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	 Our December issue marks our 
final publication of 2013. As Surge marks 
the end of its first calendar year, it is 
astounding to see how far we have come in 
the span of just 15 months.
	 Our publication has featured coverage 
on dozens of social ventures, and non-
profit groups with new innovation models, 
and we have written extensively on the 
challenges practitioners, investors, and 
researchers face in advancing the social 
innovation sector. 
 We’ve also transitioned from our initial 
team of founders - Melinda Jacobs, Remi 
Kanji, Wendy Pan, and Reza Mirza - to a 
new group of passionate researchers. Remi 
and Melinda have decided to continue their 
roles but in new locales, while the main 
Surge team in Taipei is being run by new 
members, Zhiying Zhang and Aaron Wytze 
Wilson. 

Looking back at previous issues, I’m 
left with a few indelible impressions about 
the content we’ve produced, and the 
questions that we have left open for our 
readers. Although there isn’t a single trend 
or issue that links each newsletter together 
per se, there are still a number of issues 
that have been continually questioned and 
analyzed by our past and present 
researchers. Coincidentally, Surge’s first 
roundtable discussion in February (as well 
as our second roundtable on December 
11th, 2013) narrowed in on the problems 
that most often arise: How do we solve 
problems of financial and human capital, 
how can we measure impact of social 
ventures, and how do we balance financial 
and social missions? Additionally, we have 

reported on questions of what makes a 
successful ecosystem, and how are we to 
define the social enterprise?

In truth, we could continue to 
dedicate even more column space to these 
subjects. These questions are continually 
asked because there are still underlying 
tensions involved in all the issues listed. The 
social innovation sector is still finding its 
way, and we will continue to report on the 
growing pains of a sector with enormous 
potential to indelibly shape or change 
modern society’s growing list of societal 
problems and crises. 

Like all researchers, practitioners, 
and investors in the field, we are waiting for 
the social innovation sector breakthrough, 
when the public-at-large are involved, with 
big social venture successes on the board, 
and a solid pathway for emerging markets 
to jump into the sector. We don’t know 
where or when it will happen, but it is 
important for organizations like Surge to 
continue probing the core problems that 
face stakeholders and shareholders. 

Going into 2014, we look forward to 
keep breaking new ground in social 
innovation research, and pushing into new 
territory, as we look to engage a new 
generation of current and recently 
graduated university students in bringing 
them innovative case studies, and high-
impact internships. 

Most importantly, a big thank you 
goes to you, our readers, who have 
followed SIRG-TW/Surge over the last year. 
Thank you for your support, 
encouragement, and ongoing interest. Let’s 
hope next year is a groundbreaking one. n

A Message from the Editor
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Aaron Wytze Wilson  



    

社會影響⼒力參與與評鑑圓桌論壇

2013年12⽉月11⽇日(三)9:00-12:00 
Mackay Room, 加拿⼤大駐臺北貿易辦事處 

台北市信義區松智路1號6樓
This is an invite-only event aimed at practitioners, academics and 

industry veterans. Registration is now closed, and we would like to 
thank everyone who registered for the event. We're also honored to 
have Professor Joseph Wong of the University of Toronto to give the 

keynote address. 

We hope to facilitate an open sharing of insights and ideas on the 
topics of the necessity of measuring social impact, the advantages and 

limitations of current social impact measurements, key players in the 
field, as well as cost-bearing and sharing of social impact.

 Surge proudly presents our Second Roundtable: 

Social Impact: Engagement & 
Measurement Round Table

A Discussion on How to
Measure, Benchmark, and Report Social Impact.



Innovators’ Fear 
Taiwan Considers Benefit Corporation Law: Legal Protection 
or Legal Confinement?      
! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! by Zhiying Zhang

On the back of the Taiwanese Social 
Enterprises Forum’s program, a draft of 
Benefit Corporation Law is attached – a 
document prepared by a caring lobby 
group constituted by local lawyers, 
investors, social entrepreneurs, and 
accountants.  Only three years since 
Maryland first enacted the legislation of 
Benefit Corporation in 2010, an irresistible 
urge for a similar move in Taiwan has made 
it not only an unavoidable topic at any 

social enterprise occasion, but also a 
legislative agenda on the table. As much as 
we crave for a favorable legal environment 
for social innovation, it is important to 
remember that if innovators become 
beholden to practical legal conditions, 
legislation may risk “calcifying” innovation. 

