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SIRG (the Social Innovation Research 
Group) has become Surge. 

Our new name reflects our change of focus 
from research, to using research as one of 
many tools to start a social innovation and 
entrepreneurship sea change. Through our 
continuing social innovation-focused 
research, we help youth to shape their own 
growth path, by partnering with academic 
institutions to bring cutting edge materials 
into the classroom, and integrate learning 
with high impact internships and jobs for 
students and recent graduates through our 
network of partners. Surge strives to build 
capacity in social innovation ecosystems by 
placing high impact students in social facing 
organizations to facilitate knowledge 
exchange.

Throughout Surge’s re-launch, we have 
renewed our core values, and set a course 
for how we will move ahead in the future. 

We experienced a surge in institutional 
design: from four Canadian young 
researchers to a network of Surge fellows, 
we upscale our raw curiosity and close 
observations to systematic generation and 
facilitation of globally plugged-in dialogues. 
In addition to studying social innovation, we 
participate in the creation of an impact-
conducive ecology. 

We experienced a surge in global outreach: 
in addition to Surge fellows based in Taiwan, 
Singapore and San Francisco, Surge’s 
perspectives and regional coverage are 

enriched by Surge alumni and contributors 
from China, Korea, Canada, and beyond.  

We have experienced a surge in research 
and intervention scope: our research is not 
just calling for bandwagoning the “social 
innovation phenomenon”, but also is a 
critical scrutiny of its ramifications -positive 
or negative, and its participants - public or 
private. We care not only how and why 
social innovations take place, but also the 
outcome and impact, as well as the validity 
of measurement tools for them.

We experienced a surge in motivation: We 
want to get people excited about social 
innovation, and believe that it is an idea that 
can be shared, and grasped by everyone. 
Social innovation and entrepreneurship has 
the potential to revolutionize old ways of 
thinking about how we do business, and 
can simultaneously empower individuals to 
give back to their community.

With our new name, comes a new focus on 
increasing our social media presence as 
well. Along with Surge’s pre-existing Twitter 
presence, Surge can also be found on 
Facebook, and Weibo. Thank you for your 
continuing support, and welcome to the 
new SURGE!  n

Facebook:

www.facebook.com/surgetaiwan

Sina Weibo:

Surge盛智創研
WordPress:

www.surgetaiwan.wordpress.com

Surge has 
arrived.

an introduction to the 
new Social Innovation 

Research Group
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Social Innovation Scaling Options: Revisiting Alishan
and GuangYuan (光源)-Social Enterprise by Ivan Peng

As on-the-ground social enterprises achieve 
financial stability and try to extend their impact 
to people in need, it sometimes feels as if their 
attention is spread thin over a much larger 
population. As Guang Yuan (GY) Social 
Enterprise has experienced, the value-add of 
these social enterprises wane, and the dream 
of scaling upwards becomes more difficult. And 
so, they have no choice but to adapt; instead 
of specializing in their mission goals, they 
diversify their opportunities.

In July, I had the opportunity to visit Guang 
Yuan for the first time – second time for 
SURGE since October 2012. Having been a 
naïve city rat in hot and humid Taipei, I was 
greeted with surprisingly cold drafts, abrupt 
torrential downpours, and a stunning view of 
the stars (a relatively normal day for the Tsou, 
the native people of Alishan). Their primary 
trade is agriculture and farming, from coffee 
beans to cabbage. I got to see the farmers in 
action along the mountainside, helping with 
filtering out large rocks from plowed dirt, 
and planting a new corn field.
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As lively and welcome as our hosts 
were, the Tsou have been hit hard with 
economic and social woes. As Taiwan 
was booming over the last 20 years, 
many Aboriginal tribes have been left 
behind, with discrimination and lack of 
education driving their economic and 
social issues2. Operating in Alishan since 
2001, GY has offered a simple 
subscription-based model to get 
agricultural products to market for a fair 
price and reinvesting that into social 
programs for the Aboriginals. This simple 
fixed-price scheme has since improved, 
with Guang Yuan now diversifying into 
other farmed goods and branding them 
with organic certification.

After achieving financial 
sustainability in 3 years, Guang Yuan 
sought to scale upwards on impact. 
Expansion to their subscription program 
recently increased from 15 to 45 families, 
but fell back down to 30. But this 
decrease is not fully on Guang Yuan; 
there is the inevitable attrition of youth, 
migrating to urban centres for better 
employment opportunities. 

Guang Yuan’s strategy of scaling 
comes in the form of expanding into the 
retail market, and having operations in 
the full supply chain. This fulfils both a 
social and business goal; by opening 
coffee shops and cafes that sell their 
own product, they mitigate price 
fluctuations and Aboriginal emigrants to 
diversify their skillsets. They also 
decrease risk in their fixed-price model, 
as GY control the retail prices 
themselves. Higher profit margins enable 
more social programs to the farmers, 
and therefore more impact. But as GY 
grew, less attention was placed on a per-
farmer basis: unless the farmers feel 
there is a legitimate value-add to their 
community, there is no incentive to 
remain a member, as Guang Yuan’s 
impact is spread thin amongst more 
families. Instead, a reputable base is built 

on diversification, and the goal of scaling 
up conveniently is fulfilled here.

