
SIRG studies why social enterprise succeeds and fails in Taiwan, developing both case 
studies and a periodic newsletter to share our research. SIRG also helps recent graduates 
find paid internships in the social enterprise sector, enriching our research network and 
providing them invaluable work experience. 

SIRG Summer 2013 - Investigating Asia’ Social Enterprise Incubators

SIRG Welcomes its Second 
Cohort

It feels like the first SIRG team only 
just arrived yesterday - bright eyed and 
bushy tailed, we rather ambitiously 
hoped to ‘map out the Taiwanese social 
innovation sector’. What we found was 
dynamic and complex, leading us to 
realize  the value of understanding 
trends and case studies over ‘ecosystem 
analysis’. Our research culminated in 
S I RG ’ s F e b 2 013 S y m p o s i u m , 
Identifying Pathways and Barriers to 
Social Enterprise Success. 
 Our new team members, Ivan 
Peng, Aaron Wilson, and Zhiying 
Zhang are injecting new blood and 
fresh vision into SIRG. While SIRG 

2012 often contrasted the Taiwanese 
experience with Southeast Asia, Aaron 
and Zhiy ing have both 
researched and lived in 
China, no doubt altering their 
research approach. 
	 SIRG 2012 focused 
o n e v a l u a t i n g s o c i a l 
enterprise from a business 
perspective to identify how a 
soc ia l en terpr i se migh t 
remain sustainable while still 
creating impact. Though SIRG 
remains interested in how 
organizations fulfill dual 
missions, Ivan and Zhiying 
will also be focusing on 
impac t me t r i c s , o r t he 
measurement of social value 
creation.
	 Look to SIRG for 

more information on Asian social 
enterprise - and feel free to contact us 

Featured Articles: 

SIRG Comes full Circle - On July 6-7 we revisited Ali 
Mountain, where Guang Yuan and Ma Na have 
worked to improve living standards for local 
Aboriginal Communities. Photo by Ivan Peng 
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What exactly is the best way to translate social 
innovation and the social enterprise into Mandarin 
Chinese anyway? What more, what is the best way 
to explain the basic concepts of social innovation 
when its only just recently emerged as an area of 
study in Mainland China? I’m often faced with this 
problem when discuss my research interest with my 
co-workers at the ESL training centre I work at in 
Xiamen, Fujian Province, China. 

The difficulty in translating the word ‘social 
enterprise’ has been a recent topic of discussion for 
scholars studying the newly emerging field in 
China. In an article in the Stanford Social 
Innovation Review, Meng Zhao pointed out that 
translating the word directly into Chinese does not 
connote the intended meaning of the idea. The 
reason being because the translat ion of 
‘social’ (shehui 社会) does not bring with it the 

meaning of non-profit, philanthropy, or charity; nor 
does ‘enterprise’ (qiye 企业) bring the meaning of 

innovation, or risk-taking. Meng suggests that the 
term “ start-up for the public good” (gongyi 
chuangye 公益创业) used by experts like Lv Zhou 

of the Non-Profit Incubator (NPI) is a more 
appropriate word that accurately represents the 
conceptual idea and framework for what a social 

enterprise represents to the Mainland Chinese 
populace at-large. 

Following Lv’s expert translation of the 
word, I enthusiastically explain to my co-workers (in 
broken, sub-standard Mandarin Chinese) that I’ll be 
researching and writing about the exciting new 
fi e l d o f s o c i a l i n n o v a t i o n a n d s o c i a l 
entrepreneurship in Taipei this coming September. 
Unfortunately, more often than not, I’m met with a 
puzzling response: “Oh, you’re going to research 
arts-and-crafts companies in Taiwan?” As it turns 
out, the word for ‘public welfare’ (gongyi 公益) has 

the same tonal sandhi as the word ‘arts-and-
crafts’ (gongyi 工艺), leaving my co-workers with a 

