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Dasi is a township in 
Taoyuan County in 
N o r t h - W e s t e r n 
Taiwan. Besides it’s 
dried tofu, Dasi is 
famous for housing 
the mausoleum of 
the late KMT leader, 
Chang Ka i -Chek 
and his son. 
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Pathways and Barriers to 
Success

SIRG Hosting is hosting a half-day symposium on Wednesday, February 27th.

This is an invite-only event aimed at practitioners, academics and industry veterans. 
Our goal is to invite leaders in the Taiwanese social enterprise sector to discuss the 
challenges they face and to collaborate in finding solutions to move the ecosystem 
forward. We're also honored to have Professor Joseph Wong -- coming all the way 
from Toronto -- to give the keynote. 

Our vision is to have participants leave with a clear idea of  the barriers faced by the 
social innovation ecosystem and actionable steps to overcome the challenges.

If  you’re interested in attending or being a panelist, email 
social.innovation.tw@gmail.com.
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“What is  social innovation?” is a 
question that has plagued me for 
months. Each time I try to explain 
what I research, my mind skims 
through the intricacies of a 
definition that is neither precise nor 
finite in scope. In each interview 
over the last four months, I have 
asked social entrepreneurs their 

definition of social enterprise, and social innovation. Here’s my 
latest conclusion: it doesn’t really matter.

Everyone I have interviewed has defined social innovation 
in the positive;  no one has decidedly excluded an organization 
or group from their view of social innovation. The definition of 
social entrepreneurship has been more precise, favouring a 
focus on financial sustainability (“a capitalist mind and a 
socialist heart” in the words of one entrepreneur), but most 
people still give open and growing definitions of a field, sector, 
and a way of thinking that is  expansive in its ambition to 
address pressing social problems. Amidst this  lack of clarity on 
definitional issues, examining who social innovations serves is 
perhaps a more important way of analysing social innovation 
capacity: it shows you who is empowered to solve social 
problems  within a local economy. Does  social innovation 
happen with government, non-profit organizations, or 
members of  the marginalized communities themselves? 

Here in Taiwan, social innovation seems to concentrate on 
specific thematic issues,  predominantly employment, disability 
inclusion, and matters related to aboriginal communities rather 
than taking place in one specific sector. However, it’s hard to 
tell whether the prevalence of social innovations in these areas 
is  because of truly innovative solutions stemming from those 
sectors, or is  the result of prevalent subsidies. Indeed, the 
availability of subsidies in those areas could also be considered 
a kind of social innovation, because they empower those with a 
vested interest in crafting and delivering a solution. The role of 
government policy and funding in dictating where social 
innovation takes place can be significant in the absence of a 
strong pool of  social entrepreneurs.

In Singapore, many of the most prominent social 
enterprises do not focus on issues facing exclusively Singapore. 
Many organizations, like the World Toilet Organization, are 
global in their reach. However, Jack Sim, the dynamic founder 
of WTO, began his work focused on what he noticed as an 
issue in Singapore before extending his mandate and forming 
the WTO. Perhaps then what is  unique about Singapore is not 
that it has less issues or marginalized communities, but that its 
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ecosystem and economy are structured to be outward facing 
and conducive to growth. It is  easier to imagine this sort of 
structure functioning in a city-state of 5 million people than a 
country with greater size and population. 

The differences in who social innovations serve in different 
environments  makes the lack of standard definition 
meaningful: with one definition, it might be easier to unify 
people working within or across  similar subject matter, but 
more difficult to unify those working under different constraints 
and in different environments. In South Korea, the Leveraging 
Social Enterprise Act quantitatively evaluates social enterprises, 
and businesses cannot use the moniker without being 
registered. There may be some value in such an approach to 
limit the novelty of “social enterprise” as  a buzzword (if not as 
a technical understanding of the sector): five years ago 
“international” was the buzz work amongst organizations and 
government ministries. Now “innovation” has taken the helm – 
a desirable word to describe oneself, yet a difficult one to 
measure against. 