Looking elsewhere, legal forms that are 
currently adopted by social enterprises vary 
from L3C (Low-profit Limited Liability 

Bottom Picture Caption: Zhiying Zhang (far right) with participants from Taiwanese Social Enterprises Forum - The forum 
was held on October 31. It was co-organized by KPMG-Tawian and GreTai Securities Market.
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Company) in the US, Social Co-
operative in Italy, to Community 
Contribution Company in Canada’s 
British Columbia, and Social Enterprise 
Promotion Act (SEPA) in Korea.

As one of the very few nations that give 
the social enterprise sector a common 
definition, Korea, without a doubt 
inspires a lot of its Asian neighbors, 
including Taiwan. Enacted in December 
2006, SEPA is one of the Korean 
government’s efforts to support social 
enterprises as a solution to taming 
unemployment rates. However, whether 
the Korean experience is a model to 
replicate or a lesson to learn from, you 
might have a second thought after 
hearing Chull-Young Lee’s (CEO & 
President of Social Enterprise Network) 
warning against a rigid legal definition of 
the social enterprise sector. In Korea’s 
case, as social enterprises have to be 
certified by the Ministry of Employment 
and Labor, many of them have been 
“nothing but subcontractors of 
government welfare policy.” SEPA has 
limited the diversity and vibrancy of 
social enterprises in Korea, by 
normalizing the sector. 

Looking back at the draft of Benefit 
Corporation Law closer to home, is it 
possible that Taiwan is following suit by 
rushing too fast? The proposed 24 legal 
provisions cover issues including the 
definition, purpose, governance, 
funding, accountability, right of action, 
and change of structure. Some of them 
echo the American version, which aims 
to reduce the cost and risk for social 
entrepreneurs to start a business, and 
to create leeway for managers to 
benefit the society. Some provisions, 
such as the Dividend Cap 1, and the 
Asset Lock 2 follow the example of CIC 
(Community Interest Companies) in the 
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The purposes of passing this law in 
Taiwan, as stated in the draft, are to clear 
obstacles for social enterprises to access 
a wider range of financial and social 
capital:

1. A company, as defined in Taiwan’s 
Company Act, is a profit-driven corporate 
entity and should always prioritize 
shareholders’ interest. This is not 
compatible with social enterprises’ 
double mission of both profit generating 
and tackling social problems.

2. Existing corporate structures weigh 
against mobilizing social capital (such as 
volunteers) for social enterprises.

3. Existing corporate structures impedes 
attracting new philanthropic capital for 
social enterprises.

4. Existing mechanism of profit 
distribution makes it harder to maintain a 
company’s social mission if founders 
leave the organization.

5. Current social enterprises’ scales are 
limited, so are their social impact.

6. Taxes on retained earnings prevent 
social enterprises from sustainably 
developing.

7. Non-profit organizations are not 
allowed to invest in social enterprises that 
align with their social goals. n

UK. On the other hand, tax exemption 
for B Corps that meet certain criteria is a 
rather Taiwanese invention. Although the 
proposed law bears little resemblance of 
SEPA of Korea in terms of specific 
provisions, I cannot help but wonder: 



  
Does this draft also risk 
normalizing the social 
enterprise sector? Do 
these provisions only 
address the concerns 
of one particular type 
of social enterprises? 
Does the draft alienate 
many others that do 
not necessarily share 
governance structures, 
funding sources, or 
scales, but otherwise 
behave in a socially 
innovative way?  