Having full supply chain control 
has a unique side-effect of providing 
youth education and employment 
opportunities. Guang Yuan realizes that 
no matter how much social value they 
add to the Aboriginal farmers, there will 
be the inevitable atrophy of youth, as 
many head to urban centres (some as 
early as 11) for education or 
employment. By having retail stores in 
cities, Aboriginal youth have 
employment opportunities and skills 
training, and remain connected to their 
community at the same time. Other 
programs for youth have been 
conceived by GY, from opening of 
YMCA gyms, to English classes, and 
learning abroad opportunities. The 
investment in the youth enforces the 
value-add to the Aboriginals, and forms 
a stronger basis for added incentive to 
program subscription.

As Guang Yuan scales and 
begins to help Aboriginal communities in 
the Nantou County, the success and 
sustainability of this diversification model 
is unknown. But GY’s intentions are 
well-known to the Tsou tribe, whom 
certainly reciprocated the same 
intentions to us. From grand family-style 
dinners of flying squirrel soup and wild 
boar to tribal outfitting, this was a culture 
on the fringes who simply wanted better 
living conditions. It’s the intentions that 
matter: as long as GY sticks to its core 
values, and demonstrates it in more and 
more ways, it’s not going anywhere. In 
the meantime, I’ll take that flying squirrel 
head and chow down. n

The unemployment rate of Aboriginals has been 
a maximum of 29% higher than the nationwide 
unemployment rate. 

Source: http://eng.stat.gov.tw/lp.asp?
ctNode=3480&CtUnit=1344&BaseDSD=7&MP=
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What Gaps Do Entrepreneurs Face 
When Scaling?               

by Remi Kanji

1. Business Planning      
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, many know little 
about how to build a solid set of financials or 
write a business plan. 
 In order to ensure that social 
entrepreneurs are investment ready, IIX 
provides tools, feedback and guidance to 
support them in preparing clear and relevant 
pitch documents. This support enables 
social entrepreneurs to effectively engage 
with prospective investors. Though 
sometimes hesitant at first, Weina explained 
that in her experience, many entrepreneurs 
come to greatly value and appreciate 

business planning as their social 
enterprises grow. 

2. Capacity Building
In Taiwan and beyond, social 
entrepreneurs also often identified human 
capacity building as a challenge and, 
conversely, a key area for investment. As a 
result, Shujog and IIX will be 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, which leverages philanthropic 
funding and expert volunteers to provide 
social enterprises with affordable and high 
quality assistance. 

During a recent trip to Singapore, I had the opportunity to speak with Weina Li of Impact 
Investment Shujog, Asia IIX’s sister organization. Both organizations work in tandem to both 
find social entrepreneurs Series A funding and prepare them for the challenge of growth. Below 
are the five major gaps social entrepreneurs tend to encounter when scaling, matched with the 
corresponding support provided by Shujog/Asia IIX to help entrepreneurs succeed. 
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3. Finding the Right Investor 
For social entrepreneurs, finding the right 
investor(s) is crucial. By nature, social 
enterprises already tend to manage more 
stakeholders than regular for profit or non-
profit groups. Given this reality, it is 
especially necessary for social enterprises 
to attract stakeholders whose values are 
aligned with those of the social enterprise 
and those who have similar social and 
financial expectations. If an investor shares 
a social enterprises’ social vision and 
agrees with its business plan, stakeholder 
management becomes much simpler. 
 In order to support social 
enterprises, IIX facilitates introductions 
between ventures and investors through its 
online platform or social enterprise 
showcases. IIX runs such showcase events 
at regular intervals throughout the year, 
each time providing a select group of social 
enterprises with the opportunity to deliver a 
ten minute pitch to a room of accredited 
investors. 
 IIX’s three investment platforms also 
showcase Asian social enterprises seeking 
growth capital to a global audience of 
impact investors, giving social 
entrepreneurs greater opportunities to scale 
and expand their positive impact. While the 
first two platforms connect early and 
growth-stage social enterprises with private 
investment capital, IIX’s third platform, 
Impact Exchange, provides social ventures 
an opportunity to list themselves on a social 
stock exchange. Impact Exchange, works 
in collaboration with Stock Exchange of 
Mauritius. This platform provides social 
ventures with exposure to a global base of 
impact investors looking for transparent and 
liquid investment opportunities. 

4. Measuring Impact  
While many social enterprises are well 
intentioned, it is easy to lose sight of a 
particular goal if it isn’t regularly evaluated. 

To this end, Shujog works with social 
enterprises to develop the necessary tools 
to understand and measure their social 
impact. This enables these ventures to 
maintain the dual focus of social and 
financial excellence as they scale.
 In facilitating such measurement, 
Shujog helps organizations create impact 
assessment framework and projections, so 
that ventures can set social goals and 
measure their performance against them.