By repeatedly asking what social innovation is, I’ve seen 
that the best social innovations and the social entrepreneurs 
behind them all have laser sharp focus on their end users and 
solving their pains, and prize financial sustainability so they can 
keep doing it. Precise definitions and tailored taxation models 
might be helpful, but they’re not critical to effectively identify 
and leverage social enterprise opportunities,  and are not what 
will inspire the next generation of  change makers. 

So how do we harness the ambiguity of “social 
innovation”? Governments  could begin by making it easier for 
innovation entities – social enterprises, social purpose 
businesses, revenue generating non-profits and innovation 
entities within larger organizations – to have the flexibility they 
need to succeed, and allow them to continue drawing outside 
the lines while saving the delusion placing them in bucks that 
do not accurately capture the type of work they do. 
Practitioners can begin to talk about social innovation in terms 
of metrics, like community engagement and sustainability, and 
the media and academics can spend less time glorifying 
organizations for merely associating with “innovation” and 
praise real efforts  toward testing new financial model and 
learning sharing between organizations. 

So, after all the questioning it turns out I don’t care about 
the definition. Please, join the “social innovation” bandwagon. 
But there should be standards, there should be reporting, and 
we should begin to see social innovation in terms of the 
communities they serve and not just how its defined. 

Who Does Social Innovation Really Serve?
By Melinda Jacobs
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S o c i a l 
entrepreneurship 
h a s  b e c o m e a 
popular trend in 
s o c i a l v a l u e 
c r e a t i n g 
organizations in 
T a i w a n a n d 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y, 
despite its  nebulous 
definition. At an 
event early this 

week, SIRG witnessed an identity crisis  as a museum 
tried to claim that it was in fact a social enterprise. It 
was an unconventional label for an organization largely 
reliant on generous donor support. Yet, similar 
organizations – foundations and revenue generating 
non-profits – are increasingly adopting the label as well. 
On the other side of the spectrum, there are businesses 
claiming that they have integrated a social mandate into 
their core functions, even if that mandate is  not as 
regularly or rigorously evaluated as standard business 
operations. Though social enterprise does  not occupy a 
clearly defined space,  these organizations are certainly 
on its  conceptual fringes. Will the popularity of social 
enterprise as a label dilute the concept, or can it in fact 
result in the transfer useful management practices? 

 Garden of Hope, a foundation 
adopting social enterprise elements  to its management 
practices, appears  to have benefitted from  the social 
enterprise trend. SIRG spoke with Daniel Chen, who 
manages Garden of Hope’s business  activities. He 
stressed that while the Foundation does  not see itself as 
a social enterprise, it would like to grow in that 
direction. An infographic characterizing the 
Foundation’s values reiterated his statement – the 
Garden of Hope placed its  social mission at the core of 
its operations, though this  goal was complimented by 
environmental, financial, and leadership objectives.  At 
the same time, the foundation has been committed to 
adopting the social enterprise characteristics  that it has 
chosen to interweave into management practice. Using 
balanced scorecards, Garden of Hope evaluates  its 
financial, social, and environmental objectives on a 
regular basis. With its annual revenue covering only 
about 2% of operating costs, Garden of Hope still has 
room  for growth. But with constant and critical 
evaluation practices, the Foundation is positioned to 
become more sustainable in the future. And even if 
social enterprise is replaced by another trend, as  long as 
Balanced Scorecards remain a part of organizational 
practice,  the Foundation will have improved (in terms of 
financial sustainability) as a result of following the social 
enterprise trend. 

 At the same time, it’s reasonable to 
ask if emphasis on social enterprise distracts social 

organizations from other types of growth strategy.  
Social Eenterprise-based evaluation metrics  tend to 
focus on measurable and internal characteristics,  and 
don’t typically have space for less tangible factors  like 
participation in a movement, mentorship to other 
organizations, or even for when one social 
organization’s strategy is replicated somewhere else.Yet 
in terms of social returns, all of these actions  can lead 
to substantial change. Unfortunately,  that change is not 
always easy to attribute to a specific organization or 
employee.  Moreover, after the introduction of metrics, 
employees tend to primarily measure their achievement 
in relation to metrics. If their energy is  focused on these 
organizations outcomes, will that prevent them from 
other, non-measureable pathways to change? 

