy Pan

6. Keeping Score on Healthcare - Melinda Jacobs

7. Falling In the Mud: Challenges of Field 
Research - Remi Kanji

8. Another Reason Why Taxes Suck - Reza Mirza

9. Guest post: Major Issues in Social Enterprise 
Development in the Mainland China - Yuan Gu

The Amis Tr ibe, 
making up 37.5% 
o f T a i w a n ’ s 
aborigines, are the 
largest tribal group 
here. Interestingly, 
they are traditionally  
matrilineal, passing 
lineage through the 
mother.

1. Interviewed the founder of Rainforest 
Café, a fair trade social enterprise

2. Met and interviewed the founder and 
f a r m e r s  o f Ta i w a n Fa r m e r s ,  a 
cooperative social enterprise

3. Interviewed the coordinator of 
Taiwan’s  Digital Opportunity Center 
program

4. At t ended Hong Kong Soc i a l 
Enterprise Summit

5. Participated in Labor Council 
Innovation Development Forum

6. Visited Okogreen Fair Trade Store
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The Right End of the Tail
By Melinda Jacobs
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The most successful people – the smartest, most 
talented, maybe the richest, or the most motivated – 
fall on the right end of a standard bell curve. While 
the bulk of society falls  within predictable standard 
deviations  from the middle, those on the right tail are 
the best of the best, the small percentage that exceed 
statistical expectations. 

In Taiwan, the right tail, or at least the right side of 
the bell curve, would have very distinct qualities: the 
best students  go to National Taiwan University (or 
another National university), and then join the 
government or a large company. There is  a distinct 
view of what success  means, and it is  closely tied to 
grades  in school, how many languages  you speak, and 
the number of sports, “hobbies” or musical 
instruments you play. However, none of these 
qualities  are fundamentally tied to success  in 
entrepreneurship or social innovation – they fail to 
capture the “try and fail” mentality, the persistence 
that defines  an individual’s ability to not just be at the 
right end of  the tail, but move it forward. 

To whom much is  given, much is  expected;  however, 
the status  quo fails  to empower the type of mentality 
or skills  that will sustain growth and prosperity in the 
local economy. This  is  evidenced by the struggle of 
Taiwanese companies to innovate (and their 
competitive lag) and the growing number of students 
leaving the island, in search of opportunities, 
challenges, and prestige they aren’t currently finding 
here. In short, they need a push in the right (pun 
intended) direction to not only move the economy 
here forward, but keep is from falling to the left. 
Taiwan is  making some solid efforts  on the 
entrepreneurship front: there are several incubators  in 

Taipei offering seed financing and other services  to 
would-be entrepreneurs. However, aside from keeping 
talented people out of large corporations, it also 
seems  to be encouraging hobby entrepreneurship as 
companies pivot and restart, failing to really fail their 
businesses, while still seeing funding continue. While I 
applaud these efforts  and certainly see their value, 
there is  also a case to be made for clustering 
resources: just like the 20/80 rule, very few of the 
businesses generate the most returns in any economy. 
Identifying and leveraging those growth potentials 
will help Taiwan get out of start up and move into 
scale up as part of its  effort to move the economy 
forward.

The same lesson can also be applied to help social 
entrepreneurs  on the island: currently, it’s  hard to be 
anything but smal l . Many purpose-driven 
organizations run on passion alone, and face difficulty 
in systematizing their delivery of public value. There 
is  a major gap between their entrepreneurial 
ambitions  and the resources  that could help perfect 
operations, attract talent, and expand their delivery of 
social value. More than tax codes  and government 
support, it’s a system wide gap between the needs  of 
entrepreneurs  for resources of all types, and a system 
that continues  to privilege the current version of 
success. 

Of course there is a right tail of entrepreneurs  and 
social innovators  - there are lots of businesses, people 
and organizations  making big impact. We just need to 
find a better way to push them, and all the people 
their work impacts, to the right.

Proud work 
of  MJ
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If there’s  a universal characteristic of healthcare, it 
seems  to be that the world over is  dissatisfied. From 
Toronto and San Francisco to Taipei, there’s  always 
something. Though there’s  a number of reasons  for this, 
the signs  point towards  an ache for innovation that most 
world governments  fail to meet in the best cases  and 
outright stifle in the worst. See exhibit A from an article 
in Nature on rising R&D costs:

Beyond pharmaceuticals, healthcare costs  have 
been exploding and will continue to  grow according to 
an IMF analysis released this year. The public sector 
isn’t known for its  tendency to innovate simply because 
sticking with the status quo works. Three social 
enterprises  we’ve met are breaking this  mould and are 
reinventing healthcare delivery.

The first that we encountered was  iHealth - 
founded by Johnny Wang, a fellow UofToronto alumni - 
a social enterprise that delivers  prescriptions  to 
individuals  and nursing homes. The service is  not only 
convenient, but it also removes  a non-trivial barrier to 
accessing medication for the elderly and infirm. To 
build trust and expand their client base, iHealth 
provides  a free trial period for nursing homes  with 
whom they hope to establish long-term partnerships. 

Perhaps  one of the most exciting models I’ve come 
across  here is  Zhishan Lohas, cofounded by 洪友崙. 

They offer subscription-based health services 
complimenting the government’s  National Health 
Insurance system with access  to exercise and yoga 
routines, healthy food, and health consultation. The 

beauty is  that it’s  funded by 
a government capitation 
program, meaning they get a 
percentage of savings  they 
create for the healthcare 
system. The government 
tracks  individuals  who join 
the program to determine 
whether healthcare usage 
increases or decreases. 

Over a hundred seniors  who lived alone were found 
dead after a particularly frigid winter in Hong Kong. In 
response, the Senior Citizen Home Safety Association 
(長 者 安 居 協 會) was founded -- they are the most 

successful innovator we’ve come across  in meeting the 
gap in elderly healthcare delivery. They provide the 
elderly with remote controls  to allow them to contact a 
24/7 hotline to request emergency assistance. Most 
impressive is  how innovative they are. SCHSA is 
working with Nike to develop an emergency wrist-band; 
they keep meticulous  logs;  and identify broad trends 
using Big Data analytics. For instance, when they 
realized many seniors  call due to loneliness, they began 
using their downtime to proactively reach out to their 
users. They’ve had more than 150,000 users  and over 
6M requests for assistance.

Here’s  what’s  interesting. Each of these three 
innovations  have been enabled by their governments  in 
unique ways. The most involved and commendable 
form of enabling is  the capitation program the 
Taiwanese government operates  with ZL. It can’t be 
overstated how key such programs  are in enabling 
preventative healthcare enterprises, especially when 
they already have free access  to national healthcare. 
Next, in Hong Kong, the government provides  seniors 
with a stipend (which covers the entire cost of the 
SCHSA service), allowing the consumer to choose the 
best service available. However, opportunities  can also 
come out of regulation, like in the case of iHealth. 
Taiwan is  unique in that there are limited major chains 
of pharmacies  due to the nature of regulation here. 
Thus, by a offering delivery service, iHealth can reach a 
level of  scale impossible for individual pharmacies. 