somewhat befuddled expression on their faces, and 
no clue of what I’ll be researching. Further 
clarification of the term does nothing to help my 
confused co-workers, who have never heard these 
two words put together and used in this context. 
On a number of occasions, my co-workers have 
asked, “Did you invent this word yourself? How can 
something for the public good also be an 
enterprise?”
 Despite the recent exploration into the finer 
details of translation by Meng, and annual reports 
by FYSE (a Hong Kong based social innovation 
research group) who have both discussed social 
enterprises finally making themselves known in 
Mainland China, the vocabulary of the ‘social 
enterprise’ as defined by Lv has still not entered 
into daily speech. This comedy of errors relating to 
the word “gongyi” is sadly, not a one-off 
occurrence, but a misunderstanding that occurs on 
every occasion I explain my research interest. 
	 The daily miscommunication I have over 
explaining social entrepreneurship is even 
more saddening because most of my students 
and co-workers are exactly the kinds of people 
the social innovation field needs: highly 
educated graduate and post-graduate young 
professionals. Many of them would be 
idealistic candidates for starting a social 
enterprise in mainland China, as they are 
weary of a lack of responsive institutions to 
resolve societal frictions, and are looking for 
meaningful employment in a society where 
materialism increasingly holds sway over 
society. 

Social Innovation’s Long March to 
Being Understood by the Masses 
Social Innovation Faces an Uphill Battle to Being 

Understood by China’s Masses 

by Aaron Wytze Wilson 



Translating “Social Enterprise” 

“The entire concept of social innovation 
and social enterprise risks floundering in 
Mainland China before it even emerges, 
if it cannot be readily consumed and 
understood by the public.”

1. Chinese Words for “Social” (shehui 
社会) and “Enterprise” (qiye 企业) do 

not convey the same meaning as their 
English Language Counterparts 

The idea of “social” does not include notions 
of charity or non-profit work. “Enterprise” is 
not associated with innovation/risk-taking. 
These definitions are actually quite  culturally 
specific.  

2. Gongyi 公益 (public welfare) and 
Gongyi 工艺 (arts and crafts)

Both words sound very similar, making it 
sound as though social enterprise is focused 
on arts and crafts. Would it be appropriate to 
use a different word entirely to translate the 
idea of social enterprise into Chinese?

3. The Social Enterprise Lexicon is Still 
Alien to most Chinese Language 
Speakers 

Though this situation is hardly unique to China, 
it is problematic that social enterprise 
vocabulary is not commonly discussed. 
Common social enterprise  vocabulary 
includes : 
- Social Innovation: Shehui chuangxin 
社会创新

- Social Enterprises: Gongyi chuangye 
公益创业 

- Social Entrepreneurship: Shehui chuangye 
jingshen 社会创业精神

3. Accessibility Breeds Acceptance 

If the relevance and meaning of social enterprise isn’t 
clear, how can people be encouraged to accept the 
idea? 

If such basic introductions to words like social innovation, social 
enterprises, social entrepreneurship (shehui chuangxin 社会创新, 

gongyi chuangye 公益创业, shehui chuangye jingshen 社会创业精
神) are still waiting to enter daily speech in China, how does one 

even begin to start translating and then comprehending industry-
terms like “scaling up” “eco-systems” and “social-impact 
measurement’? 

The social innovation research community needs to reach a 
wider audience, which means simplifying key terms and concepts to 
be more widely understood and applicable to a wider range of 
practitioners. In general, the specific lexicon of terms associated 
with social innovation is not indicative of their intended meanings. 
Furthermore, for social entrepreneurship to grow in local 
communities in developing nations with the intention of engaging 
local actors, these concepts need to be more flexible and 
translatable in a variety of languages. 

The entire concept of social innovation and social enterprise 
risks floundering in Mainland China before it even emerges, if it 
cannot be readily consumed and understood by the public. It is 
important for the social innovation research community to think 
about how concepts are disseminated to ensure it is done in a 
straightforward manner that will engage young professionals and 
local actors. An overly complex and industry-heavy glossary of 
terms risks pushing interested parties out. Social enterprises need 
human capital to scale up, and the research community should do 
everything in its power to help bring them in. 



	 After proving their business case, successful 
social enterprises often look to scale their 
operations. Similar to a startup, many require a 
round of Series A investment to facilitate their 
growth. I recently had the opportunity to speak 
with Weina Li of Impact Investment Shujog and 
Impact Investment Asia (Asia IIX), two Singaporean 
organizations working in tandem to help social 
enterprises access the capital needed for growth. 
 Shujog and Asia IIX support social 
enterprises contributing to inclusive growth, 
economic development and environmental 
sustainability. They not only facilitate SE capital 
raising opportunities, so that SEs can expand their 
impact across Asia and Africa, but they also 
engage in SE capacity building. For any business, 
social or otherwise, taking on an investor is as 
serious as choosing a co-founder. Both the investor 
and the business need a clear set of expectations 
about how the business will grow, into which 
markets, and using what products. A poor 
relationship between founders and investors can 
lead to stress, conflicts, and at worst can even 
become detrimental to business operations. 
Moreover, the right investor can often provide 
more than just money – they can open doors to 
potential ecosystem partners and broker key deals 
helping drive organizational growth and success. 