 On the other side of the social 
enterprise spectrum are social businesses claiming to be 
social enterprise. A social business might incorporate 
environmentally friendly or fair trade practices, but 
social returns  are not necessarily a measureable and 
core aspect of their business process. SIRG saw a 
presentation by the founder of OKOgreen,  which is 
essentially a fair trade coffee shop. Though it is 
impressive that the owner built his brand and enterprise 
around fair trade coffee, when a SIRG member asked if 
he had visited the plantations where his product was 
sourced, he answered honestly that he had not.  It was 
therefore much less likely he was intimately familiar 
with challenges faced by farmers in coffee-producing 
communities. Moreover, it’s difficult to characterize this 
relationship as core to the day-to-day management of 
OKOgreen. A common definition of social enterprise is 
that both social and financial missions are core to the 
organization. At the same time, it is  commendable that 
OKOgreen has incorporated social elements  into their 
decision-making.  If that trajectory continues, the 
business will have a greater social impact. And if more 
businesses begin incorporating social elements into their 
planning and getting rewarded for it,  a positive social 
feedback cycle will start. 

 So does  it really matter that social 
entrepreneurship is more of a generalized label than a 
standardized practice?  Perhaps not. As it matures,  social 
entrepreneurship will probably become a more clearly 
delineated space. In that time, another management 
trend might replace it. But if its impact has been to 
push organizations reliant on donations to become more 
sustainable,  and to encourage businesses  to be more 
socially conscious, that’s undeniably a good thing. 

Now Trending: #SocEnt 
By Remi Kanji
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The Hope Institute is  a think and do tank that promotes social 
innovation in South Korea. Through its  partner network, the 
Hope Institute develops policies and programs that originate 
from experience of implementing solutions to social problems 
with citizen participation. 

On January 3rd, SIRG visited the Hope Institute’s office in 
Seoul. At the Hope Institute, I interviewed Ms. So Yeon Yang, 
a researcher at the Social Innovation Center and Ms. 
Ahyoung Park, a researcher at the Center for Social Economy. 
Below are some of  the highlights from the interview:

SIRG: “How would you describe social innovation in South 
Korea? How much interest does the public have in this 
sector?”

Ms. Park, “People’s attention towards the social innovation 
sector is fast growing in South Korea. Many start to feel that 
they do not live a happy life by working for large corporations. 
They are seeking a different way to fulfill their lives. Social 
innovation could be an answer to their questions, providing 
them  an alternative choice to live a fulfilled life. However, 
most of these people don’t know how to start social 
enterprises from their previous experience working in large 
companies.  We could help them here. At the Hope Institute, 
we run peer-counseling programs for newly registered social 
enterprises in Seoul. This means new social entrepreneurs  can 
get counselors, who are experienced social entrepreneurs, 
through our program.”

SIRG: “Could you elaborate on this program (peer counseling 
program)?”

Ms. Park, “As a part of the peer counseling program, we 
provide several specific training series to help young social 
enterprises establish their social missions and business models. 
We were quite surprised to see that in some cases, these 
organizations did not have accurate concepts of their social 
missions or business models. It requires quite a bit of work to 
get to a stage where people are clear about their own social 
missions or models. Those are crucial for achieving 
sustainability. And there are differences between social 
entrepreneurs who have prior business experience and 
entrepreneurs who do not.”

SIRG: “Is there any other program the Hope Institute run to 
promote public awareness in social innovation?”

Ms. Park, “Another program we have is the public officer 
educational program. The reason we established this program 

NPO Spotlight:
The Hope Institute
By Wendy Pan
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was first, we felt public officers had to change their mindsets 
about social innovation. Secondly,  a lot of local governments in 
South Korea have departments that promote social enterprise. 
Public officers usually have the ability to change things on a 
larger scale. They could also test ideas in small communities, 
evaluate results and expand those initiatives to larger 
communities.”  

SIRG: “One unique thing about South Korea is you have a 
Social Enterprise Act that strictly defines the term ‘social 
enterprise’, which many other countries do not have. What do 
you think about this Act?”