Three Innovative Healthcare Models 
coming out of the Greater China Region
By Reza Mirza
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Above: The graph illustrates the fact that the number of drugs 
approved halves every 9 years per billion of  USD spent on R&D. 

http://www.nature.com/nrd/journal/v11/n3/full/nrd3681.html
http://www.nature.com/nrd/journal/v11/n3/full/nrd3681.html
http://www.nature.com/nrd/journal/v11/n3/full/nrd3681.html
http://www.nature.com/nrd/journal/v11/n3/full/nrd3681.html
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2012/BOK042512A.htm
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/survey/so/2012/BOK042512A.htm
http://schsa.org.hk/eng/statistics/statistics.php
http://schsa.org.hk/eng/statistics/statistics.php
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Taiwan and Hong Kong Collaborate to Become Asia's Next Social Innovation Hubs
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Note from author, Wendy Pan: I travelled to Hong Kong 
on November 29th to attend the 5th Hong Kong Social 
Enterprise Summit. During the summit, I had the opportunity 
to talk with social entrepreneurs, social business  consultants, 
impact investors and social workers in Hong Kong. This  article 
aims to provide a brief analysis on the similarities and 
differences between Taiwan and Hong Kong in terms of social 
innovation environment, and to explore potential collaboration 
opportunities for the two places. 

The World Economic Forum (WEF) categorizes  both Taiwan 
and Hong Kong as economies that have reached the state of 
“innovation-driven” economic development - the 3rd stage of 
economic development. Hong Kong ranked No.9 in WEF’s 
Global Competitive Index with a score of 5.4,  while Taiwan 
ranked No. 13 with a score of 5.3. Moreover, both people in 
Taiwan (9.2%) and Hong Kong (16.2%) selected “Insufficient 
capacity to innovate” as one of the top 5 problematic factors for 
doing businesses. 

Taiwan and Hong Kong are closely connected to each other, 
culturally and commercially.  People in both places  take pride in 
inheriting the best ancient Chinese cultural practices,  from 
drinking Oolong tea to practicing martial arts, to respecting 
elders. More than 400 flights go between Taiwan and Hong 
Kong on a weekly basis, making the route one of the top 10 
“busiest commercial airline routes” in the world in 2011. 
 
Despite being well-known for their highly-developed social 
welfare systems, the two Asian Tigers have also realized the 
need to better integrate local marginalized groups  into their 
societies. In the past few years, organizations  in both places  have 
been hosting social entrepreneurship conferences and speaker 
series, creating platforms for knowledge sharing and discussions, 
and organizing field visits for cross-learning. In the meantime, 
social innovators  in both Hong Kong and Taiwan have realized 
that they are facing similar issues  – the lack communication 
between grass-root organizations and governmental agencies, 
difficulties in aligning social and business visions, and shortages 
of  socially-minded business practitioners. 

What could Taiwan and Hong Kong do to increase 
collaboration to become Asia’s top social innovation 
hubs?

Co-learning for knowledge accumulation: Taiwan has some of 
the brightest IT engineers in the world and ranks No.7 in terms 

of availability of scientists  and engineers and No.10 in terms of 
company spending on R&D. (H.K. ranks No.36 and No.29 in 
these two indicators.) Hong Kong has one of the most efficient 
financial services sectors and ranks No.1 in the world in 
financial market development. (Taiwan ranks No. 19 in 
financial market development.) If social co-working spaces in 
both Taiwan and Hong Kong could open up to each other by 
hosting each other’s social innovators to come work and 
collaborate, they could effectively foster knowledge exchange 
and absorb each other’s strengths. 

Cooperate to increase scale: Neither Taiwan nor Hong Kong 
has a large population.  This  has been one of the major barriers 
for social enterprises in both places  to reach scale. Taiwan has a 
population of 23.2 million, while as Hong Kong has a 
population of 7.4 million. Social enterprises on both sides could 
explore opportunities to sell products  in each other’s market and 
to work together to open up a larger market.  For example, 
Taiwan is known for producing high-quality agricultural 
products, but Hong Kong essentially does not have an 
agriculture sector. It is  possible for a Taiwanese agricultural 
social enterprise to sell its products to a Hong Kong food 
distribution social enterprise. In this  way, the Taiwanese social 
enterprise’s potential market share could increase by a third. 
Moreover, social enterprises can also cooperate in production 
and marketing. For instance, a medical screening device can be 
produced by a social enterprise in Taiwan, sold by a different 
social enterprise in Hong Kong, to elders with chronic medical 
conditions in Taiwan, Hong Kong, mainland China and even 
other ASEAN economies. 

Cross-investing to diversify portfolio: Venture philanthropy and 
social investing are more developed in Hong Kong than in 
Taiwan. It could also be that social investors and social investing 
consultants are simply more active there. People in Taiwan are 
very generous when it comes to making donations. However, 
the idea of investing in social-purpose businesses is  still novel. If 
social investors in Hong Kong can start looking into investment 
opportunities in Taiwan, it would not only help them diversify 
their investment portfolio, but also give Taiwanese social 
entrepreneurs the exposure to a larger funding market.     

Although still small in size and under-studied, the social 
innovation sectors in Taiwan and Hong Kong are certainly 
booming. With collaborative efforts from both sides, Taiwan 
and Hong Kong will be on their ways to become Asia’s leading 
social innovation hubs. 

Hong Kong SkylineHong Kong skyline
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The Casualties of Urbanization
Finding Jobs for Rural Taiwanese
By Remi Kanji

In rural Taiwan, 
there is  a cohort of 
late middle aged to 
e l d e r l y 
grandparents  who 
did not leave for 
the cities. They are 
often aboriginal, 
perhaps  tied to the 
towns  and villages 
w h e r e t h e i r 

communities  once thrived. They often have few 
transferable skills  and limited savings,  making the 
adjustment to city  life unthinkable. Moreover,  their 
adult children have left for vibrant urban areas, 
often leaving behind grandchildren in their care. 
With numerous  responsibilities  and limited 
opportunities,  this  demographic is  left in a 
vulnerable position. Many have begun selling their 
land to organizations working in the tourism sector 
– but the money they gain is usually short-lived, 
leaving them landless and jobless  for all their 
efforts. 
 Enter job-creating social enterprises. SIRG-
Taiwan spent last weekend visiting Taiwan Farmer, 
a social enterprise that both engages  in ecological 
conservation and agricultural job creation. It sells 
manufactured products  like award-winning tea and 
delicious dried mushrooms  (I highly recommend 
both. Dried mushrooms should be the new chips.) 
Its jobs  have flexible hours  and training, building 
community and allowing grandparents  to gain an 
income while looking after their children. It even 
employs  local artists to design the packaging for 
products, supporting Taiwan’s cultural sector. 
	 Though Taiwan Farmer is  a social 
enterprise that is built to be profitable,  the 
Taiwanese government supports  it through a one-
year wage subsidy. The subsidy is  given to social 
organizations  employing the elderly and disabled, 
who would otherwise be unemployable. For the 
year in which they are given the subsidy, many 
social organizations expand their staff. A condition 

of the subsidy is that at least 25% of subsidy 
recipients  must continue working in the 
organization after the subsidy has  ended. Though 
the government focused on job creation when 
building this  policy,  it has  also provided a helpful 
tool in pushing SEs  to expand. While Taiwan 
Farmer does  have a robust business  model and a 
growing market,  government support undoubtedly 
helps  facilitate future growth by providing a capital 
infusion.
 Social Enterprises  can be essential in 
supporting populations left behind following an 
economic transition from which they are excluded. 