5. Preventing Mission Drift
When a social enterprise grows, two things 
tend to happen: an increase in investment 
and an increase in staff. 
 When a social enterprise takes on 
investment, it also takes on an obligation to 
a new stakeholder. With the addition of new 
financial contributors, there is often an 
added onus to consider financial returns in 
decision-making. Such pressure can lead to 
mission drift, especially if social priorities are 
not clearly mapped out. Impact investors 
that work with IIX Asia however, seek out 
social enterprises also care about social 
and financial impact, and want 
entrepreneurs to show high performance in 
both areas. This makes it significantly easier 
for these ventures to stick to their mission. 

Secondly, scaling a business can create 
growing pains. In team management, 
techniques change, roles shift, and 
resources are reallocated. With such 
growth, social enterprises may require even 
more support than traditional ventures 
because of their dual mission. Not only are 
they learning how to grow, but they are also 
managing the added challenge of fulfilling a 
social and financial goal. Objective outsider 
support can help them continuing doing 
good, well. n 
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Lung Ying-tai making keynote 
address.

  
   
Sunny Lin introducing the concept 
of social enterprises to the audience.

Published in 1985 when Taiwan was under 
Kuomintang’s one-party rule, The Wild Fire was 
one of the most circulated and praised social-
political critical essay collections in Chinese-
speaking areas. Its author, Lung Ying-tai is also 
recognized as one of the most foremost 
intellectuals to push for Taiwanese 
democratization in the 1980s. Now two decades 
later, in her new capacity as the Minister of 
Culture, Lung celebrated the development of 
civil society in Taiwan – the awakening of the 
“silent majority” - in her keynote address at the 
two-day open forum, titled “Civic Culture, 
Grassroots Power”, on October 3.

I was attracted to the forum because of a 
session they were holding on the topic of social 

enterprises, and later found out that the open 
forum was only one part of a ten-day camp for a 
delegation of social organizations in greater 
China, including PRC, Hong Kong, Malaysia, 
and Taiwan. Taiwan often takes pride in its civil 
society’s exemplary role in the region, given the 
degree of public participation and effectiveness 
of civic movement. What is odd is that the 
Ministry of Culture – whose functions seem 
remotely related to encouraging civic movement 
– hosted such event. The moderator, Yang Zhao, 
a popular social media figure and political 
commentator, although emphasized the 
openness and independence of the forum, gave 
the credit to the Ministry of Culture for hosting 
this prospective cross-regional exchange in a 
very subtle way.

Cultivating the 
Soil of Social 

Innovation             
by Zhiying Zhang

How can you not be angry? How can you live 
conscientiously, just hiding in the “silent majority”?  

你怎麼能夠不⽣生氣呢？你怎麼還有良⼼心躲在⾓角落裡
做“沈默的⼤大多數。    

 ! ! ! ! ──The Wild Fire                
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It did not make sense to me until the 
second day when a full room of public 
attendees shocked me with their familiarity 
of the concept, “social enterprises” and all 
the sharp questions they raised. This was a 
huge contrast to the confused or indifferent 
faces I came across in mainland China 
when I explained the idea. It strikes me 
because it is so easy to forget that aside 
from capital, professional, and 
governmental resources, the primer for a 
conductive environment for social 
innovation is people. The openness of their 
culture and arts leads to a mature civil 
society where critical thinking is built in 
people’s self-awareness, diversity is 
appreciated, and entrepreneurship is 
encouraged.  

Social enterprises are not the unique 
solution for social innovation, but the 
society’s endorsement of social 
entrepreneurship that “…blurs the 

boundary between different sectors”, said 
Sunny Lin, the Editor-in-Chief of Social 
Enterprise Insights, and she continued, 
“It’s part of a global civic movement, truly 
revolutionary.” However, Taiwan’s 
experience and many others’ show that 
the beautiful gradient “sector spectrum” 
evolved from the segmentation of the roles 
of the public, the private and the third 
sector. Does this cast shadow over 
China’s path of social innovation, given 
that the third sector is too regulated by the 
government? Perhaps Taiwan’s Ministry of 
Culture is sending a strong message 
across the strait and many other societies 
alike: the majority cannot be kept silent 
forever, but it is the government’s choice 
on how to unleash the grassroots power. 
Governments can cultivate the soil for 
rational public participation, which leads to 
more innovative social solutions, or they 
can wait for the next spring wind to feed 
the wild fire. n 

Profiles of social enterprises across Asia. 
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Special	  Report:	  
China’s	  Social	  Innovation	  Sea	  Change	  

This month features an inside look at recent developments in China’s social 
innovation sector. From China’s social innovation in small-and-medium 

enterprises, government input in the non-profit sector, to coverage on one 
of China’s largest social enterprises; this week we take a closer look at how 

social innovation and entrepreneurship is changing the Middle Kingdom. 
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With almost everything in the city 
being built from the ground-up in 
the last thirty years, Shenzhen is 
a new city created from nothing. 
As one of the jewels of 
Guangdong’s Pearl River Delta, 
Shenzhen’s   economy grows 
annually at 9% a year. The city 
benefits from its open outlook 
towards to economic 
development, and the city’s high-
tech sector is a big part of its 
success.