Ms. Park,  “It has been about 6 years since the Social Enterprise 
Act was created. Our government tried to create social 
enterprises by outsourcing some social services. On one hand, 
we did leverage the Social Enterprise Act to create more social 
enterprises quantitatively. The government is giving out 
funding to support social enterprises. We also ensure that 
people do not use the term  “Social Enterprise” unless they 
meet all the criteria specified by the Social Enterprise Act. On 
the other hand, some social innovators view “social economy” 
quite different than how the government views it.  A general 
consensus is  we still lack infrastructure support to those social 
enterprises. That’s why we have intermediaries trying to 
provide training programs. However, most of these 
intermediaries,  or supporting agencies you would call, lack the 

Formerly 
polluted and 

covered with an 
elevated road 

since 2005 the 
Cheonggyeche

on has been 
cleaned up and 

made into an 
Art and nature 

walkway 
through the 

heart of Seoul.
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only have 3-4 employees. In conclusion, an Act alone is not 
enough for building a social economy. We need to build the 
whole eco-system.”

SIRG: “There is quite some buzz about the recent ‘Social Co-
operative Law’ in South Korea.  What do you think about the 
new law?”

Ms. Park, “I was actually quite surprised that people are very 
interested in cooperatives here. They seem to believe in 
cooperatives’ power. We launched in the new law on 
December 1st,  2012. Over 100 organizations already 
registered in the 1st month of the launch. Many Medias are 
featuring news about the new co-operatives.  Just yesterday, 2 
progressive newspapers  featured co-operatives in their front 
pages. We have two types of co-operatives under the new law – 
general co-operatives and social co-operatives. I am hopeful 
and eager to see if the new law will help launch more social 
cooperatives here by providing some tax incentives and 
government supports.”  

SIRG: “What are some of the main challenges you face 
promoting social innovation and training social entrepreneurs 
in South Korea?”

Ms. Park, “Firstly,  the term ‘social innovation’ is  still vaguely 
defined here. Most people do not recognize the term. By 
implementing actual projects, we hope to change the 
atmosphere here and make more people aware of the sector. 
Secondly, complete financial sustainability is hard to achieve 
for most social enterprises  in South Korea. My rough estimate 
is  that over 60% registered social enterprises cannot be run 
without government supports, mainly due to weak business 
models or reliance on initial funding. Lastly, some western 
countries, such as the U.S and U.K, have strong civil societies. 
However, in South Korea, we still lag behind in terms of civil 
society involvement. People do not donate their time or money 
to social services  as  much as  people in western countries. This 
makes  it difficult for certain NPOs and NGOs to survive here. 
Some of those NPOs and NGOs are turning themselves into 

social enterprises, but it is  still very difficult for them to sustain 
their operations.”

SIRG: “Ms. Yang, you recently travelled to India and 
mainland China to research social innovation entities there. 
What do you think about these two countries in terms of social 
innovation development?”

Ms. Yang,  “First, in both India and China, people are confused 
about the definition of ‘social innovation’.  Let me focus on 
China first.  On my trip, I was happy to find out that there were 
so many grass-root organizations there. But I personally feel 
that a lot of initiatives are still government-driven.  Social 
organizations in China do their work after getting some 
funding from their government. One issue I see is people at 
grass-root level often have limited education. They have 
problems  engaging the larger community or the society as a 
whole. On the other hand,  the country (China) is  facing 
daunting challenges in terms of inequality. Fruits  of innovation 
were not shared by average citizens. Moreover, the focus for 
social innovation in most developed countries is on 
governance. But in India and China, how would you examine 
governance when the situations  are so complicated?  In my 
opinion, that’s the reason why most organizations in those two 
places are still focusing on charity work, not yet ‘social 
innovation’. However, I do think social innovation could be a 
solution for both countries. It would take quite some time.”

SIRG: “Oversea Medias  often praised Seoul’s mayor Won-
soon Park for promoting social innovation and social economy. 
What do you think about his role?”

Ms. Park,  “Mr. Park is actually the founder of the Hope 
Institute. He was a lawyer previously and founded a few 
organizations to make changes  in our society. More than a year 
ago, he was elected as the Mayor of Seoul. Since then, he has 
been trying to promote social innovation in the city. He also 
founded the Beautiful Foundation, a fund taking donations 
from citizen donors and distributing the money to under-
funded NPOs and NGOs. He has tremendous impact in the 
social innovation sector in South Korea.”