Though finding the right investors is 
challenging, SEs also need to be ready to handle 
inves tment . As SEs sca le , t hey need to 
simultaneously grow their team, become more 
efficient and also look for more capital to fund 
these expansion activities. IIX steps in to help 
provide technical assistance to SEs that show high 
potential but require assistance to be investment 
ready. IIX also provides access to investment 
capital through its three platforms, Impact 
Incubator, Impact Partners, and Impact Exchange -

showcasing SEs to the world’s largest community of 
impact investors. IIX’s not-for-profit affiliate Shujog 
carries out SE-related research, carries out 
advocacy work and works with SEs to provide a 
framework to monitor, manage and report the SEs 
impact, and also provides third-party verification of 
social and environmental value creation.

(1) Capacity Building 	

 In order ensure that social entrepreneurs 
are investment ready, IIX provides tools, feedback 
and guidance to support them in preparing clear 
and relevant pitch documents. This enables SEs to 
effectively engage with investors. Entrepreneurs 
tend to be passionate people committed to solving 
a particular social challenge, and are often deeply 
rooted in a given community. Though they have the 
tenacity to start a business, they sometimes may not 
know how to build a solid set of financials, or write 
a business plan.  However, impact investors view 
these plans and projects as necessary – and 
entrepreneurs also grow to value and appreciate 
business planning as their social enterprises grow. 
In Taiwan, social entrepreneurs identified human 
capacity building as a challenge and key area for 
investment – the same pattern exists more widely in 
social entrepreneurs across Asia as well. As a 
result, Shujog and IIX are launching a joint training 
facility enabling social entrepreneurs to plan and 
prepare for both investment and growth. This 
support is in partnership with the Shujog ACTS 
program that leverages philanthropic funding and 
expert volunteers to provide an SE with affordable 
and high quality assistance.

Skilling Up and 

Scaling Up 

Shujog and IIX Asia’s Strategies 
for Scaling Social Enterprise 

by Remi Kanji 



(2) Finding the Right Investor 

 Finally, finding the right investor(s) is 
crucial. Social enterprises already tend to manage 
more stakeholders then regular for profit or non-
profit groups. It helps the SE if stakeholders are 
aligned with the SE and with each other, and have 
similar social and financial expectations. If an 
investor shares a social enterprises’ social vision 
and agrees with its business planning, stakeholder 
management becomes much simpler. IIX facilitates 
introductions between SEs and investors through its 
online platform or SE showcases. IIX runs SE 
showcase events at regular intervals throughout the 
year, providing a select group of SEs with the 
opportunity to deliver a ten minute pitch to a room 
of accredited investors.  
  IIX’s three investment platforms showcase 
Asian SEs seeking growth capital to a global 
audience of impact investors, giving the SEs 
greater opportunities to scale and expand their 
positive impact. While the first two platforms 
connect early- and growth-stage SEs with private 
investment capital, IIX’s third platform, Impact 
Exchange, provides SEs an opportunity to list 
themselves on a social stock exchange. Impact 
Exchange, in collaboration with Stock Exchange of 
Mauritius. This will provide them with exposure to a 

global base of impact investors looking for 
transparent and liquid investment opportunities.

(3) Preventing Mission Drift  

Shujog works with social enterprises to 
develop the necessary tools to understand and 
measure their social impact, so that they are able 
to maintain a dual focus on social and financial 
priorities as they scale. It’s easy to lose sight of a 
particular goal if it isn’t regularly evaluated – 
Shujog helps organizations create an impact 
assessment framework and projections, so that they 
can se t social goals and measure their 
performance against them. 

 When a social enterprise takes on 
investment, it also takes on an obligation to a new 
stakeholder. There is an added onus to consider 
financial returns in decision-making, which may 
lead to mission drift, especially if social priorities 
are not clearly mapped out. However, the impact 
investors that work with IIX Asia to seek out social 
enterprises also care about social and financial 
impact, and want entrepreneurs to show high 
performance in both areas. 