Before my most recent this 
August, my image of Shenzhen 
was similar to many others: no 
history, a mass of tall buildings, 
nothing to see, and boring. (Not 
much different from many of 
China’s sprawling urban centres.) 
But my recent experience in 
Shenzhen left me with an 
indelible impression that the city 
is going through a change in civil 
society that is unique to the rest 
of China. The local government’s 
innovative outlook towards 

developing civic pride and 
volunteering has the potential to 
create a city of socially conscious 
entrepreneurs that are hungry to 
create start-ups that can tackle 
some of the country’s biggest 
social and economic 
development issues. 

Shenzhen has very high levels of 
volunteering compared to other 
large cities in China, with the 
city’s first civic volunteer 
associations beginning to appear 
as early as 1990. The city plans 
to make Shenzhen “A City of 
Volunteers” with hopes to have 
10% percent of the local 
population to act volunteers in 
some capacity by 2015, with a 
further desire to see more than 
1,000 social organizations 
handling local social services.

A look around the city shows that 
the push to volunteer has already 
born fruit. People of all ages can 
be seen wearing red vests to 

Shenzhen: Ripe Ground for a 
Social Innovation Revolution            
by Aaron Wilson
Shenzhen’s booming tech sector, growing start-up community, and 
drive to cultivate civic responsibility and social consciousness has 
the potential to create a social innovation revolution.
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   show that they are volunteering in 
the city. And almost every busy 
shopping area in the city has a “U-
Volunteer” stand, with numerous 
volunteer opportunities available to 
anyone interested. Volunteer 
options are varied as well, offering 
services in environmental 
protection, providing information to 
guests in the city, even giving legal 
professionals the chance to 
volunteer legal aid. Volunteering 
options are open to expats as well, 
with the opportunity to teach 
English to the children of migrant 
workers. 
	
What explains the city 
government’s push for this drive to 
create a city of volunteers? For 
many Shenzhen citizens, they do 
not recognize themselves as 
Shenzhen-ren “or Shenzhen-ese”, 
but as Chinese coming from other 
parts of the country who live in a 
big city with no history or people of 
its own. But the local government 
sees this as an opportunity to 
create a new kind of citizen that 
actively contributes to the city’s 
image. Shenzhen wants its citizens 
to be excited to be part of the inner 
workings of the city, to contribute 
to its evolution, and to be part of 
the city’s first chapter. Think of 
Shenzhen as the Pearl River Delta 
“New York City”, a melting pot 
where Chinese from all across the 

country come together to make a 
new kind of citizen.  

By meshing Shenzhen’s high-tech 
industries and enterprise start-up 
culture, with a new kind of civic 
pride and social consciousness, 
the potential is huge for a new 
generation of social innovators and 
entrepreneurs to tackle China’s 
development and environmental 
problems.  Two of the leaders in 
the non-profit, and social 
entrepreneurship sectors in 
mainland China (NPI and CANYOU) 
are already here, and big players in 
the high-tech industry like Lenovo, 
Huawei, and Tencent are here as 
well. Meanwhile, the local high-tech 
start-up community in Shenzhen is 
booming, with multiple start-up 
community groups (like 
StartupDigest, StartupGrind, and 
ShenzhenMarketing) all regularly 
hosting network events, and 
workshops, and that foster the 
emerging start-up talent in the city. 

Shenzhen is often the model for 
the rest of China; when innovation 
and reform find success in the city, 
the rest of the country takes notice 
and follows suit. If Shenzhen’s 
experience leads to a social 
innovation revolution, it will be 
because of the support of the local 
government, not despite it.  n 



Trending 
Social 
Innovation in 
Small and 
Medium Cities 

by Zhiying Zhang 
“Small and beautiful”, often in 
reference to small and medium 
enterprises, captures their 
paramount importance in an 
economy: GDP contribution, tax 
revenue and job creation. This 
might as well best describe a 
new mode of community-based 
innovation in second and third-
tier cities of China. 

(continued on next page)

Small 
and
Beautiful
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What facilitates such new model is the 
prevalence of new social media tools. Online 
communities, due to their high degree of 
participation, penetrate every aspect of 
young people’s life in China. What surprises 
me is that the vibrancy of idea-sharing has 
driven people to flock back from virtual 
spaces to in-person meet-ups. The 
boundary-less online communications feed 
the appetite for more localized action and 
bring together those who happen to live or 
work in geographic proximity. I happened to 
meet Danny Yu, the organizer of Chuang 
Zhoushan (⾈舟⼭山創意⻘青年聚會), during my 
personal visit to my hometown, which is an 
island city of just over 1 million population. 
Recently celebrating its first birthday, 
Chuang Zhoushan has grown from small-
scale themed salons and book clubs, to 
inter-city exchanges, documentary 
production, and to long-term projects on 
urban plans and ocean protection.  It has 
drawn attention from the local government, 
and has been approached to lead the city’s 
cultural promotion and the new “Brain 
Gain”2. 