Social 
entrepreneurship had 
existed long before the 
creation of the term, 
not to mention 
adequate legal 
reactions. There is an intrinsic truth 
behind why social enterprises are 
always ahead of infrastructure building, 
including legal support: social 
entrepreneurs are innovators and 
outliers. They disrupt institutional 
patterns, and transform underlying 
relationships of people and 
communities. Their interventions to 
daunting social realities are by nature 
ahead of rules, or at least not-by-the-
rules. It is never the legal definition that 
makes an organization a social 
enterprise, but an authoritarian one will 
definitely un-make a great many. 

That being said, the legal challenges 
that social entrepreneurs are facing are 
real. Traditional for-profit and non-profit 
entities prove increasingly inadequate 
for social enterprise operation.  The 
choice of an appropriate legal 
structure should be based on an 
enterprise’s short term and long-term 
considerations. Some may prioritize 
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control and ownership over access to 
a wider range of funding types. Some 
may prefer securing funding from grant 
makers to attracting private investors. 
There is simply no one nimble business 
model that suits all the social 
problems. But the point is: it is the 
availability of choices that gives 
different social entrepreneurs a distinct 
edge. Perhaps, instead of rushing to 
include “social enterprise” as a legal 
term, amendments to the existing law 
that endows more flexibility to social 
entrepreneurs will do the trick.n
 

"The nascent field of law and social 
entrepreneurship is critical to the future of 

innovation for public benefit. Too often 
social entrepreneurs find that their fresh 

ideas for social impact are limited by 
statutory inflexibility and unimaginative 

counsel. Instead of allowing ingenuity and 
promise to die on the vine, the legal 
profession must also imagine and 

innovate new ways to nourish and harvest 
the fruits of social entrepreneurship."

Ben Cokelet, Founder and Executive Director, Project on 
Organizing, Development, Education, and Research 

(P.O.D.E.R.)

1 The aggregate dividend must not exceed 1/3 of 
the distributable profits of the B Corp.

2 Any assets and profits (aside from those 
distributed in accordance with the rules on 
dividend capping) must be retained within the B 
Corp. Upon the B Corp’s dissolution, retaining 
assets should be transferred to other B Corps, 
NPOs, schools or for the public purposes.



Striking The Right Balance: 
How the Luzhou Li Family Historic Residence is striking the right balance between historic 
and cultural preservation, and offering an innovative end-product that can be a model for 
historic sites across Asia.   

by Aaron Wilson

I never thought I would be excited about 
watching a chubby-cheeked, bright-eyed, baby 
deciding whether to pick up a plastic chicken 
leg, or a stethoscope, yet here I am at the 
Luzhou Li Family Historical Residence doing just 
that. The pressure is thick. As I watch a nervous 
group of relatives watching from the side, all 
eyes are on the baby as it finally decides which 
toy it wants to pick up first. As the baby finally 
sets its eye on the abacus, you can feel the 
tension in the room finally being released, as if all 
the family member collectively sighed with relief, 
saying: “Thank goodness the baby didn’t pick 
the plastic chicken, what a disaster that would 
be! The baby will have a bright future as an 
accountant with that abacus!”
What I’ve been watching is the Zhua-Zhou 
ceremony, a custom that goes back at least 
1500 years in Asia, where babies at the age of 1 

choose an item from a basket that has the potential 
to predict their future career interests. Picking the 
toy that looks like the plastic celery may portend a 
career in agriculture, while a plastic sword might 
predict an interest in law enforcement. The Li Family 
Historic Residence Preservation Foundation holds 
the Zhua-Zhou ceremony for new families for a 
small fee at the beautiful Li Family historic home in 
Luzhou district, New Taipei City. 

For an affordable price, new Taiwanese families 
register online to have the entire ceremony filmed, 
with an option to include family photography as well. 
The brilliance of the whole execution of the 
ceremony is how the Preservation Foundation has 
tapped into a market of new parents who want to 
capture every living moment of their newborn baby. 

While watching so many happy young parents, 

Picture Caption: New parents will spend a lot on baby pictures.  The Li Family Historic House Preservation 
Foundation has cleverly tapped into this market to help them become more financially independent. 
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I’m left with the indelible impression that the Li 
Family Historic Residence Foundation has created 
a very innovative financial model that celebrates 
the family, the community, and Taiwanese history. 
By offering services that document a newborn’s 
precious early moments, culture becomes a 
purchased commodity that both renews the local 
history and customs of Luzhou district. 
Simultaneously, they are sustaining the Li Family 
Historic Residence as a community centre, as 
well as preserving the historic residence for future 
generations to enjoy. 