9

 Robust public health data offers  social innovators  
a myriad of potential opportunities, and Taiwan is  sitting 
on a data goldmine. Taiwanese health records  are 
digitized, kept on a Java Virtual Machine chip attached to 
each individual’s  health card and updated in a central 
system. The cards  almost look like a credit or debit card, 
save for the photo and vital statistics. And carrying a 
Taiwanese health card is  a bit like carrying a folder with 
your medical history: the chip stores  individual patient 
data including information on allergies, medical history, 
and past test results. It even allows  for efficient billing, so 
that hospitals  are quickly reimbursed for their services. 
While many in the medical field already consider these 
health cards  cutting edge, the data generated by health 
cards  should be used for more than simply informing 
government programs. If the data were made freely 
available (anonymized, of course), Taiwanese social 
innovators  would find new ways  of creatively tackling 
public health challenges. 
 Health innovation is  becoming vital in Taiwan as  
its  population rapidly ages, dramatically increasing costs 
to Taiwan’s  National Health Insurance (NHI) program. In 
an effort to  plan around cost increases, the government is 
increasingly looking at long term care. A key component 
of such care involves  finding and funding innovative 
preventative and holistic medicine – pushing people to 
adopt healthier lifestyles  and get early screening. No easy 
task. 
 One example of a program attempting to 
encourage healthier living is  Zhishan Lohas, known as  5 
Doctors  6 Patients  in English. It provides  its  members  with 
health checkups  that focus  on improvement, exercise 
programs, and consultation/access  to  nutritious  food. The 
program is  funded based on a capitation model – if 
patients  collectively save the government an agreed upon 
amount of money, they get to reap the benefits  in savings. 
But how are these savings  calculated?  In the case of 
Zhishan Lohas, patients’ costs  at the beginning of 
program participation are compared to those they incur 
during participation. This  proxy is  actually quite 
problematic, because an individuals  face more health 
problems  as  they get older—how to account for the 
complex impacts  of aging? A better methodology would 
be to compare a program participant against a peer group 
with a similar age range, sharing similar risk factors. 
Great data helps  build realistic proxies, which form the 
basis  of a lot of financial social innovations. Take social 
impact bonds  – individuals  or corporations  buy bonds, 
which are then used to fund a social program. While a 
normal bond is  a financial investment with a financial 
return, SI bonds  have a social return that in turn informs 
financial savings. Case in point: Riker’s  Island Jail in New 
York has recently implemented a social bonds program

funding criminal rehabilitation. Program graduates’ 
recidivism rates  are compared against those of the general 
prison population. If there is  a drop, the state has  saved 
the money it would cost to both try and jail people who 
might have otherwise become repeat offenders. These 
savings  then determine the interest rate offered on SI 
bonds. Good data on overall recidivism, not just that of 
program participants, is required to ensure 
that programs  have the impacts  and savings  the claim to 
engender, however. Similarly, health programs  that are 
premised on decreasing costs  need a robust point of 
comparison to showcase their impact. 
 Making data widely available requires  public  
consent, and there may be concerns  about security – after 
all no one wants  information about their private illness  to 
become public. A database on public health could perhaps 
refrain from providing individual case data, instead 
providing aggregate statistics  searchable by disease, risk 
factors, and vital statistics  like gender and age. Geography 
could be kept as  a broad category to ensure privacy. More 
specific and locally oriented data could require an 
organization to sign a non-disclosure agreement 
protecting patient confidentiality. Finally, if this  database 
is  introduced with adequate consultation of the Taiwanese 
people, it will  likely help communicate and assuage 
concerns about privacy. 
 Privacy concerns  aside, the fix to create such a 
program would be simple. It would require a searchable 
online database allowing programs like Zhishan Lohas  to 
‘construct’ a proxy for an individual taking their program, 
by aggregating information from non-participants  sharing 
factors  like age, gender, and risk. An individual’s  progress 
could then be compared to that of their peers, who are 
also aging and exposed to  similar environmental factors, 
providing a clearer picture of program impact. Zhishan 
Lohas  is  just one innovative program that could be 
improved using NHI data –  the possibilities  for a creative; 
data minded social entrepreneur or programmer are 
limitless. Zhishan Lohas  itself has  recognized the potential 
of data: it is  exploring collaboration with IBM to add 
their information to a cloud based health management 
platform.