My curiosity was piqued further by Chuang 
Zhoushan’s ambitious research project that 
aimed to collect “soft data” of Zhoushan 
Island and its changing social-economic 
tide.  Danny was excited about the project’s 
“mirror effect” on the government’s policies 
too, especially at the time of Zhoushan 
being named as the new state-level 
economic zone. He also admitted that many 
other projects had the potential of 
developing into independent and functional 
organizations, including NPOs and social 
enterprises. But Danny frowned at my 
mechanical linkage of an organization’s 
potential with certain operational structures 
and management modes. Citing numerous 
well-developed social facing meet-up 
organizations and youth platforms in China, 
Danny believed that smallness is the 

common therapy for success.  Regular 
participation-driven meet-ups are the new 
social networking spaces that convene 
community-based changemakers who inspire 
and mentor each other.  

Not defined by the scale, small is beautiful 
because such operational mode is flexible in its 
ownership and objectives. Large-scale 
operations are unrealistic in second and third-
tier cities, instead, maintaining at a steady trot 
is the growth path Chuang Zhoushan takes. 
From ideas sparkling in random chats to 
several ongoing independent programs, 
Chuang Zhoushan has incubated possibilities 
that are seemingly beyond its capacity – with 
less than five freelance core members.  In light 
of the intrinsic connectivity between the local 
and global, Danny bases his belief on his 
experience in the past year and the outlook of 
Chuang Zhoushan: the bloom of small and 
beautiful local communities will lead up to an 
“Innovation Utopia”.

Malcolm Gladwell in The Tipping Point argues 
that the involvement of three kinds of people - 
Connectors, Mavens, and Salesmen – creates 
“magic moment when an idea, trend, or social 
behavior crosses a threshold, tips, and spreads 
like wildfire.” We often forget to identify 
ourselves in capacities outside our professional 
life, yet at different levels of engagement, small 
organizations might bring out the best 
visionaries, researchers, sponsors, actionists, 
and many other kinds. The non-hierarchical 
and minimal bureaucratic organization model 
can unleash their greatest passion, initiative, 
and innovation. Who says local changemakers 
cannot tip the world? n  

1.	  Favorable local policies were made to attract 
high-skilled or highly educated young talents to 
return to Zhoushan.
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Challenges and Opportunities: 
A conversation with NPI-Shenzhen about the growing 
potential for non-profit groups in the Pearl River Delta
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! by Aaron Wilson

On my trip to Guangdong, China this 
August, I had the chance to visit NPI-
Shenzhen. NPI (Non-Profit Incubator) is a non-
profit, non-governmental organization whose 
mission is to advance social innovation and 
cultivate social entrepreneurship in China. NPI 
also provides advice and support for newly 
established NGOs and social enterprises. In 
our last newsletter, Zhiying Zhang visited 
Gongyi-Xintiandi-Yuan, a social innovation 
park managed by NPI-Shanghai. I had the 

chance to meet with Project Supervisor Lisa Li of 
NPI-Shenzhen, where we discussed NPI’s unique 
role in the growing social innovation sector, as 
well as their relationship with the local 
government. We also talked about the challenges 
NPI faces in growth and expansion, as well as 
successes they’ve had in incubating non-profit 
organizations in Guangdong province, (where NPI 
has set up offices in Shenzhen, Dongguan, and 
Zhuhai.)

Picture caption: Applying for jobs at the local job placement agency in one of Shenzhen’s urban-villages. 
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What is Shenzhen’s relationship with 
Shanghai NPI?

Shanghai is the main office, and as well as 
incubating NPO’s, offers various services to 
social enterprises to help their development. 
Shenzhen NPI is first of all a non-profit 
organization incubator, and helps small non-
profit organizations develop and grow. 

Why did NPI set up a branch 
in Shenzhen?

Actually, there are more 
opportunities to cooperate with 
the local government in 
Shenzhen. We initially came 
here because the local 
government invited us to set 
up a branch and develop non-
profit organizations in the area, 
and also contributes capital for 
our operation as well as 
working space. It’s a little different from NPI-
Shanghai in that operations there began 
through the support of a financial endowment. 

How has the government viewed NPI’s 
progress so far?

Because NPI-Shenzhen’s major objective is to 
incubate public welfare types, and charity type 
NPO’s, Shenzhen city can act as a testing 
ground for the rest of the country. If the local 
government finds that a group we helped 
incubate and foster has results in a certain 
sector, then the idea could be picked up and 
used in the rest of China. Although the local 
government is paying more attention to the 
development of social organizations, the 
support is still not enough. China is a large 
state, small society. In the last 10 years or so, 
the government has very slowly given up its 
hold on social services provided by non-profits 
and other social service groups. I think the 
government needs to place more investment 
in the social sector, not less.

What do you think the biggest obstacle 
for the public is in understanding social 
innovation in China?

People within the Social Innovation circles are 
aware of NPI, but people who have less 
connection to the sector are less aware of NPI. 
But the public understanding of what we do 
isn’t as pressing as the cycle of government 
officials coming in every few years who might 
not be aware of what we do specifically at NPI. 
If the local officials in Shenzhen are aware of 
the concept and aware of its importance, then 
there is more chance for the sector to be 

developed.