That the Li Family Residence Preservation 
Foundation model has been so successful is an 
indicator for other privately held historic sites to 
strike a balance between preserving cultural 
history, by neither leaning heavily on aid to 
preserve the historic building, nor rely on 
complete commercialization. 

First, when the Li Family began the foundation, 
they looked to engage the local community as 
much as possible. Instead of isolating the Li 
Family House to function simply as a museum, it 

has become an integral part of Luzhou district, 
providing a wide variety of community services, 
and invited new families to preserve their own 
precious moments within the walls of the historic 
home. As part of the Li Family Residence’s 
mission to preserve local history and culture, they 
have also reached out by providing free exhibition 
space for local artists, providing free access to 
local schools and universities in the area, and 
offering readings of the Confucian classics in 
Hokkien dialect to the general public. 

Second, because funding from the local and 
national level is conditional, and must be re-
applied for annually, they devised a clever way to 
balance their financials that engaged the 
community (like the Zhua-Zhou ceremony), 
instead of relying on an overly commercialized 
model. For many privately held (and even publicly 
held) historic sites, it is an extremely tempting 
offer to commercialize cultural properties to reap 
as much profit possible. For example, many of 
Mainland China’s most famous historic sites are 
actually managed by profit-focused enterprises. 
The result has been poor management, with 

Picture Caption: Families waiting patiently to have their newborn take part in the Zhua-Zhou Ceremony. 



historical sites turned into oversized gift shops 
that potentially destroy their historical and 
cultural importance. By balancing their social 
mission to the community, the Li Family 
Residence’s financial mission does not run the 
risk of over-commercializing the property. 

Third, by opening the historic house to families in 
Taiwan, the story of the Li Family has created a 
meaningful contribution to Taiwan’s history and 
culture. The events of the Li Family’s most 
famous resident, General Li You-bang, reflect the 
complexity of Taiwan’s relationship with Mainland 
China, Japan, and the Republic of China 
(Taiwan); Li chose to fight against Japan, 
Taiwan’s colonial administrator, during China’s 
War of Resistance. Despite Li’s assistance in 
helping the Republic of China win the war, Li and 
his family became victims of Chiang Kai-Shek’s 
White Terror, and suffered tremendously in 
Taiwan’s post-war period.  From their amazing 
personal history, came the Taipei-Luzhou Li 

Family Historic Residence Preservation Society, 
began by General Li’s widow, Ms. Lee Yen Hsiu-
Feng. The residence adds an important narrative 
to the nation’s history by showing that Taiwan’s 
story is not one of successive governments, but a 
collective history of families who have struggled 
together. 

This is not a suggestion that museums, historic 
sites, and other scenic spots of environmental or 
cultural value can automatically start looking 
towards emulating the Li Family Residence-
model, but it is a potential pathway to make 
historical spots more sustainable over the long-
term. Only by balancing financial needs with a 
stated mission to involve the community has the 
Li Family Historic Residence achieved its goals. n
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Picture Caption: Messrs Li Hua and Li Li-Qun, (the family of General Li Youbang) were both gracious 
enough to meet with me to discuss the Li Family Residence’s history, and mission to preserve Taiwan’s 
history and local culture. 



A Case for Private Education in Afghanistan? 
International donors look to the private sector amid concerns about corruption and 
sustainability.  	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 by Zac Prong 

Despite vast improvements since the 
toppling of the Taliban regime in 2001, 
education in Afghanistan remains plagued by 
the problems endemic to all aspects of 
development in the country.  Corruption is 
widespread, qualified professionals remain 
scarce, and any achievements cannot be 
sustained without foreign aid.  Consequently a 
growing legion of professionals has begun to 
advocate a greater role for the private sector in 
providing education.