 Social business is taking off in China, even 
though combining business models and social 
agendas remains a novelty for most people. After 
visiting Shanghai’s social innovation park, Gongyi 
Xintiandi (profiled earlier in this newsletter), I 
cannot help but wonder: how does its operator, 
NPI (Engine for Social Innovation, 恩派) finance an 

incubating platform of this ambitious scale? In 
general, as part of the social sector “production 
chain”, how do incubators themselves start up and 
scale up? Governments matter in creating an 
enabling ecosystem for the social sector; In China’s 
case, t hey provide or channel bus iness 
development resources to social enterprises 
because of the social impacts that this sector can 
contribute. It is also a crucial part of governments’ 
responsive regulatory innovation in face of the 
growing sophistication of the social sector.
 Convent ional wisdom tel ls us that 
bureaucracy limits the government’s sensitivity to 
Base of Pyramid demands and reduces the 
flexibility and efficiency of public service delivery. 
Profit-driven businesses are not reliable either, 
since social innovations involve higher costs and 
risks with lower or unobservable returns. This, 
however, does not mean that the entry of social 
business should be governed by natural or market 
selection. Without the authority on the flow of 
resources, incubators cannot and should not 
incubate themselves. Such process should be a 
calculated, top-down decision by the government. 
And the Chinese government has proactively 

opened up space for the social sector, even though 
NPO and NGO legislation is currently stagnated. 
 Two important features of the Chinese 
government’s interventions in the social sector are: 
(1) Devolution, or “outsourcing” the delivery of 
public services to promote social management 
innovation. One of NPI’s programs, Wulixiang (屋
里厢), is authorized to manage local public 

services in Pudong. It now both supervises social 
work, and provides training services. (2) 
Delegation through government procurement or 
public tendering, allowing eligible community-
minded social organizations to become major 
service providers. In NPI’s case, government 
purchases account for 60% of its capital, with the 
rest from domestic and international foundations, 
as well as funds and donations from big 
corporations. 
 Devolution and delegation are premised 
not only on the third sector’s ability to deliver a 
large breadth and depth of services, but also 
social innovators’ capacity to take risks and absorb 
costs. And yet, for the same reasons, devolution 
and delegation are directional and calculated: to 
whom is the government delegating the power? 
What kind of and how much power is it devolving? 

Incubating the Incubators: 
Strategic Devolution and Delegation 

by Zhiying Zhang



 Instead of anomalistic development of 
social ventures– under either little or over control – 
incubating the incubators with favorable policies 
and financial support is more cost-effective for the 
government than to regulate the entire sector. By 
tracking incubators’ contracting practices, not only 
are systemic grassroots social experiments possible, 
but incubators also can – on behalf of the 
government –streamline administration, ensure 
coordination, oversight, and consistency. In China, 
social enterprises’ success is defined by identifying 
and piloting ef fective service delivery for 
governments: not by their radical reconfigurations 
of the system at the micro- or micro- levels, which 
can also be recognized as “innovation” elsewhere. 

Interestingly, the devolution of power is not only 
observed from the public to the social sector, but 
also manifested in local governments’ increasingly 
autonomous social innovation experiments. 
Shenzhen and Beijing has gradually loosened the 
regulation of NPO registration by abolishing the 
dual administration system, since 2008 and 2011 
respectively. Beijing Municipality also publicly 
endorsed the development of social enterprises in 
2011, and this was the first time the term, “social 
enterprises”, appeared in China’s official 
document. 
 A promising sign. And yet, most de facto 
social enterprises still camouflage themselves in 
legal forms from agricultural co-operatives to social 
welfare in order to enjoy government subsidies, 
loans, and tax credit. Further, because of either the 
public ignorance of social enterprises or dubious 
connotation of the idea, the term is often replaced 
by “self-sustaining charity organizations” or others 
that are more palatable to the public (1). Legally 
and epistemologically underappreciated, China’s 
social innovation will probably take place in an 
adaptive and incremental way, especially when it 
comes to changing rules and relationships. 
Incubating under the watch of the government 
might be a smart way to leverage resources, but it 
is vital for social ventures to hold their line: while 
they can be contracted partners of the government, 
they should not be its agents. 

(1) Many of those are in fact both social and enterprise.  Social welfare enterprises, for example, register at the Administration for Industry and 
Commerce. But they are only quasi-SEs due to their administrative affiliation with the government.