What’s the future for NPI-
Shenzhen?

Actually, when we first started, 
there was some sectors of the 
local government weren’t too 
sure on what we were looking 
to accomplish. The work that 
NPI does is really new territory 
for some of them.    
Nevertheless, NPI shares a 

healthy mutually interaction with the local 
government, and this is a win-win situation for 
both of us; we can share information with the 
province on how NPI fosters NPO’s and social 
organizations. As for our own NPO incubation 
process, we’re going through a reform as well; 
NPI-Shenzhen still needs to develop its finance 
and training operations; in the future we also 
hope that we’re less reliant on government 
funding for our operations. 

It seems the relationship between the NPO 
sector and the local government is a 
special characteristic of China’s 
development. 

In China, the government usually invites NGO’s 
or NPO’s to establish operations. When an 
NPO is successfully established in a specific 
area, it reflects well on the local official in office 
at the time, and will subsequently reflect well on 
a leader’s political evaluation for promotion to 
higher levels of government. It is to the local 
government’s benefit for organizations like us to 
succeed. n

“If the local government 
finds that a group we 
helped incubate and 

foster has results in a 
certain sector, then the 
idea could be picked up 
and used in the rest of 

China.”
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	 A healthy social entrepreneurship ecosystem can help fledgling social enterprises prosper and 
grow. The more elements conducive to a healthy ecosystem (strong advocates in government for 
entrepreneurs, a knowledgeable working force, capital sources for startups, geographic locations close to 
tech-clusters, etc.) the more chance a social enterprise has to succeed. 

But based on these criteria, it is difficult to imagine how CANYOU was able to succeed at all. When 
CANYOU developed as a data-entry and technology firm in the late 90’s, the concept of social enterprise 
was still almost a decade away from becoming a research topic among China’s academic circles.  

Additionally, China’s startup economy at the time was still in a very early development stage. In Shenzhen, 
where CANYOU is based, competition is fierce; it is a sink-or-swim business environment with no room 
for failure. Also, formal and informal networks of non-profits, industry experts and associations that could 
help small start-ups grow are not as visible in Shenzhen compared to other start-up ecosystems. 

CANYOU’s founder, Mr. Zheng Weining, does not strike a typical portrait of a Shenzhen entrepreneur. Mr. 
Zheng is wheelchair-bound with a severe case of hemophilia. Moreover, CANYOU’s initial team of data-
entry workers were neither highly-educated, nor highly employable, they were a group of disabled men 
and women looking for opportunities to enter the workforce, and be valued workers to their employer. 

Picture Caption: CANYOU’s founder, Mr. Zheng Weining, shaking hands with Chinese President Hu Jintao. Mr. Zheng has 
met with President Hu on numerous occasions, and photos of Mr. Zheng meeting with high CCP officials can be seen 
thoughout CANYOU’s Shenzhen operations. 

CANYOU’s 
Pearl River 
Delta Miracle

The “unhealthy 
ecosystem” that 
produced the largest 
social enterprise in 
China 

by Aaron Wilson
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So how has CANYOU filled these gaps in 
the criteria for a healthy ecosystem? Key to 
understanding CANYOU’s amazing growth 
as a social enterprise came through my 
conversation with CANYOU’s general 
secretary, Mr. Angelo Lau. My initial 
assessment of Shenzhen’s unhealthy 
ecosystem was shaped by indicators 
already familiar to most in the social 
innovation research sector, but Angelo’s 
insights offered an eye opening look at how 
the relationship between a social enterprise 
and the Chinese entrepreneurial ecosystem 
can be understood.

In our discussion of CANYOU’s 
development process, we discussed how 
social entrepreneurship is conceptualized in 
China – a concept China’s underprivileged 
and minority groups already use to create 
livelihoods for disparate communities apart 
from mainstream Han culture. In this regard, 
CANYOU developed early because the 
disabled are expected to fend for 
themselves. China’s social welfare system is 
weak or non-existent in some areas, so 
innovative ways for the disabled to create a 
livelihood is essential for them to build 
autonomy in their lives. 

But the fight for self-worth through 
meaningful employment is still exceedingly 
difficult for the disabled in China. Education 
and work-skill training opportunities are still 
few and far between, and families are 
expected to cover almost all the financial 
and emotional costs. But the dawn of the 
internet has created a level-playing field for 
the disabled, and Mr. Zheng, CANYOU’s 
founder, saw an opportunity for China’s 
disabled community to exhibit the strengths 
they’ve already developed: patience and 
perseverance. As Mr. Zheng and Angelo see 
it, in some fields the disabled have 
comparative or superior skillsets to “normal” 
people, and can compete in an extremely 
competitive business environment. 
Enterprises that focus on software 
engineering, e-commerce, and animation 
rendering, require a strong capacity for time-
consuming and repetitive mental labour, 

skills that the disabled have already developed 
facing barriers in mobility, and equality. 