Private schools have become much more 
commonplace since the government officially 

opened the way for private investment in 
education two years ago.  Owners of these 
schools claim that they are able to provide 
students with an education superior to what 
they would receive in a government school.  
While no monitoring body exists that can 
effectively ensure all private schools meet 
minimum standards, a Norwegian Education 
Team (NET) report 1	  did find that privately 
operated schools are often more innovative 
and have more resources at their disposal.   
Major donors such as the UK Department for 
International Development (DFID) have taken 
interest and are currently considering 
increasing funding for private schools across 
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Picture Caption: Zac Prong (left) visited Kabul, Afghanistan, in August 2013. 



This past summer when I travelled to 
Afghanistan one of the NGO’s I had the 
opportunity to visit, Afghans 4 Tomorrow 
(A4T), runs two low-cost for-profit schools; 
one in Kabul and another in Wardak 
Province.  The model on which the A4T 
schools operate is typical of other private 
schools in Afghanistan.  By charging 
parents a small monthly fee to cover salaries 
and operations (and of course, generate 
small profit), they aim to 
be sustainable and 
accessible to the 
poorest Afghans. While 
impressed by the 
professionalism and 
dedication of the staff I 
met at A4T, I came away 
skeptical of the long-
term benefits this type of 
school can provide for 
the country.  

By relying on paying 
customers A4T is 
susceptible to the same challenges faced 
by traditional businesses.  In 2009, citing 
fiscal responsibilities, they closed one of 
their schools in Kabul due to low-student 
enrollment.  This incident highlights one the 
downsides of private education in the 
context of development. 
Regardless of their ideals or dedication to a 
cause, private enterprises remain beholden 
to the profit motive.  To rely on them to 
provide a service as vital as education is 
therefore risky, especially in a country where 
the security and economic situation will 
continue jeopardize their efforts for the 
foreseeable future.

 Another shortcoming of the model is 
simple; it’s not free.  Despite many schools 
charging as low as $5 a month, the 
estimated per capita GDP in Afghanistan is 
only $6193, amongst the lowest in the 
world. In some of the poorer regions where 
the need for more schools is typically higher 

the per capita GDP is often significantly 
lower.  Parents would therefore be required 
to spend a significant portion of their 
income on education.  This would mean 
less money for other necessities such as 
medicine, food and clean water.   

This is not to say that private schools do not 
have their place in Afghanistan.  A case 
could be made for utilizing private schools in 

wealthier areas in order 
to help free up spaces in 
public schools.  Lessons 
should also be drawn 
from instances where 
they have proven more 
effective or innovative. 

However resources 
should not be diverted 
from the larger effort of 
developing a national 
education system 
capable of providing a 
free education for all 

Afghans.  While this has proven to be a 
monumental task, aid agencies cannot shy 
away from the state whenever it proves to 
be corrupt or ineffective.  Long-term stability 
will never be achieved without effective state 
institutions capable of meeting the needs of 
all citizens.  Assisting in the improvement 
and reform of such intuitions should 
therefore remain the international 
community’s first priority.  n

1	  	  “Afghanistan Norwegian Education Team Report” 
http://www.lins.no/db/pdf/report200502.pdf

2	  	  Low-Cost Private Schools in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan: What evidence to support sustainable 
scale-up? 
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/
Low_cost_schools_2012Barakat_protocol.pdf 

3	  	  GDP Per Capita - Current - http://
data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD/
countries/AF?display=graph 
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“To rely on them to 
provide a service as vital 
as education is therefore 

risky, especially in a 
country where the 

security and economic 
situation will continue 

jeopardize their efforts for 
the foreseeable future.”

http://www.lins.no/db/pdf/report200502.pdf
http://www.lins.no/db/pdf/report200502.pdf
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Finding an Audience: Turning 
Cheerleaders into Practitioners              

by Melinda Jacobs

I attend many events focused on the social 
innovation/social enterprise sector, and by and 
large they fall into two categories: cheerleading 
and practitioner events. Cheerleading events 
try to attract new people to the sector - 
practitioners of SI/SE are clearly delineated 
from “audience” members, and the main goal 
is to stimulate ideas and passion in the 
attendees. Practitioner events are where most 
of the attendees – most of the attendees, 
presenters and facilitators are people working 
in, for, or adjacent to social value creation as 
their full time focus. 