Big Data: Big Potential for Taiwanese Social Enterprise 
By Remi Kanji
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Hungry entrepreneurs: those crazy people starting 
businesses  or organizations, desperate for success. Typically, 
these early stage entrepreneurs  are also hungry in the 
physical sense, as  the financial pressures  of starting your 
own business  (especially early in your career) leave many 
entrepreneurs  eating ramen noodles.  Entrepreneurship is  a 
hunger game.

The types  of entrepreneurs  you find in Taipei are a 
little different. Generally, I’ve found them less  hungry in 
both respects, compared to  entrepreneurs  you would find in 
other places  like Silicon Valley. Here, a brief run down of 
the types of  entrepreneurs I’ve met here:

“Dad’s  money” entrepreneurs: running tech start ups, 
doing interesting things, and often with a fair amount of 
talent –  and family money. For these entrepreneurs, the cost 
of being an entrepreneur is  lower, and the cost of failure is 
non-financial. These people can take bigger risks  (and 
would have the resources  to make big impact with the right 
idea, team and execution), but often end up as  lifestyle 
entrepreneurs.

Hustlers: moving between ideas  all the time. Unlike 
North America where technical talent is  a commodity (“I’m 
just looking for a technical partner” is  a phrase you often 
hear from business  people with an idea), developers  are 
everywhere in Taiwan. However, the lack of cost associated 
with iteration and pivoting has  perhaps  put less  emphasis 
on business  model development. If things  don’t work out 
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quickly, the Hustlers  are on to building the next ideas. This 
will result in some cool products, but success  will be 
unpredictable and perhaps accidental. 

Lifestyle entrepreneurs: success  means  making enough 
money to live, either through grants, money available 
through local  accelerators, or through growing revenue just 
enough to keep going but not enough to  scale the business 
and make it big. 

Taiwan needs  more hungry entrepreneurs  – people who 
live and die by an idea, have the talent to iterate on a 
product and a business  model, can hire the talent they need, 
and who have access  to the resources  they need to scale their 
solutions  (be that government, accelerator, VC, private 
equity or even family money). 

All of these ingredients  exist in Taiwan. But the current 
infrastructure is  making them hard to exist in combination, 
and all the would-be success  stories  are leaving for Silicon 
Valley. Interestingly, there are many successful entrepreneurs 
now in Silicon Valley who are of Taiwanese background, 
Steve Chen, the founder of YouTube for one.  What does  it 
mean?  That driving entrepreneurial capacity relies  more on 
just one of human capacity, government policy and access  to 
resources. If it takes  a village to raise a child, it takes  a lot 
more to launch and scale a business  from Taiwan. Taiwan 
needs  to  revive the entrepreneurial vibe it used to  have in the 
early 70s and 80s and improve its ecosystem for innovation. 

Where else does this sound like? Canada.

Young Entrepreneurs in Taiwan: Hungry 
enough?
By Melinda Jacobs

Hungry, Hungry 
entrepreneur 

with her eyes set 
on ‘ramen 

profitability.’  The 
hopeful day 

when you make 
enough to feed 

yourself.
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In the Part 1, I introduced the idea of using Google 
Trends  -- a tool that allows  anybody to explore the 
relative search frequency of different queries -- to 
efficiently measure the vitality of an ecosystem or sector 
of the economy. I demonstrated that the search 
frequencies  for the top social enterprises  in Taiwan 
moderately correlate with the search frequency for the 
term social enterprise in Chinese. 

Because social entrepreneurship is such a new field, 
existing research (and especially censuses) are still 
underway. Thus, benchmarking Google Trends  data 
against SE data isn’t currently feasible. Therefore, I 
chose to use another innovation economy with a readily 
available data: the US startup ecosystem. Though this 
isn’t directly related to our research, we are interested in 
classifying what stage Taiwan’s  social innovation 
ecosystem would fall under. Thus, exploring other 
innovation ecosystems will be invaluable as  a 
benchmark and in developing a general model for 
classifying ecosystems at large.