In my mind, this puts into question the 
assumption that a highly educated workforce 
to make a successful enterprise is an absolute 
necessity for a healthy ecosystem. A human 
capital deficit can be overcome by tapping new 
resources; the determination of the disabled in 
China, who actively seek stable employment, 
education, and training opportunities, can fill a 
human capital deficit by investing in untapped 
human resources.

CANYOU’s lack of support from non-profit, 
industry associations, or enterprise incubation 
platforms was also not a deterrent to growth, 
and in fact gave CANYOU the chance to build 
a strong business model organically. As Angelo 
explains to me, CANYOU’s social enterprise 
model is simple: 5 disabled friends came 
together to take a data-entry programming 
order. They worked hard, and completed the 
order. After completing a series of orders, the 
business community, and society at large had 
a good impression of their work. Finding a 
model that is durable, allowed Zheng and 
CANYOU to stay alive in a business 
environment that leaves no room for failure. 

15 years on from these simple beginnings, 
CANYOU is shaping Shenzhen’s ecosystem for 
the better. China’s up and coming aspiring 
social entrepreneurs can now look to CANYOU 
and the remarkable progress they’ve made in 
changing the lives of thousands of disabled 
workers. Furthermore, CANYOU’s model did 
three things exceptionally well: It tapped into 
Shenzhen’s IT industry just as their was high 
potential for growth, it experimented 
relentlessly by finding the right industries that 
the physically disabled excel at, and its 
operations grew organically as they 
streamlined their business model. Not bad for 
a social enterprise developed in an unhealthy 
ecosystem. n



CANYOU’s “Tender” Revolution

Not only has CANYOU provided a platform 
for thousands of disabled people across 
China to find gainful and meaningful 
employment, but has incorporated a 
number of socially innovative ideas and 
concepts that have turned heads across 
the country. CANYOU’s innovative 
approach to training, employing, and 
empowering the disabled was not 
theoretically derived, or developed through 
an enterprise incubator, but through an 
organic process of stops-and-starts, 
successes and failures. The end result is 
CANYOU Group Company’s unique 
approach of incorporating profit, non-
profit, and charity foundation models. 

CANYOU’s tri-structure model: 

CANYOU’s operations are big, very big. 
Encompassing more than 30 social 
enterprises, 8 Non-Profit Organizations, and a 
charity foundation, across dozens of cities and 
provinces in China: from Beijing to Shanghai, 
from Xinjiang to Hainan, CANYOU’s model has 
moved inland, and further on to Hong Kong, 
Macau, and Taiwan as well. CANYOU’s 
innovate tri-structure model gives it the 
capacity to tackle both profit and non-profit 
projects as demands arise. 

The social enterprise that spawned the 
charity foundation: 

CANYOU’s operations did not begin as an 
NPO or charity organization, but built a firm 

a brief look at some of CANYOU’s innovative approach to social enterprise, non-profit 
groups, and philosophy on how to help the disabled in China              by Aaron Wilson

Picture Caption: Aaron with Angelo Lau, CANYOU’s Secretary General. Angelo was kind enough to spend 
two days to show me CANYOU’s multiple offices and operations in the Shenzhen area. 
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foundation for its business model before 
branching out to the non-profit sector. 
CANYOU’s NPOs are equally impressive in 
scope and scale because they developed 
organically to help the disabled face issues 
of mobility, finding appropriate 
accommodation, and resolving personal and 
psychological issues that hinder them from 
being efficient at work. 

Social services that create efficient 
workers and programmers: 

In scaling their operations up, CANYOU had 
to begin tackling issues of mobility, getting to 
and from work, and other day-to-day 
hassles that plagued their efficiency. China’s 
handicap-enabled transportation are facilities 
still extremely poor, but CANYOU has taken 
an innovative approach to resolving issues of 
mobility, accommodation, and catering, by 
combining their working and living space 
into an integrated area. For many of 
CANYOU’s workers, this simplified their 
work and living routine immensely, and 
allowed them to focus on growing their 
social enterprise operations. 

CANYOU’s Value-system: 

The CANYOU model is an indication that the 
organization understands the principle of 

creating growth in disparate communities. 
When CANYOU opened their operations in 
Kashgar, Xinjiang province, they did not look to 
duplicate Shenzhen-CANYOU’s high-tech and 
programming industries, but geared their 
operations to the strengths and skills of the 
disabled in the local economy. Most importantly, 
is that CANYOU’s value system is duplicated 
wherever it goes: The physically disabled are 
capable of working alongside everyone else, 
and deserve the opportunity to work, live, and 
pursue happiness. 