Both types of events certainly have a role in 
growing and advancing the sector, but each 
have their flaws. Many “cheerleading” events 
do little to encourage the skills development 
that would allow attendees to transition from 
“audience” to “practitioners.” Further, by 
predominantly serving as cheerleaders at these 
events, practitioners often miss opportunities 
to collaborate, co-learn and co-create as 
practitioners of the same field. I’m left to ask: 
what would it take to turn a member of the 
“audience” into a skillful practitioner, and how 
can we encourage meaningful interactions 
among practitioners at all sector events?

1. More investment in professional 
development opportunities and skills 
training for people/organizations new to 
the sector. 

Social innovation and social enterprise are a 
practice –  the more you do it, the better you 
get. However, many funding opportunities, 
and often event spaces to attend 
conferences and seminars are reserved for 
seasoned experts. This can often exclude 
people and organizations that are new to the 
sector and have much to gain from the 
exposure, learning and networking of 
international and domestic events. A 
concerted effort to create professional 
development opportunities and skills 
development would be a first step in 
transitioning an “audience” member to a 
practitioner in the field. 

2. Investment in diversity at practitioner 
focused events, and efforts to be 
inclusive of organizations without the 
financial means to sponsor attendance. 

Particularly at regional events, it is easy to 
encourage a separation from the well 
intended yet well funded few and the under 
funded organizations without the resources 
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to support participation. Usually this is no fault 
of conference organizers, and has more to do 
with the ability to procure sponsorships and 
financial resources and match them with 
organizations in need. A centrally managed 
pool of funding individuals or organizations 
could apply to for resources would be a step 
forward from disaggregated efforts of individual 
events. 

3. Allow for the juxtaposition of ideal and 
practice

14

Just like the cobbler’s children having no 
shoes, practice within the social innovation 
and social enterprise sector can stray from 
ideals. There appears to be a disconnect 
between the need for and the discussion of 
topics such as assessment, reflection, 
planning, and the incorporation of failure as a 
mechanism for learning. Creating forums to 
acknowledge the roadblocks and mutual 
barriers faced within the sector will help both 
audience and practitioners deepen their ability 
to effectively serve in the social innovation/
social enterprise sectors.  n

Social Enterprise World Forum Recap
by Melinda Jacobs

The Social Enterprise World Forum, held October 2-4 in Calgary, Alberta, Canada was a global 
meeting of social enterprise practitioners. The 4 days event featured keynotes, plenaries and 
breakout sessions that chronicled the state of the social enterprise and social innovation sectors 

Here are some highlights of the event, 
for those who could not make it:

1. The event was held in streams: Research/
public policy issues, cross-boundary 
collaboration, social innovation, and social 
finance were the four key areas. Conference 
delegates could choose between concurrent 
sessions across the four themes or “mix and 
match” their ideal program. 

2. Notable keynotes included Craig 
Kielburger of Free the Children, and former 
Canadian Prime Minister Paul Martin, who 
brought the crowd to its feet speaking about 
stimulating indigenous social enterprises 
and the Canadian experience.

3. Notable breakouts included a panel on 
Social Innovation Labs - the concepts of 
collaborative spaces and work environments 

tasked with proposing innovative solutions 
to social problems - and how to use data 
to build a policy agenda for social 
innovation

These are a few of many highlights of what 
was a superbly well organized, attended, 
and curated event. For further information 
on conference sessions, attendees and 
lessons learned, please visit the event site: 

Next year’s SEWF will be held in Seoul - it 
would be great to see some of you there!