“By tracking incubators’ contracting 
practices, not only are systemic grassroots 
social experiments possible, but incubators 
also can – on behalf of the government –
s t reaml ine admin i s t ra t ion , ensure 
coordination, oversight, and consistency.”



Beyond the Status 

Quo 

The G20 Young 
Entrepreneur’s Summit in 

Moscow 

by Melinda Jacobs 

From June 15-17, 400 entrepreneurs from the G20 
countries gathered in Moscow, Russia for the G20 
Young Entrepreneur’s Alliance Summit. The G20YEA is 
a forum for young entrepreneurs to explore mutual 
challenges, and develop a communiqué for distribution 
and advocacy among G20 political leaders. SIRG 
member joined the Canadian delegation to the 
G20YEA, and saw first hand the power of global 
networks in driving collaboration, partnership and the 
creation of shared prosperity worldwide.

 The G20 YEA was a 3-day event with the goal 
of building policies, ecosystems and communities to 
drive entrepreneurship in the G20 economies. Despite 
being a G20 event, the themes of the conference and 
its communiqué were very much global: access to 
digital infrastructure and services, education to provide 
knowledge, networks and innovation skills, business 
and labour legislation environment, and increasing 
access to finance for startups and enterprise growth. 
	 The event is built on the premise that a more 
conducive environment for entrepreneurship, 
characterized by the ability of any entrepreneur to 
have access to the tools, resources and financing to 
start a business, would make for a stronger global 
economy. In a climate of global economic struggle, 
entrepreneurs are recognized to be a beacon of job 
creation and economic growth.
 Of the many sessions, keynotes, roundtables 
and breakouts, many focused on establishing 
commonalities between the G20 countries – however, 
this search for consensus can also become a quest for 
the lowest common denominator between 20 diverse 
countries, each with different challenges and of course 
political agendas to promote. 

Interestingly, and perhaps non-surprisingly, many of 
these pitfalls were avoided in the social enterprise and 
social innovation sessions. To put it simply, the 
objectives were different: rather than talking about a 
specifically defined problem, like access to funding, the 
social innovation conversations were wide open – there 
was no status quo to either establish or promote, no 
agenda other than creating shared value, and a 
diversity of lessons that didn’t need to compete with 
each other for air time. The conversation focused more 
on the intelligent design of business models, and the 
ability to address social issues through market based 
solutions. Rather than defining the problem, the social 
enterprises were finding hundreds of different ways to 
define creative solutions to any number of pressing 
social issues.  
 As one social entrepreneur mentions, all 
businesses are social businesses – they create value for 
their customers, drive employment, and shape 
communities. Taking the spirit of social innovation and 
social enterprise into "traditional” subjects like access 
to financing and policy engagement are certainly the 
way events like this can drive the conversation forward, 
and move beyond the status quo. 

The G8/G20 

Entrepreneurs Delegation



I t ’ s 

impossible to come to Taiwan without getting bitten 
by the entrepreneurial bug. Many Taiwanese 
people, and foreigners as well, are a degree of 
separation away from an entrepreneur or 
programmer trying to come up with the Next Big 
Thing. Famously friendly for commerce, Singapore 
has developed a similar mentality, building spaces 
and infrastructure for would-be entrepreneurs to 
grow, and hopefully thrive. Despite an abundance 
of talent, sectors in both Singapore and Taiwan 
face a limitation. They’re too focused on the 
markets made other startups (and startup sectors) 
successful, instead of developing a unique focus 
for their talent. 

 At a recent and large tech conference in 
Asia, app after app was targeted towards a young 
and privileged consumer with oodles of disposable 
income. Not exactly a new business strategy or 
market. It doesn’t have to be this way. A lot of 
s t a r t u p g u r u s i n T a i w a n s t r e s s t h a t 
entrepreneurship is about problem solving –from 
Startup Weekend, to a slew of VC talks, we’re told 
to build a business model and technology around 
a c l e a r l y d e fi n e d p r o b l e m .  S o c i a l 
entrepreneurship also starts with problem solving, 
building a sustainable business model around a 

social problem. Complex and challenging, social 
problems have the capacity to drive innovation – 
perhaps social technopreneurship can be Asia’s 
competitive edge. 