Simply because a region is  undergoing economic 
transition does not mean small-scale job 
opportunities cannot be created using the inputs 
that defined the previous  economy. Take Taiwan 
Farmer’s  tea – it has carved out a niche by not 
being the cheapest,  but  rather by creating a high 
value-added product through production, 
packaging, and design. It leveraged Sun Lake’s 
previous  agricultural capacity to provide jobs  for a 
group that has been left out of the development of 
a new tourism and hospitality business. 

"Social enterprises can be essential 
in supporting populations left behind 
f o l l o w i n g a n e c o n o m i c 
transformation from which they are 
excluded”
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In 2008, for the first time in history, more than half of the 
world's  population was living in towns and cities.1 A greater 
number of job opportunities, better education, and more 
developed infrastructures have all been cited as reasons why 
people chose to move away from isolated villages and to 
replant their roots. However, a small group of people have 
been left behind, they are the elders, the disabled, and the 
children, whose social and economic statuses  usually prevent 
them  from leaving their home towns. In Taiwan, SIRG 
encountered a social enterprise that trying to fix this issue by 
providing employment opportunities to marginalized 
individuals in Doushe County. On December 6th and 7th, 
SIRG met with Taiwan Farmer. We participated in educational 
training sessions along with local farmers, visited restored 
ecological sites, and touched the ground.2 We interviewed the 
CEO of Taiwan Farmer, Mr. ShunYu Wang, in his office in 
Doushe County. Below is a translation of  the interview.3 

1. SIRG: “What prompted you to start Taiwan 
Farmer?  What was the social issue you were trying to 
resolve?”

Mr. Wang: “I grew up in the Doushe village. I am a farmer 
myself. Taiwan is experiencing urbanization in a similar way to 
other parts of the world. Our lands became deserted because 
of natural disasters such as  typhoons, floods and earthquakes. 
They hit the agricultural industry particularly hard. Many 
farmers  did not want to grow produce anymore. Commercial 
developers would come in and buy the land from the farmers 
at a price farmers thought were fair. However, the prices  were 
much lower than the fair market value. Farmers lost their land, 

became farming workers,  and 
later became cheap laborers in 
cities. When they got older, they 
were not able to find jobs in the 
city anymore due to their limited 
s k i l l s  o u t s i d e f a r m i n g . 
Unfortunately, they already lost 
their lands. I  wanted to break this 
cycle by providing farmers with opportunities so that they 
could make profit by being farmers. I wanted to bring back 
their respect for their land and to stop selling their lands  to 
developers.”

2. SIRG: “What economic benefits do you provide to 
the community?”

Mr. Wang: “Taiwan Farmer operates as a cooperative.  Profits 
are shared with every farmer who is  part of our group. 
Everyone has an equal right to vote, to raise his/her concerns, 
and to give opinions in the group. We like this form of 
organization because farmers have limited knowledge about 
capital market. It would be too complicated to use a 
corporation as  the form of the organization. We currently have 
15 full salary employees, 12 government subsidized employees 
and 15 volunteers, a total of 42. For the 12 government 
subsidized employees, the government pays them  18,000 NTD 
(approximately $600 USD) a month because they are mostly 
elders  who had limited employment options. No large 
corporation would take them.  So the government hoped local 
NGOs could employ them. Now they are working for us and 
earn an extra 25,000 NTD (approximately $850 USD) a 

Social Enterprise Spotlight:
Taiwan Farmers
By Wendy Pan
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Above: SIRG and Taiwan Farmers

month on top of the government subsidy, making a total of 
43,000 NTD a month (approximately $1,450 USD).”

(Note: average recent university graduates' salary in Taiwan is 
about 25,000 NTD ($850 USD) a month.)

3. SIRG: “Do you get a lot of  government support?”

Mr. Wang: “Not as  much as we wanted. We think training and 
education for marginalized groups  should mostly be done by 
the government. But our government hasn't done enough of 
that. However, it takes  good policies to develop the ecosystem 
for a sector. If the support system  for a sector, for example – 
agriculture – is  not well developed, no producer could do well 
in it. It's important to have the social, cultural and policy align 
with each other. Moreover, social enterprises and non-for-profit 
organizations are grassroots. They can only make small 
changes. To change the overall atmosphere, more government 
support is needed.”

1. Data from United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
2. By “touched the ground”, we meant we all fell into a muddy swamp while we learned how farmers plant vegetables in once flooded lands.
3. The answers were translated from Chinese Mandarin to English. SIRG attempted to best present our interviewee’s answers.
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community?”

Mr. Wang: “In the community we work,  the young and 
middle-aged have mostly left, leaving elders and children 
behind. Although the village is only 15 minutes by car from 
the Sun Moon Lake, no large hotels there would hire these 
grandparents. Since they have to take care of their 
grandchildren,  it is very tough for the grandparents to work 
10-hour irregular shifts. Because of rising living costs in the 
cities  and stagnant salary growth, the young people out there 
cannot actually send much money back to the village.  As you 
could see, the village is  mostly deserted. Taiwan Farmer 
provides these marginalized elders flexible working hours and 
pays them hourly wages, so they can keep participating in the 
work force and continue taking care of their grandchildren. 
Not only do we want them  to be able to work, but we also 
want them  to keep learning. We bring in professors from 
universities to come and deliver classes  to the elderly farmers. 
They cannot just be in the class. They have to do homework as 
well. We also go around the area to ask elders  for stories about 
the aboriginal culture, animals,  plants and temples. We record 
their knowledge and write them into educational materials for 
children. In this way, children and grandparents can learn 
together, do homework together. It brings them closer.”

5. SIRG: “Do people buy goods from you because you 
are a social enterprise?”

Mr. Wang: “Yes. People do care about what we do and support 
us. However, I do believe as  a social enterprise,  you still have to 
go to the market place to compete, to improve your business 
model and your products. Only through market competition 
would a social enterprise learn the importance of product 
quality and differentiation.”

6. SIRG: “What are the differentiators for your 
model? 

Mr. Wang: “See the dry processed mushrooms  you just ate? 
They are sold to North America, Singapore, Hong Kong, and 
Mainland China. In the past,  farmers make very thin margin 
because in the mushroom  harvest season, mushroom were 
being sold at extremely low prices. The middleman came and 
tried to lower the price. Farmers  would have no other options 
but to sell their products  to those middlemen. Now we process 
the food, lengthening its  preservation period and increasing its 
value. This  particular product sells well overseas. Farmers can 
make a much higher margin than before and share the profit in 
the co-op.”

“We also try to find ways to move up the value chain. Before 
we worked with large companies to sell bulk tea leaves to them. 
Those companies will put their own brands on the packages. 
Now we’ve just started to package tea leaves using our own 
brand. We hire local artists  do the branding and cover art for 
our packaging. Previously it was very difficult to be a local 
artist, because one artist could only paint so many paints a 

month and sell so few. Now we combine local art with 
agriculture products, put their paintings on our tea packages 
and export both together. The product also has  a higher 
margin for farmers and more added-value to customers.”