Melinda Jacobs was an invited speaker of 
the Social Enterprise World Forum, and 
would like to thank the Trico Foundation for 
their generous support in facilitating her 
participation. n

http://www.socialenterpriseworldforum.org/

http://www.socialenterpriseworldforum.org/
http://www.socialenterpriseworldforum.org/


Five months ago, I was on the verge 
of finishing my undergraduate degree, 
with no ideas for the next step. Fast-
forward to today, and while I still don’t 
have much of an idea, I at least have had 
one of the most impactful experiences of 
my life. I was catapulted into the start-up 
and social entrepreneurship scene in 
Taiwan with the Social Innovation 
Research Group. Observing the scene 
through incubator visits and entrepreneur 
networking events, I began to see some 
obvious obstacles that hamper the 
sector. Although the 
founders of these startups – 
social-oriented and 
otherwise – are technically 
capable and driven, 
managing a business 
encapsulates much more. 

Enter the colourful 
characters who desire to 
help these oh-so-troubled 
companies. I’m calling 
these people “the 
catalysts”: well-connected 
to the start-up scene, they 
offer their ever-wise 
experience in areas of 
management and 
marketing, an area where 
driven founders typically 

lack the expertise but yet must handle 
regularly nonetheless.

While the intentions of these catalysts are 
well-meaning, I have found that their 
actions are detrimental to the Taiwanese 
start-up sector. First, they usually invest 
their time – rather than money, at least not 
yet – into these start-ups to provide 
expertise and mentorship where lacking. 
Insofar as they try to catalyze the start-up 
for either an incubator or angel investment, 
they also try to diversify it as well, as these 
startups are high-risk. Consequently, it 

quickly degenerates into a 
negative feedback cycle: 
because investors overlook 
the social start-up sector, 
too many startups 
compete for the little 
funding available. Because 
of the intensified 
competition, these 
catalysts then diversify on 
their investment in start-
ups, which in turn leads 
start-ups to lose out on the 
value-add that they 
desperately need. They are 
then contracted into losing 
precious capital/equity to 
these overvalued catalysts. 
As a result, this rent-
seeking behaviour detracts 
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investors from parting with their money in 
the start-up sector in Taiwan, presenting 
a prominent hindrance to greater growth.

Unfortunately, looking for answers and 
mimicking strategies 
across the Pacific, to the 
tried-and-true environment 
of Silicon Valley, isn’t 
beneficial either. In fact, 
Silicon Valley-ites even 
have their own rent-
seekers – except they’re 
more respectably known 
as serial entrepreneurs 
(Richard Branson and Elon 
Musk being your prime, 
make-it-big examples). 
What gives?

From my four-and-a-half 
months of experience here, 
I’ve come to the arduous 
conclusion that Taiwan is 
simply not San Francisco. 
Entrepreneurship thrives in a different 
way here. Compared to the Valley, 
government policies and business culture 
are dissimilar; trying to emulate Valley 
behaviour with non-Valley-like people 
potentially foreshadows a difficult 
growing process for the social innovation 
sector in Taiwan. Incubators and 
catalysts – who try to diversify while 

emulating cutthroat-Valley-type serial 
entrepreneurs – actually provide 
mentorship without any expertise. 
Consequently, investors barely even 
consider funding for seed and stage-1 

startups, which leaves 
founders, with heavy 
influence from what limited 
capital there is and ill-
advised mentorship, finally 
straying from and losing 
sight of their original idea.

As much as my too-brief 
time in Taiwan has allowed 
me to identify the problem, 
there remains an 
unsatisfyingly insufficient 
time to find a feasible 
solution. Regardless, this 
opportunity at SIRG – now 
Surge – has been quite a 
rare opportunity for a 
confused engineer. What 
happens next with the 

official second cohort is going to be 
exciting, and I hope the questions raised 
will be answered. n
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Good mentors that can invest time and 
money into Taiwan and Singapore’s 
social innovation sector are still sorely 
lacking. 

 “Taiwan is simply not 
San Francisco. 

Entrepreneurship thrives 
in a different way in Asia. 
trying to emulate Valley 

behaviour with non-
Valley-like people 

potentially foreshadows 
a difficult growing 

process for the social 
innovation sector in 

Taiwan.”