Training Entrepreneurs Differently

 E n c o u r a g i n g A s i a - b a s e d t e c h 
entrepreneurs to take on social challenges requires 
some small but meaningful mindset changes. 
Typically techpreneurs are told to make their first 
sale very quickly – at Startup Weekend – Tainan, 
we had to sell that weekend to be successful. If we 
couldn’t sell then, would we really ever be able to 
do it? For better or worse, Lean Startup 
approaches mainly encourage people to look in 
their immediate vicinity for opportunity. So most 
entrepreneurs (young, privileged, tech savvy) sell 
to their peers. 

It takes more time and effort to understand 
a group outside of the one you’re part of, 
especially if they’re also marginalized in relation 
to society at large. But that doesn’t make it riskier: 
entrepreneurs will have to put as much time and 
effort into making their apps stand out in the slew 
of offerings already available to tech savvy 18-35 
year olds. Given how saturated that market is, I’d 
say it’s probably a bigger risk to think you’re 
going to make the next Yelp or Instagram than to 
start building apps for a new but mobile friendly 
market. 
 Although socially oriented startups will 
inevitably take longer to build traction, you can be 
sure that first movers can and will be rewarded. 
And there are already entrepreneurs paving the 
path for others – mobile payments systems are 
being developed for BoP populations. Large 
companies and telecoms are building information 
sharing systems for feature phones and 2G. And 
entrepreneurs in Taiwan and Singapore are 
per f ec t l y pos i t ioned to bu i ld on t hese 
advancements – not only close to educated talent, 
but also close to large underserved markets ripe 
with potential collaborators and consumers, I’d bet 
on those willing to surmount perceived risks and 
try and solve challenges outside of their 
demographic.  

Solve New Problems.
Should Asia’s Startups specialize in 

Social Enterprise? 

by Remi Kanji  



The ‘P’ Word

 Startup Weekend starts by asking would-be 
entrepreneurs to solve a problem. It’s easier to 
conceptualize problems relevant to us, because we 
understand them deeply. They’re complex and 
nuanced. For the majority of tech entrepreneurs in 
Singapore and Taiwan, extreme poverty is not a 
daily challenge. It’s distant, and often unhelpfully 
portrayed as dire and insurmountable – some may 
view underserved markets as too challenging to 
work with, while others may not see business 
opportunities there. 
 Perhaps entrepreneurs ought to be 
encouraged to break pover ty down in to 
manageable pieces. After all, it’s not a single 
massive problem, but rather a collection of 
challenges working in tandem to create an 
extremely poor quality of life for individuals or 
groups. Moreover, when the problems of poverty 
are parsed out, they often become less foreign – 
medical patients in Taiwan, Canada, and Vietnam 

are all better off when they have knowledge of drug 
side effects, or an easy way to share their medical 
history with a doctor. Communicating necessary 
information to a doctor is a specific problem, around 
which a specific solution (and business model) can 
be built. 

 Perhaps those hoping to grow Singporean 
and Taiwanese tech sectors can start by reframing 
the types of problems they look to solve, as well as 
the types of groups that constitute markets. 
Encouraging entrepreneurs to direct their energy at 
traditionally underserved groups and unaddressed 
issues will not only encourage innovation, but it will 
also help Taiwan and Singapore leverage their 
unique positions next to some of the biggest (and 
rapidly growing) markets in the world. And then 
perhaps people back in Silicon Valley will ask, ‘how 
does Asia innovate?’ 

	

Techpreneurship is premised in 

p r o b l e m s o l v i n g . S o c i a l 

techpreneurship essentially means 

solving different problems, for 

traditionally underserved groups. 

And maybe building solutions 

around a different technology. 

Pictured on right - the Nokia 1100, 

one of the most common mobiles 

used by low-income communities in 

the Global South. 



A couple of weeks ago I packed my laptop, a 
couple days’ worth of clothes, a notebook and pen and 
headed to Echelon in Singapore, Southeast Asia’s 
largest technology conference. Featuring a who’s who 
of CEOs and founders across the region, interactive 
panel discussions on the development of the tech 
industry, booths showcasing promising startups, and 
wandering techies such as myself (amongst the much 
more important investors, but I digress), this insightful 
conference was meant to be just that.

However, execution of the conference didn’t 
follow through. Though well-organized and definitely 
not lacking in big names, I found Echelon’s ideology 
conflicted with its discussions and showcased booths. 
Most of the conversations were aimed at exploiting the 
market niches for startups, but for most booths this 
“niche” turned out to be their own marginal redesign on 
a social media site.