“Another thing we do is ecotourism. The sun part of the Sun 
Moon Lake is like a swamp. That was where you guys walked 
on and sunk into the muddy water. This place gets flooded 
every year and the land is barely arable. We employ farmers, 
mostly elders to come and plant trees, flowers, and cut grasses. 
We look for plants that could survive in this  environment.  Now 
more than 200,000 tourists come here every year during the 
month August and September to see beautiful flowers. This 
generates a lot of money for locals, giving them motivation to 
keep protecting this  land and us the revenue to keep our 
operation.”

7. SIRG: “Have you thought about scaling your social 
enterprise? What are the major challenges you face 
with scaling?”

Mr. Wang: “We really want to have more people join us and 
start doing what we are doing. We felt there is  still not enough 
work done. Our major issue with geographical expansion is the 
lack manpower. Many counties have contacted us, asking us to 
go to them. But we are unsure about the situation at that place 
and lack social connection or emotional attachment to those 
places. You have to understand that in order to succeed as a 
social entrepreneur, you need to have a core mission, and be 
persistent to conquer many barriers.  If you are not deep-
rooted in a place, it is  difficult to make a lasting impact. 
Moreover, we are still a fairly young company. We are still 
working on refining our structural and operational frameworks. 
We have 1-2 young graduates handle certain procedures. If we 
expand, we would definitely need more people.  In short, we 
need to use global minds to solve local problems.  People with 
both are not easy to find.”

Below: Dancing Flower EcoTour Advertisement.
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you doing anything to cultivate new talents?”

Mr. Wang: “Yes. In order to get young people interested in 
agriculture, we started a work-study program. In Taiwan, 
unemployment rate among new university graduates is quite 
high because many of those graduates have no work 
experience when they graduate.  We want to change that. After 
a university student finishes this program, he/she could choose 
to join a more specialized program. In the latter program, we 
teach them more advanced planting techniques;  if they want 
to rent land to plant, we provide them  with land;  if they need 
to sell their produce, we share our sales and marketing 
channels  with them. Our goal is to cultivate young 
entrepreneurs and make them independent. So far, 3-4 people 
have successfully graduated from both programs and are now 
running their own farming practices. You previously asked me 
about scaling. And this is probably how we could best do it - 
share our model with others who are interested in it, and have 
them  replicate it themselves. We want to be a wheel, keep 
spinning to create momentum for this social movement. After 
all, social entrepreneurs  have to empower people to solve their 
own problems.”

9. SIRG: “How do you spend your proceeds other 
than sharing them in the Cooperative?”

Mr. Wang: “The bulk of our profits are reinvested in training. 
Training is expensive. And many NPOs don't realize the 

importance of training. Besides bringing people from other 
parts of the world, such as America, Hong Kong, mainland 
China, Australia to here, we give our farmers opportunities  to 
go out and broaden their horizons. When they hear, they can 
only guess;  but when they see, their perspectives change. This 
Sunday, we are sending 5 farmers to the West Lake in 
Hangzhou,  China, the sister lake of the Sun-Moon Lake. In 
this  way, our farmers can see how the West Lake promotes 
ecotourism and come back with more knowledge.”

“We also spend money on protecting endangered species in the 
Sun Moon Lake.  For example, the trees you saw earlier. They 
only exist in Taiwan. And there were only 8 of them left. 
When I  was  young, I noticed how important they were for the 
ecosystem here. Many insects eat their leaves;  birds and frogs 
eat the insects.  They could also grow under water, thus resilient 
to flooding. We pay and organize our farmers to go plant those 
trees, to preserve the ecosystem for the land.”

10. SIRG: “What is a social enterprise in your view?”

Mr. Wang: “To take and to give, that is a social enterprise. 
Traditional NPOs  only focus on giving. They forgot that 
without a stable source of revenue, they will have nothing to 
give. Corporations mostly focus on taking.  They don't usually 
evaluate their social or environmental impact. We want to 
balance taking and giving. In Taiwan Farmers, we care about 
human, nature and land. Our goal is to build a harmony 
between these three components.” 
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No one likes  being sick, particularly when a 
common cold or viral infection results  in significant 
wait times to see a family doctor or attend a walk in 
clinic. I recently had the (dis)pleasure of being sick in 
Taiwan, which put my personal perception of access 
to healthcare and the role of the state in stark (and 
comparative) perspective.

Here in Taiwan we’ve had the pleasure of 
spending time with the Bureau of National Health 
Insurance (BNHI), the core provider and sole payer of 
the Taiwanese medical system. We learned a great 
deal about the challenges of serving rural and urban 
medical needs  in an aging society from a systems  level, 
and have come to appreciate the prioritization of 
access and high standards of  care for all citizens. 

The budgetary and efficiency constraints  of this 
system only came to light during my own medical 
tumult. I arrived at my local walk in clinic (which are 
almost as convenient as  7-11’s  – about every 500 
meters  in well trafficked areas) at 3:45, and by 4:15 
had registered, seen a doctor, received three 
prescription drugs, paid my $200NTD ($6US) 
dispensing fee, and walked home. It was  remarkable – 
fast, efficient, friendly, and in English to boot. 

Unlike the Canadian system (which the Taiwanese 
system is  modelled after, somewhat ironically), the 
NHI gives  patients  direct access  to specialist care. I was 
able to request the type of doctor I wanted to see (in 
my case a GP – that in fact turned out to be a UPenn-
trained cardiologist on duty), and was examined by 
both the doctor and his  accompanying nurse. In 
Taiwan there is  no need to wait, at clinics  or hospitals, 
for referrals to specialists: you simply take a number 
and wait – in the waiting area (not at home). Many 
believe this  system to be inefficient in its reliance on 
experts  to provide what is  in many cases  is  primary 
care. I love that I can see a specialist -neurology, 
cardiology, take your pick-  at the drop of a hat (I’m 
not kidding – I could see one within the hour), but 
wonder the practical and psychological implications  of 
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public health care at this 
extreme. 

Health care in Taiwan is 
extremely accessible – possibly 
to the point of waste and 
inefficiency. The average 
number of medical visits  per 
year in Taiwan is 14. There is  even a joke that some 
elderly people go to the doctor’s  office to socialize (not 
suffering from wait times), only missing days  when 
they’re “too sick.” For a system that is  suffering from 
budget constraints  and an aging population, this  hardly 
seems  sustainable. But at a personal level, this  is  the 
expectation. After one positive experience getting care 
for my head cold (viral infection), I went back to the 
same doctor’s  office four days  later when I ran out of 
pills. The behavioural component and expectation of a 
high standard of care rubbed off on me immediately. 
How can you balance years  and generations of 
expectations  like this  with the need for budgetary 
balance and systemic efficiency? I’m not saying the 
system is perfect – Taiwan certainly has  issues of 
minority and rural access  that I hope to explore later – 
but as  a resident of metro Taipei, my first experience 
outshone 22 years of  Canadian medical care. 