I decided to start by looking at the most granular 
level of analysis  and focused on top metro regions  for 
startups. Google Trends  provides  the query share for a 
given term, which is  the total volume of searches  in a 
given region divided by total searches. I correlated the 
query share for “startup” in the top 11 metros  with the 

strength of their startup ecosystem, using an aggregate 
score of the number of startups founded, funded and 
acquired in each region. 

Correlating the two resulted in a fairly good fit, 
which you can see in the unadjusted analysis  by metro 
region. The one point that throws  off the graph is  New 
York, whose startup score is  far higher than expected. 
After some thought, I realized this  was  because the 
startup scores  didn’t account for regional population, 
whereas  the query share did. Thus, New York’s score is 
disproportionately higher due to its  massive population. 
After controlling for population, you can see the 
correlation between the startup query share and startup 
score is  near perfect. Not a bad start, but let’s keep 
going.

Next, I was interested to see how this  analysis  would 
hold up to a larger dataset and at a broader level of 
analysis, so I did the same analysis  for the top 41 startup 
states. In this  case, in this  case I plotted the query share 
of ‘startups’ against the log value of the population 
adjusted startup score. The reason for doing so is 
because the startup score varied so wildly across the 41 
states. Again, we see a fairly good correlation between 
the google trends  and vibrancy of the startup 
community in each state, though not as good as when 
we focus on hubs of  activity.  

Ecosystem Analysis and Mapping
Part 2: Developing Models
By Reza Mirza
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Left: Correlation between unadjusted Startup Score of  a metro region and the relative popularity of  the search term ‘startups.

Right: Similar to above, except the Startup Score has been adjusted for population, which improves the correlation markedly.
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It’s  not surprising this  worked out so well, 
considering it’s  been used to predict the flu and 
economic indicators. Two economists at Berkeley 
showed that search queries  could predict automobile 
sales, unemployment claims  and consumer confidence 
in the near term. Similarly, the UN economic 
commission for Europe found that Google Trends 
outperformed traditional benchmarks  for predicting 
volatile industries  (p<0.001), though less  effective in 
predicting staple goods.

The value of such a tool is  that it’s a goldmine of 
predictive, real-time data from around the globe on any 
topic that’s  free to use. Though, there are some definite 
caveats that have to be mentioned. First, Google doesn’t 
provide access  to the raw search data, so it’s difficult to 
know what processing goes  into the data they provide. 
Second, there are instances  of geocoding (i.e. the 
assignment of queries  to locations) being incorrect. For 
example, Trends  in Taiwan list Nei-hu as a city, when 
it’s  one of the twelve districts  of Taipei City. Finally, 
there’s  the complex problem of an unrepresentative 
sample. There’s  three components  to this  problem. The 
first is market share: though Google has a strong 

market share in Taiwan (a few percent off Yahoo!), 
in places  like China their Baidus  dominate the market. 
As well, when there are multiple competitors, the 
people using Google may be a different population (e.g. 
expats, foreigners, or internationalized groups). Finally, 
there’s  the issue of internet penetration. In countries 
where internet -- let alone Google itself -- still isn’t 
broadly used, those individuals  Googling things  are 
likely to have markedly higher socio-economic status 
and technical skills  than average. These problems  are 
often more commonly encountered when exploring 
trends outside of  North America. 

In the future, I’d like to explore improving results  by 
aggregating the query shares for multiple keywords. 
More generally, I intend to tie this  work with broader 
analyses to identify the general developmental stages  of 
ecosystems and characteristics  associated with each 
stage. As  well, I’d like to examine how geography and 
‘interest density’ affect the overall success  of an 
ecosystem, such as identifying the required density of 
investors, actors  and other forms  of local interest 
required to progress to the each developmental stage. 
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Startup data sources: crunchbase, seedtable.com, buzzsparks.org

http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~hal/Papers/2011/ptp.pdf
http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~hal/Papers/2011/ptp.pdf
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