However, we “techie dreamers” are not fully to 
blame: VCs tend to fund business models they know, 
perhaps because they prefer to reduce their risk, 
funding tired ideas like another social media site on 
food, fashion, or both. All the while, there remains a 
completely neglected market – a market of social issues, 
health issues, poverty, and the underprivileged. From 
fake drugs accounting to 30% of all drugs sold in 
Indonesia, to the marginalized Aboriginal tribes across 
SE Asia struggling to put food on the table, the lack of 
exposure of these problems in conferences like Echelon 
is crippling to funding.

In short, we’re forgetting the fundamental 
purpose of technology – to solve problems. C.Z. 
Naemeka, of MIT’s Entrepreneurship Review, argues 
that too many bright minds are being funneled into 
“solving anti-problems”, the source of all solipsistic 
startups [1]. Social media sites – as saturated as they 
are – have little difficulty getting funding, while social 
enterprises have trouble finding traction and funding 
right from the get-go. Perhaps this is because social 

enterprises must fulfill a dual mission: in addition to 
maximizing their return on investment (ROI), their other 
– and probably their primary – motive are to have 
some social impact. The greatest hindrance is that most 
VCs disregard the latter and boil social enterprises 
down to a single number.
	 This is the challenge many social enterprises 
face. Many have a hard time posting an attractive ROI, 
let alone a positive one, thus restraining potential for 
growth and scalability. However, I believe a change in 
mindset amongst investors and policymakers can help 
greatly. This can happen in two ways: 

(1) Valuation. Linking social impact to a dollar value is 
difficult. Improving social issues such as literacy rate or 
health care of a country are long-term improvements, 
and just how much of a dollar value improvement in is 
difficult to extrapolate. However, disregarding this 
impact is essentially devaluing long-term changes to 
zero. Mind you, social impact metrics are messy and in 
their infancy, but they can still benefit social enterprises 
in specific cases. Zhishan Lohas, a health company 
partnered with the National Health Insurance (NHI) in 
Taiwan, incentivizes a healthy lifestyle for subscribers to 
this program to reduce the usage of medical services. 
After posting losses in its contract first year, it greatly 
reduces its chances of nationwide scalability, as investor 
confidence is out the window and the negative ROI is all 
that is quoted.

(2) Open-mindedness. Social enterprises focusing on 
Base of Pyramid markets commonly work with a large 
user base, and with that, comes a large pool of raw 
data. Data gathered from here are commonly restricted 
from the public by government policies to protect their 
privacy. However, with the power of big data and 
analytics, this data is ripe with potential ideas. To 
minimal effort, privacy may still be protected even with 
public data.

Inspiring Southeast 

Asian Innovators 

Why the Southeast Asian 

Tech Ecosystem Should 

Embrace Social Innovation 

by Ivan Peng 



     A good example of leveraging technology in 
an open environment is Data for Development (D4D) 
in Cote d’Ivoire, by the mobile company Orange. They 
released an anonymized dataset of cell phone location 
and usage and let academics and data scientists look 
at it for “anything they wanted”. This led to innovative 
research on tracking the flow of diseases such as HIV 
and malaria [2], as well as a much finer profile of the 
country’s poverty index. A good opportunity of 
leveraging open data can be applied back in Taiwan, 
with the NHI’s centralized health records. In light of 
the avian bird flu, it promises to be exciting data (to 
the cruel, heartless statisticians). Is this data useful to 
social innovators? Can we find solve a problem in the 
health care system with this? We may not know the 
answer, but there needs to be the opportunity to seek 
it.

Social enterprises come in all shapes and sizes, one of 
which can and should be the kind of tech startup that goes to 
Echelon: they too have a business plan, a technology or idea 

focused on a clearly defined problem, and the goal to 
generate profit. Whether this profit is an actual ROI or simply 
personal satisfaction (actually not a bad impact metric) should 
not be the focal point in attracting human resources or 
funding. Let’s change the dialogue on how we view social 
enterprises, and let’s leverage technology to solve some real 
problems.

Sources

[1] http://miter.mit.edu/the-unexotic-underclass/
[2] http://www.orange.com/en/D4D/the-projects

Echelon rightly deserves credit as 

the largest tech conference in Asia. 