At a systemic level, Taiwan suffers  from many of the 
same pains  of the Canadian health care system. Aging 
demography, rural health care delivery, and paying 
practitioners  all challenge the bottom line. But 
regardless  of the difference in wait times, I would 
actually prefer to be really sick in Canada, because the 
specialists  spend more time being specialists, and less 
screening patient self-diagnoses. Unfortunately, the 
political costs  of health reform balance the financial 
burden of critically evaluating the health care status 
quo. And on top of the significant medical burden, the 
NHI also pays for all prescription drugs  (and does not 
discriminate between brand and generic medicine, 
leaving it to patient or doctor preference), compounding 
the public expectation of  public care. 

Keeping Score on Health Care
Medicare: 0, National Health Insurance: 1

By Melinda Jacobs
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As a graduating student now conducting field 
research, I have a newfound appreciation for the 
difficulty of the process. Simply reading research papers 
cataloguing researchers’ experiences abroad, I had 
previously not give much thought to the fieldwork that 
had informed their experiences, or the challenges they 
had encountered. Beyond the context of their academic 
article,  I  did not wonder about what they ate, whom 
they made friends with,  or which organizations were 
welcoming to them. I could not understand all of the 
contradictions  and challenges that built up into the 
singular data point of  a research paper. 

Leaving Taipei to visit social organizations  in rural 
Taiwan certainly presented us  with a stark contrast. In 
Taipei, Taiwan feel idyllic and modern. The highly 
efficient subway system  is better than that of Toronto. 
Areas like Ximendeng and various night markets offered 
endless shops and a feast of food. Most young people 
are well dressed and fashion forward. It is  with that 
picture of Taiwan we left for the countryside to visit 
Taiwan Farmer at Sun Moon Lake. 

 Entering the area, we first saw the 
tourist construction. Beautiful hotels set on the backdrop 
of the vast Moon Lake, blue and glittering like the 
harbor of a small port. It was unsurprising that this used 
to be Chiang Kai-Shek’s holiday retreat. As we learned, 
Sun Lake was another story. According to historical 
records, what is now called Sun-Moon Lake was 
historically only Moon Lake. Sun Lake has been 
reclaimed by the earth, replaced by fertile swampland. 
Unlike Moon Lake, it is empty and old, with few visible 
people. The transition from urban to rural Taiwan feels 
like a flight from one country to another – to a foreign 
eye,  both seem to be different countries in terms of 
population and development. 

 Our host at Sun Lake was the owner 
of Taiwan Farmer, Mr.  Shunyu Wang, is the owner of 
Taiwan Farmer. The organization focuses  on rural job 
creation 
and ecological preservation. Mr. Wang wanted us  to 
really experience rural life, so he asked us to step into 
the thigh-high rubber boots of a farmer and see what it 
was like to be in the field. Because parts of Sun Lake are 
submerged or sinkholes, farmers used to work on 
floating bamboo beams, tied together. Mr. Wang 
beckoned us to follow him onto the beams. We 
tentatively followed.

 At first the journey seemed easy 
enough. Though the beams were wobbly, we managed 
to carefully shuffle across. But as earth became 
swampwater, we stalled. There was no way to balance 
on the wood.  We tried different routes, each bringing us 
to the same conundrum, wood temporarily suspended 
in water,  unable to sustain our weight. We would have to 
take the first scary step. What happened is that we fell 
multiple times, with big splashes,  and a lot of laughter 
from our hosts and eventually ourselves too. After the 
first fall, it was  no longer as frightening to contemplate a 
failed step. We emerged from  the swamp covered in 
mud, only to be taken care of by our hosts – given clean 
clothes and hot showers. 

 Our experience encapsulated the 
fieldwork process. Despite the failures and missteps, a 
researcher can only try again and continue. Even 
though the process will be difficult,  in the end there are 
always those kind and thoughtful people who stop to 
help, providing encouragement and support. The most 
important lesson is to be tenacious and continue. 
Moreover, we realized that it is  important to be as 
thorough as possible when conducting fieldwork. If I 
had only experienced urban Taipei and not rural 

Taiwan, I would have had a very 
different perspective on the island. 
This comparison exists  in Canada 
too—Toronto is  as much a part of 
Canada as  rural communities like 
A t tawap i s ka t . I t i s  a fie ld 
researcher’s responsibility to make 
an effort to see both places, 
speaking to people about their 
experiences in both environments. 

Falling In The Mud
Challenges of  Field Research

By Remi Kanji
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Right: 
S I R G 
attempts to 
cross bamboo 
p l a t f o r m s 
used by the 
T a i w a n 
F a r m e r s t o 
plant squatic 
crops.



11

SI
RG

UP
DA

TE
 D

ec
, 2

01
2

Another Reason Why Taxes Suck
By Reza Mirza
                                

It’s hard to describe how much I hate doing 
taxes even though it’s a relatively straight-
forward process. This process is  monumentally 
more frustrating for social enterprise that 
straddles the line of non-profit and for-profit 
enterprise,  and work within a tax code that 
doesn’t distinctly recognize social enterprises as 
such. 

And as  a result of the fact that Taiwan’s tax code 
doesn’t recognize social enterprises,  these 
organizations  have to decide what to pigeon-hole 
themselves as: a for-profit organization, a non-
profit or a cooperative. Each type comes with 
their own advantages,  disadvantages and host of 
complex regulations. There’s a informative chart 
illustrating this  with information from Ruey-Der 
Twu (2012) below.

What makes the situation even thornier is the 
fact that many Taiwanese social enterprises are 
former non-profits  that now generate revenue in 
order to sustain themselves,  encouraged by fierce 
competition for resources among NPOs (Kuan & 
Wang,  2009). And though there’s a clear 
advantage to registering as non-profit in that 
you’re exempt from taxes, the decision is  hardly 
straight-forward. Non-profit foundations are 
regulated by over 22 different supervising 
gu idance s f rom mul t ip l e gover nment 
departments leading to a legal framework 

described as “fragmented,  inconsistent and 
restrictive” (Twu, 2012). 

This  isn’t just the academics  speaking either. 
One social enterprise we interviewed operated 
using two separate arms,  one registered as  a for-
profit and another as  a non-profit. Each arm was 
responsible for different aspects of the operation 
simply because the current tax code is far too 
restrictive for social enterprises  that want to run 
a traditional enterprise while providing programs 
and free services  to the marginalized group they 
work with. Another social entrepreneur we met 
said many consumers  can’t tell the difference between 
social enterprise and social marketing.

We’ve heard this  issue echoed throughout the 
community and the answer is  fairly straight-
forward because there’s no need to reinvent a 
solution that’s been iterated upon for over 20 
years. Italy recognized social cooperatives  in 
1991, Belgium has its social purposes companies 
and there’s official Finnish social enterprises. A 
legal framework not only helps sets the stage to 
discuss  social enterprises. It also has the added 
benefit of allowing a trusted-body to ensure the 
sector is  more transparent to help separate social 
enterprises from savvy social marketers. But most 
importantly, it allows  social enterprises to focus 
on succeeding instead of navigating a dated tax 
code.