Easing costs on the local government to 
provide services: 

The Chinese social welfare system puts much 
of the onerous medical costs on the family of 
disabled instead of on a social welfare net. But 
the lack of medical benefits for the disabled is 
added incentive for the disabled to find 
employment to pay for these costs. As China’s 
biggest cities fear future costs of expensive 
social welfare systems, CANYOU’s non-profit 
organizations provide an innovative way for 
local governments to offload costs to the 
private sector. CANYOU’s NPOs include 
employment centres, mobility services, training 
and education opportunities, and even early 
retirement options for seriously disabled 
workers.  n
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From September 9-12, the Social Innovation Exchange (SIX) Summer School was held in 
Seoul, Korea where over 300 participants gathered to learn more about social innovation in 
Korea, and globally as well. The first day of the conference featured speeches and round 
table discussions by representatives from various governments, think tanks, and enterprises 
with Seoul city mayor Park Won Soon, Director of SIX Louise Pulford, and Executive Director 
of SiG Canada, Tim Draimin all making appearances. In the afternoon, many of the SIX 
participants went to Space Noah, a social enterprise in the heart of Seoul that leases office 
and meeting spaces for budding entrepreneurs. I sat down with Jung Soo Hyun, the Director 
of the project to find out more.   

Co-Working 
Space in 
Seoul: 
An Interview with 
Jung Soo-Hyun,  the 
Director of Space 
Noah

! by Rufina Park

How did a young budding social 
entrepreneur meet a dentist to create 
Project Noah? Tell us how your project 
began.

Jung Soo Hyun: I met Doctor Park Geun 
Woo, the founder and director of the 
Doctor Noah Dental Clinic, at a small 
event run by the NGO, Compassion 
Korea. At the time, Doctor Park already 
had an established career and was 
looking for a young social innovator 
whom he could sponsor. When Doctor 
Park heard that I wanted to help increase 
working spaces for youth, he suggested 

that we collaborate on a project together. 
Soon after, Project Noah was born. 

Under the umbrella of Project Noah are: 
Space Noah, and the Dr. Noah Dental 
Clinic. Dr. Park sponsored Space Noah 
from the beginning, but we now operate 
as a separate business. I thought that it 
would be important to have a self-
sustainable venture to keep the 
organization running smoothly for the 
long-run. Space Noah provides two main 
services: renting out co-working office 
spaces, which is based on a 
membership program, and renting out 

Picture Caption: Jung Soo Hyun, the director of Space Noah (pictured above), at Project Noah’s co-
working office space in Seoul, Korea.
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large meeting spaces. 
When we first began, 
the concept of co-
working offices was 
relatively new and we 
received a lot of 
attention from the 
press. 

It seems like 
graduating students 
in Korea are mainly 
interested in stable 
jobs at large 
multinational 
corporations. In comparison, there is 
less interest in work that benefits the 
public. What do you think?  

While it may seem improbable, I 
definitely think that people who pursue 
meaningful work such as social 
enterprises, deserve to, and can have, 
financial security. One of the barriers of 
entry to youth entrepreneurship is the 
high cost of office space—reducing 
space costs can have a huge impact on 
youth who are contemplating self-
employment. In his book, "Free Agent 
Nation”, futurist Daniel Pink talks about 
the coming age when creative goods in 
IT, culture, and content will be more 
valued over production goods. 
Furthermore, he talks about a time when 
people will not use much of the present 
infrastructure to do their work. In many 
ways, I think we are already 
experiencing this transition. The 
changes discussed in Pink's book are 
reasons why I believe that the market for 
working spaces will continue to grow. 
After all, more and more people are 
demanding reasonably priced space 
over pricey offices.

Are you planning to 
make more spaces 
like Space Noah? 

Space Noah will 
remain the name of 
the business in this 
office space. In the 
future, I am planning 
to create another 
company called N 
Space with a bigger 
vision to unite the 
space market in 
Korea. One of the 

things N Space will do is to create a 
Portal Site (search engine) like G-Market 
(a Korean online shopping mall) where 
people anywhere and anytime can go to 
look for reasonable working spaces. I 
also hope to grow my next venture into 
a consulting company. Like I said 
before, since it is projected that demand 
for this kind of working space will rise 
and because our business will largely 
rely on pre-existing spaces (instead of 
creating new ones), I think we will do 
well. 

What would you like to say to youth 
dreaming of entrepreneurship? 

If you have original and unique content, 
the entire infrastructure is ready. In 
particular, there are a growing number of 
low-cost office spaces in Korea and our 
company will work hard to make more 
of those spaces available. Have courage 
and dive into the world of 
entrepreneurship! n

“While it may seem 

improbable, I definitely 

think that people who 

pursue meaningful 

work such as social 

enterprises, deserve to, 

and can have, financial 

security.”
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CALL FOR ACTION

Surge continues to facilitate meaningful discussion on the most pressing issues in social 
innovation. This December, we will host “Social Impact Measurement Engagement and 
Measurement Round Table”, convening scholars, investors, and social entrepreneurs in Taiwan. 
Please contact Zhiying (zhiyingzh@gmail.com) or Aaron Wilson (aaronwytzewilson@gmail.com) 
for detailed information and updates.

Surge strives to build capacity in social innovation ecosystems by placing high impact students 
in social facing organizations to facilitate knowledge exchange. We welcome all organizations to 
help nurturing the next generation of responsible leaders. If your organization or one you know 
is interested in hosting an intern this summer, please be in touch with us.

Surge is expanding its scope of knowledge generation in social innovation. We invite visionaries, 
caring observers, curious young minds to be engaged in the dialogue. If you would like to share 
your insights or questions through Surge publications, please be in touch with us.
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