But as a such an influential 

organization, they could do more to 

promote social innovation as a 

source of startup inspiration and 

success. 
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As one of 
the field trips 
f o r t h e 
University of 
T o r o n t o 
S u m m e r 
A b r o a d 
program in 
China, I took 
2 6 U o f T 
students to 
S h a n g h a i 
G o n g y i 
X i n t i a n d i 
Yu a n – a 
S h a n g h a i -
based social 
i nnova t ion 

park. Through a temporary gate, we entered a 
tranquil space that seemed rather incompatible 
with a bustling cosmopolitan Shanghai. Filling our 
views was the harmony between carefully aligned 
buildings – ivory brick walls, scarlet tile roofs, 
burgundy handrails, and century-old plants 
snaking around them in an embrace. If there were 
not building materials on the ground, I would 
think this was another dilapidated sprawl of old 
Shanghai–styled architectures. Formerly known as 
the Shanghai Municipal Orphanage, this 23,000 
m2 space is now being renovated into an 
“innovation complex” that aims to support small 
and medium sized social enterprises. Three 125-
year-old bricks that were kept for commemorative 
purposes at the side gate are going to witness the 

birth and growth of China’s first social innovation 
park that is open to the public.
 As the very first tour group here, we were 
welcomed by a full room of staff at Puki – a social 
welfare enterprise (社会福利企业) that helps deaf 

design school graduates find internship 
opportunities at design or advertising companies. 
At the time of our visit, most buildings were still 
vacant or even under construction, since the park 
was scheduled to open in August. But the 
ambition behind Gongyi Xintiandi is obvious. In 
the coming years, it will become Xintiandi of 
another kind: instead of boutiques, galleries, and 
restaurants, this innovation park will agglomerate 
a great many social organizations that are 
committed to solving social problems. On top of a 
physical space for these social organizations, 
Gongyi Xintiandi will serve as a collaborative 
platform, a nexus for all agents relevant to social 
innovation, providing functional facilities and 
incubating services. To have a working space 
here, along with a cross-sector communication 
and cooperation platform, each moving-in 
organization only needs to share the operating 
costs of the park. On average, such share is 50% 
lower than the rent of neighboring stores and 
office buildings. 
 The operator of Gongyi Xintiandi – NPI 
(Engine for Social Innovation) – is one of the 
biggest non-governmental organizations in China. 
During our visit and my follow up with NPI’s 
representative, 

To the left and right: Two views 

of Gongyi XIntiandi, 

Shanghai’s social innovation 

park. 

Gongyi Xintiandi 

Incubating Chinese 
Social Innovation

by Zhiying Zhang 



we were not fully informed (neither was NPI itself 
probably) about the financial, social risks and 
returns that operating a social innovation park of 
this size can offer. But the goal, according to NPI, 
is to be self-financing within 5 years. 
	 It is worth mentioning that NPI has a 
network of brand-sharing, but separately 
registered initiatives in fields like CSR consulting, 
community services, capacity building, venture 
philanthropy, and publication. These programs 
integrate resources and provide complementary 
support to each other. 
 Despite NPI’s favorable internal conditions 
– so called “combined fleet management 
model” (联合舰队型管理格局) –in China, the key to 

the window of opportunity is still in the 
government ’s hands. Gongyi X in t iandi ’s 
establishment is only one of several government-
orchestrated initiatives. It began because the 
Shanghai Bureau of Civil Affairs had a piece of 
unused land wait ing for non-commercial 
redevelopment. NPI pitched the idea of a 
supportive platform for social innovation. Its 
credibility is of course dependent on its successful 
partnership with the government in the past. A 
three-year pilot program, Nest (凤巢), has helped 

30 organizations that serve the disabled 
community, creating 181 jobs. More than 40 

successful projects have scaled up and/or 
replicated elsewhere. 
 It is fascinating that a century-old charity 
base will potentially become the seedbed for 
socially innovative possibilities in China. While the 
world’s second largest economy cries for more 
young entrepreneurs, NPI pioneered in an even 
newer movement - social innovation incubation. 
The challenge for NPI – and other innovation 
incubators in China - is multidimensional. On one 
level, incubation is not just about injecting financial 
resources into capital-starved start-ups, but also 
providing bespoke strategies in distinct innovation 
phases. On another level, those who dedicated to 
supportive services for social ventures are also on 
the frontline of cultivating the “market” for public 
goods and potentially shaping China’s ecosystem 
of social innovation. But one thing for sure, 
adapting into and working within China’s market 
logic and institutional norms already entails a 
great deal of innovative endeavors.

“Through a temporary gate, we entered a tranquil 

space that seemed rather incompatible with a bustling 

cosmopolitan Shanghai.”