Legal structure Tax Factors Capital and Loans e.g. of Taiwanese 
social enterprise 

For-profit limited 
liability company

Taxed on net income and 
sales

Can borrow. Can’t raise capital 
or fundraise.

The Ask Tea House 
Limited

For-profit corp. Taxed on net income and 
sales

Can borrow and raise capital. 
Can’t fundraise. The O-POWER

Nonprofit foundation Exempt from income and 
sales tax

Can borrow and conduct 
fundraising. Can’t raise capital.

Children Are Us 
Foundation

Nonprofit association Exempt from income and 
sales tax

Can borrow and conduct 
fundraising. Can’t raise capital.

Joyce-Agape 
Association

Cooperative Exempt from income and 
sales tax

Can borrow and raise capital. 
Can’t fundraise. Taiwan Farmers

http://www.socsc.hku.hk/ocp/pdf/Social%20Entrepreneurship%20KKLG104/Prof%20Kuan%20Yuyuan.pdf
http://www.socsc.hku.hk/ocp/pdf/Social%20Entrepreneurship%20KKLG104/Prof%20Kuan%20Yuyuan.pdf
http://www.socsc.hku.hk/ocp/pdf/Social%20Entrepreneurship%20KKLG104/Prof%20Kuan%20Yuyuan.pdf
http://www.socsc.hku.hk/ocp/pdf/Social%20Entrepreneurship%20KKLG104/Prof%20Kuan%20Yuyuan.pdf
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Major Issues in Social Enterprise 
Development in the Mainland China
By Mr Yuan Gu

How did Social Enterprise Emerge in China?
Recent years  have witnessed a boom in the field of social 

enterprise in the Mainland China, although there is no valid data 
available on its scope and scale. Among the indicators is the increasing 
number of social enterprise awards  at national level and of the entries 
to  them. Over the same period,  many articles  and books  introducing 
concept and practice of social enterprise have been translated and 
published. Conferences,  forums and seminars  in this field have been 
organized by parties  from all the three Sectors. Interest of the mass 
media in social enterprise has  steadily grown. Stories  of eminent social 
entrepreneurs around the world are well-known to their counterparts in 
China.

The achievement of the field may be well illustrated by the 
Canyou Group (残友集团), a Shenzhen-based software company. It was 

started back in 1997 by Mr. Zheng Weining, a man suffering from 
hemophilia,  and is  now the largest social enterprise in China with more 
than 3,700 staff, most of whom are people with disabilities. On 13th 
November, the Canyou Group was given an award by Social Enterprise 
UK at the International Social Enterprise Awards  in London. As a local 
newspaper in Shenzhen wrote, “It  is  the biggest award a Chinese social 
enterprise has  ever won, and it signifies that Chinese social enterprises 
as a whole have been acknowledged by the world.”
The impressive development of Chinese social enterprise is  driven by 
several interconnecting forces. The concept of social enterprise was 
introduced into the Mainland China only about six years  ago,  whereas 
it was  soon applauded and practiced by innovators  and “early adopters” 
in the non-profit sector. Considering the shoestring  operation of local 
NGOs, in particular against the backdrop of global financial crisis, it is 
not surprising to see in the Mainland China what Professor Dees 
termed “the rising tide of commercialization of non-profit 
organizations”.
Additionally, the influence of the UK, as  one of the leading countries  in 
the field of social enterprise, is  substantive. It remains the most  popular 
destination for Chinese social entrepreneurs  to visit. In 2009,  the British 
Council developed the Social Entrepreneur Skills Training  Program, 
the first of its  kind in China. So far,  the Program has covered around 10 
cities  with over 400 participants. The annual round of trainings  is 
followed by the Social Enterprise Award jointly initiated by the British 
Council and two local foundations. The winners  are awarded not just  a 
handsome sum of  bonus but a study tour in the UK as well.
Another driving force comes  from the business  community, where there 
are companies  that are not satisfied with traditional philanthropy as 
fulfillment of their social responsibilities  and have integrated into  their 
CSR strategy facilitating the development of social innovation and 
social enterprise. In 2007 Lenovo (联想)  initiated the first venture 

philanthropy fund in the Mainland China, and has  run an annual 
Social Enterprise Award ever since. In 2010 Intel started the Intel 
Innovation National Pitch in the hope of encouraging  cross-sectoral 
collaboration and application of ICT in social innovation and social 
enterprise. DBS (星展银行) is  a Singaporean bank with branches  in 

Shanghai. With its  expertise in serving SMEs  in its  home country,  it has 
developed in 2012 the exclusive banking  services  for Chinese social 
enterprises,  and sponsored capacity-building of four local social 
enterprises. Hopefully, these examples will lead a trend.

With dissemination of concept of “strategic philanthropy”  and 
“venture philanthropy”, a few innovative foundations  are shifting  their 
focus from traditional philanthropy to nursing  social entrepreneurship. 
Two outstanding examples  are YouChange China Social Entrepreneur 
Foundation (友成基金会)  and Narada Foundation (南都基金会),  two 

flagship foundations in the Mainland China, both founded in 2007 by 
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Mr. Yuan Gu
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promoting and practicing 
social innovation in the 
Mainland China. He is the 
founder and CEO of AHA 
Social Innovation Center, 
which is a think and do tank 
special izing in capacity-
building, consultancy and 
research in the field of social 
i n n o v a t i o n a n d s o c i a l 
en te rp r i se . He i s a l so 
member of Editorial Board of 
Social Entrepreneur, the first 
professional journal in the 
field, and has co-authored 
t h r e e b o o k s o n N G O 
management and social 
innovation case studies.

private commercial companies. YouChange spearheaded social 
entrepreneurship education and Narada, following the practice of 
Ashoka,  launched Gingko Program in 2010 to invest in development of 
social entrepreneurs. Considering  the rapid increase in number of 
foundations in charity sector, it is  fair to expect many others to  follow the 
two examples.

It is  noticeable that many social startups  are run by entrepreneurial 
individuals  who are passionate about solving social problems  by starting 
a business-like organization. Many of them have experience of studying 
or working overseas,  successful track record in career, and strong  belief in 
a better world. Ms. Zhou Xian is  typical of this kind of people. After 
obtaining her MBA in Germany, she came back to China and started a 
company of her own. Though successful in business,  Ms. Zhou 
determined to devote to social enterprise for a change of the world and 
herself, a decision allegedly influenced by a powerful book How to 
Change the World. She sold her company and studied for her Master 
Diploma in Public Service Management in the UK, where she was 
fascinated by omnipresent charity shops and generated the idea of 
combining e-commerce and charity shop. Now she is  running  the first 
online charity shop in the Mainland China named Buy42 (善淘网), 

providing 3-in-1 solution for recycling of second-hand item, creating  job 
opportunity for the disabled people, and fundraising for charity. 
Interestingly,  some people who are running very successful social 
enterprises  were alien to the concept of social enterprise until being told 
about. Ms. Huang Ke is  a landscape designer and was  the winner of E-
idea Award by the British Council in 2011 for her social venture of V-
roof (空中菜园). She had never heard of social enterprise until she was 

sent to Jakarta for a social entrepreneur skills training.
Last but not least,  the dynamics  of the Chinese social enterprise sector 
cannot be fully understood without examining  the role of government, 
which is  slow in adopting new idea while very influential in encouraging 
or discouraging  it. To many local government officials,  social enterprise is 
just a fashion name for “social welfare enterprise” which is  a legal status 
referring to those enterprises that  have more than 35%  of its  staff be 
disabled and are hence entitled to benefits like tax deduction and 
government grants. Aware of the enlarging gap between the social need 
and its  limited capacity, the government has  come to outsource some 
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public services  to NGOs in the form of procurement or bidding,  which 
simulates  transformation of many NGOs  into social enterprise and 
encourages birth of new social enterprises. A few local governments are 
leading the trend. In 2009 the Bureau of Civil Affairs  of Shanghai 
delegated the Non-profit Incubator (恩派) to organize the first 

Shanghai Community Venture Philanthropy Pitch, pioneering  the 
support from government of grass-root social entrepreneurial 
initiatives. In 2011 the municipal government of Beijing announced in 
an official document its  policy of supporting  development of social 
enterprise,  making  the first time the Chinese government publicly 
adopted the term of social enterprise. Nevertheless, it is  necessary to 
point out that the social enterprises  which the Chinese government 
favors mainly fall into  the categories  of welfare services in limited areas. 
Put it another way,  the government would like social entrepreneurs  to 
be “helpers” rather than “competitors”, not to mention “challengers”.

Buzzword, but...
Although there are good reasons to be excited about the 

development of Chinese social enterprise, the field is  still in its  infancy. 
The followings are some severe challenges to address.
1. There is strong  misunderstanding  and skepticism of 
social enterprise.
In one of my articles,  I listed 10 questions  most commonly asked about 
social enterprise,  based on which it is  fair to say that many people still 
have vague idea of what the concept of social enterprise connotes  even 
after they have known about the name for quite a long time. Social 
enterprise suggests  no more than a means of revenue generation to 
some practitioners,  equivalence for social welfare enterprise to some 
government officials, and fulfillment of social responsibility to  some 
commercial companies.

What’s  worse, the dichotomy between commercial business and 
public benefits is engrained and a lot of the ordinary people and 
companies just  don’t buy in the idea of a social enterprise,  holding, if 
not antagonistic,  a “pay to Caesar what belongs  to Caesar,  and God 
what belongs to God” attitude. So if  a charity claims itself  a

social enterprise, it may risk losing  the trust of donors  and 
volunteers. (BTW,  many people consider “not-for-profit” organization 
as one with “no-profit”  at all.)  And if one decides  to start up a social 
enterprise,  he or she had better prepare themselves  to confront 
enquiries  like “are you trying to profiteer from the poor?” However, 
skepticism of social enterprise is  rather justifiable when it  stems  mainly 
from the doubt about capability of charity to marry mission and profit, 
and the likelihood of  mission drift.
2. There are a large number of social enterprises that may 
be “social”, but not “entrepreneurial”.
My favorite definition of entrepreneurship is by Professor Gregory 
Dees,  who purports “entrepreneurship is  the pursuit of opportunity 
without regard to resources currently controlled.”  Referred to this 
definition, many Chinese social enterprises would appear to be not as 
entrepreneurial as they should and they can be.
Some social enterprises depend heavily on grant or procurement from 
government and devote great efforts  to satisfying the government at the 
expense of their independence and focus  on those who they serve. The 
government, central and local, favors  social enterprises  of this  kind and 
encourages their dependence. It  is somehow through controlling  the 
social organizations  that the government can remain its  control over 
the societal sector. As  Mr. Xu Yongguang, a leading  figure in Chinese 
charity sector, once said, this  situation was  very much like “planned 
economy in the societal sector”.
Things are getting  no better even for those social enterprises  that 
depend less on government. They are normally not resourceful enough 
to mobilize stakeholders for resources,  and a common deficiency lies in 
utilization of social capital which is  usually considered an advantage a 
social enterprise must learn to explore. After all social enterprise is 
inherently inclusive, suggesting  a social enterprise should engage its 
customers and as many general public as possible in its operation.
3. Few business models have proven to be viable and 
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There has been no world-class social enterprise in the Mainland China so 
far. Even the Canyou Group barely counts. Fairly speaking, it takes  time 
for a business  model to prove viable and scalable, and since social 
enterprise needs  to satisfy triple-bottom lines, it is  usually more 
challenging than commercial enterprise to  survive and thrive. It is for the 
very reason that business  model of social enterprise must contain 
elements  of innovation and requires  greater mastery of leadership and 
management to make it happen.
Unfortunately,  not every social entrepreneur is  capable of designing and 
running  a viable business, and more often than not,  they hardly have 
someone to turn to. Meanwhile, some social enterprise awards pay less 
attention to  idea implementation rather than idea generation, which 
brings about entries  of ideas  that may be fancy enough while hard to 
realize. Another thing  is  that foundations  and judges  of award should 
reflect  their cherry-picking activities  and make greater efforts  in plowing 
and planting the field to foster change-makers  and innovative business 
models.
4. Social enterprise is lack of attraction to talents, especially 
young people.
The name of social enterprise may sound charming. However when 
taking a deeper look, one will find various  reasons  to not step inside the 
field: susceptible to national policy, less  attractive salary, 
misunderstanding and skepticism of people around,  enduring hectic 
work..., just to name some. That’s why there have been various  researches 
showing one of the biggest challenges  for social enterprise is  to  attain and 
retain talented people.
5. Education, training  and research in this field lag far 
behind.

Compared to over 100 academic institutes in the USA that offer 
courses in the field of social entrepreneurship, there are only a handful of 
universities  in the Mainland China providing courses alike. It doesn’t get 
any better when it comes  to training  in the field. Besides  the Social 
Entrepreneur Skills  Training Program launched by the British Council, 
AHA Social Innovation Center (AHA 社会创新中心)  has  developed 

CHANGES: Seven Steps to Social Innovation,  the first systematic 
training course on social innovation in the Mainland China,  and Social 
Entrepreneur Institute (社会创业家学院)  initiated by the Non-profit 

Incubator delivers  serial trainings  to social startups. But more diversified 
trainings are needed and the results  must be appraised. In consistency 
with the level of development of this  field,  it is regrettable to tell that 
academic research of social enterprise in the Mainland China remains 
nascent. Many papers and articles  are merely introduction or 
compilation of existing literature, and the research subjects  are often 
irrelevant.

6. Few social enterprises are working  to tackle root causes 
of  the social problems they are dealing with.

No one explains  the value of social entrepreneurs  better than Bill 
Drayton who proclaimed that “social entrepreneurs  are not content just 
to  give a fish or teach how to fish. They will not rest until they have 
revolutionized the fishing  industry. “It is  understandable that most of 
Chinese social enterprises  are in the stage of giving a fish or teach fishing, 
considering the nascence and weakness  of the field. For those social 
entrepreneurs who intend to address the root causes, they have to be 
cautious  of how far they can go before provoking the sensitivity of 
government. In addition,  the inferior position of social entrepreneurs  in 
partnership with government or business  sector is another reason that 
hampers them in cross-sectoral collaboration and limit their ability of 
agenda-setting, both of which are essential to “revolutionizing  the fishing 
industry”.

Buzzword, and...
To have more people embrace the idea of social enterprise and to 

make the existing  ones  more sustainable,  the followings  are some critical 
issues that need to be given priority.
1. Raise public awareness & clarify basic concepts
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Social enterprise is yet to be well-known to the general public, and 
there needs  to be effective ways to make people believe in social 
enterprise and themselves as change-makers.
Good stories  always  go far and deep. Many people first heard of social 
enterprise and social innovation from the story of Muhammad Yunus 
and the Grameen Bank while many Chinese social entrepreneurs 
claimed to be inspired to  do  what they are doing  by a globally best-
selling book How to Change the World. Just imagine how many people 
would be influenced if there was a Chinese version of How to Change 
the World,  in which the stories  of the unsung heroes  in the field of 
Chinese social enterprise were explored.

Additionally, it  can never be underestimated what mass  media and 
press  can contribute. Outstandingly,  there has  been increasing coverage 
of the field from newspapers and magazines  of national influence, like 
Southern Weekend (南方周末), Oriental Morning Post (东方早报),  and 

IT Manager World (IT 经理世界). The reputable Salian Press  (三联出
版社)  is now in the process of translating articles  in Stanford Social 

Innovation Review and going to compile a series on social innovation, 
which is expected to add more food for thought in the field. Besides, 
universities  should join hands with other parties  to bring up the next 
generation of social entrepreneurs. Entry of social entrepreneurship 
education into  higher education curriculum will have profound 
influence,  inspiring awareness  and interest of both the students and the 
academia. Also,  the universities  can serve as  incubators  for their students 
as young  social entrepreneurs. A perfect example happened early this 
year in the UK. Higher Education Funding Council in England joined 
UnLtd, the largest supporting organization in the field of British social 
enterprise,  in an initiative to  promote social entrepreneurship in the 
third tier education in England. It will help universities  to develop 
supportive system of their own to foster social entrepreneurship and 
facilitate students  and faculty to set up social enterprise. There is  much 
to be learned from practices like this.
2. Enable social entrepreneurs

To run a social enterprise is  to exploit  both your “heart”  and 
“head”. There are two main streams  of social entrepreneurs  in China. 
One is  from business  background, while the other from charity. Many 
observers  and researchers tend to  believe,  despite lack of conclusive 
empirical evidence, that it is  easier for the former than the latter to run a 
successful social enterprise. Social entrepreneur skills  training,  which is 
effective, accessible and affordable, will benefit social entrepreneurs 
greatly, especially those from charity and young people.

There is  no  need for social entrepreneurs  to be alone. A functional 
community of social entrepreneurs will satisfy their multiple needs from 
information sharing  and peer learning  to co-operation and 
collaboration. Some communities  of this kind are in their early stage, 
including the Gingko Program fellows  community,  ESCEL (易社) fellow 

community and the Learning  Network of participants  of CHANGES: 
Seven Steps  to  Social Innovation. How to keep a community of social 
entrepreneurs dynamic and functioning remains a serious issue.
Money issue is  always  a big issue. Though some people believe “no 
money, no problem”, lack of financial support in startup stage is  cited as 
one of the biggest challenges for running a social enterprise. In the 
Mainland China, some local governments  provide startup capital to 
social enterprise in the form of venture philanthropy, but it favors only 
those working in designated areas  of welfare services. There has  been no 
such fund as  Social Enterprise Development Fund in H.K. or Social 
Incubator Fund newly launched by the British government. It may not 
be too pessimistic to prospect that access to  finance and cash flow, in 
startup stage in particular, will dominate the concerns  of Chinese social 
entrepreneurs for a long time.
3. Increase Social Investment/Impact Investing
Social investment is  more like rhetoric than reality in the field of 
Chinese social enterprise. A handful of local foundations  are practicing 
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development, and sponsoring startup pitches  and awards, rather than 
venture philanthropy,  equity investment and loan. Grant with “deep 
engagement” may be a more proper name for their attempt. An even 
smaller number of social investors  are testing the waters  in the field, and 
there have been only a couple of social investment really made and known 
so far. Besides,  the amount of social investment made is  rather tiny 
compared to a common business investment.
Suppose the market of social investment is  more professional, of larger 
scale,  with diversity of means,  many Chinese social enterprises  will break 
away from the restriction of heavy dependence on single source of 
revenue (in many cases, government),  and they will be able to scale up 
their enterprise and business  model. An additional benefit social 
investment may bring on is  to get social enterprise to pay more attention 
to their social impact,  which is what social investors  fundamentally invest 
in, rather than simple output.
4. Encourage certification of  social enterprise
To a large extent, the field of social enterprise is  still muddy,  with no clear 
definition, or identification or certification. As in most countries,  there is 
no legal status of social enterprise,  and the most relevant legal entities  are 
social welfare enterprises  which register with the Ministry of Industry and 
Commerce, and People-Run non-Enterprise Units  (民办非企业)  which 

register with local bureau of civil affairs  and can do trading and charge 
for services  on principle of non-distribution of profit. Social enterprise is a 
hybrid type of organization that can hardly fit in the existing laws  and 
regulations. While the government is  trying to understand the new idea 
and formulate policies  towards  it,  it  may be more effective and efficient for 
a non-profit organization like Social Enterprise UK to set up a set of 
widely-accepted criteria and conduct certification of social enterprise. 
The government would financially support the initiative and formulate 
policy like Public Services (Social Value) Act

2012 in the UK according  to which it is  mandated that local 
government take social impact into account when deciding on 
procurement and give social enterprise priority on even ground. As  Social 
Enterprise UK put it, a certificate of social enterprise is to “make the 
mark of  social enterprise the mark of  integrity”.
5. Foster intermediary organizations

A functioning  ecological system of social enterprise consists  of the 
resources providers, the social enterprises, the clients  of social enterprises, 
and the intermediary organizations  which act as infrastructure of the 
system to enable social entrepreneurs  and assist them in creating 
collaborative partnerships  with the resources  providers  on one hand and 
providing better services to their clients  on the other. Incubators  are 
needed to provide hands-on experience,  effective training, startup capital 
and network for social startups. Professional services  like management 
consulting,  mentoring and capacity-building are in huge need. Social 
impact measurement and reporting is  crucial to social investment. At 
present, there are foundations, incubators and international organizations 
working  actively in bolstering intermediaries  in the field of Chinese social 
enterprise,  while their efforts, normally in the form of short-term projects, 
haven’t given birth to a mechanism that can work effectively in a 
sustainable manner. What’s more,  the absence of commitment and 
support from government is  obvious, and leverage from cross-over 
collaboration of various players  in the field remains  yet to  come. There is 
therefore still a long  way to go before an ecological system of social 
enterprise is in good shape.

In a nutshell
The Mainland China is going through a critical transformation of 

social structure and culture. The amazing  breakthroughs  in the 
development of social enterprise reflect expectations to respond to the 
increasing unmet needs  of people in a more effective way. Great efforts 
are to be made of various parties to address  what is currently holding 
Chinese social enterprise back and advance the field before social 
enterprise can justify itself as a new breed of business  that can both do 
good and do well.