Aaron Wytze Wilson - Taipei

Aaron has lived and worked 
extensively in China over a period of 

Remi Kanji - Singapore 

Remi will graduate from the 
University of Toronto, where she 
founded and organized the INDePth 
Conference on Sustainable 
Development and Just Rights Radio, 
two organizations pushing students 
to discuss causes of and solutions to 
socio-economic inequality. Over the 
course of her undergraduate degree, 
she completed ethnographic field 
research abroad in Indonesia, and 
has visited Taiwan as both a 
documentary filmmaker and 
researcher on the impact of popular 
film on nationalist sentiment. Remi is 
currently based in Singapore, 
working on her own social venture - 
ZhenXin - which is going through 
100 days of intensive internship, to 
help the business grow and achieve 
a better product-market. 

Zhiying Zhang - Taipei 

A recent graduate of the University of 
Toronto, Zhiying majored in Asia 
Pacific Studies and Economics. Her 
earlier ventures include leading 
INDePth – an international 
conference on development, 
reporting news for Fairchild 
Television, being an editor of the 
academic journal, Passages, as well 
as serving as a Peer Mentor at the 
Department of Economics, University 
of Toronto. Having lived and worked 
in mainland China, Korea, and 
Canada, Zhiying continues her 
exploration in Taiwan – pursuing 
opportunities beyond resources 
controlled.

Melinda Jacobs - San 
Francisco 

Melinda is an entrepreneur and social 
innovator based in San Francisco. 
Melinda has lived and worked in 
Denmark, Bangladesh, and Taiwan – 
three global hot spots for social 
innovation – and has worked for 
Toronto-based social enterprise 
Social Capital Partners. Active in 
youth entrepreneurship, she has 
been on the founding team of three 
social organizations, and and has 
produced a documentary on 
Taiwanese political identity. Melinda 
recently graduated from The Next 

The Surge Team: Who we are, Where we are 

9 years. Coming from an extended 
family of missionaries, and 
professional care-takers, which has 
given him a passion to learn more 
about finding creative ways to 
alleviate societal problems. Before 
returning to University in 2008, Aaron 
enjoyed a successful career as a 
manager, and educator in the 
telecommunications and education 
industries in both Canada and China. 
He is a graduate from the University 
of Toronto with a BA Hon. Arts in 
Political Science and Asia-Pacific 
Studies, and previously studied 
Mandarin Chinese at Tsinghua 
University in Beijing and NTNU Taipei. 
He has been the recipient of U of T’s 
Dr. David Chu Scholarship in Asia-
Pacific Studies, and the Dr. David 
Chu Student Leadership Award.

36: Canada’s Entrepreneurial Institute, 
and the University of Toronto, Trinity 
College, where she studied 
International Relations.
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Seoul

Rufina is currently working at 
a K-12 international school in 
Seoul Korea. She is also a 
reporter and photographer 
with works published through 
the Korea Social Enterprise 
Promotion Agency and Moon 
Travel Guides. She is 
passionate about education, 
innovation, and public policy. 

Kunming, China 

Zachary Prong is a University 
of Toronto student studying 
Social Anthropology and 
Contemporary Asian Studies.  
He is currently spending a year 
abroad.  This summer he 
spent time pursuing various 
research interests in the Middle 
East and Afghanistan before 
settling down in China to study 
Mandarin.  

Taipei, and Toronto

Ivan Peng is a recent graduate 
of the Engineering Science 
Program at the University of 
Toronto. On a whim, he made 
the jump to Taiwan for a 
summer position with Surge, 
applying his engineering skills 
to the development of the 
social entrepreneurship scene 
in Southeast Asia. With 
specialization in Mathematics, 
Finance, and Statistics, his 
primary interests lie in injection 
of social capital and impact 
metrics. 

Surge Special Contributors

Zachary Prong Ivan Peng Rufina Park

A special thank you to our Surge special contributors and field researchers who contributed 
articles this month and our November issue, Zac Prong, Ivan Peng, and Rufina Park. 

If you have a great idea for an article, and are excited about social innovation and 
entrepreneurship, we would be delighted to accept your work. Writing for Surge is a chance to 
have your work published and distributed to our wide network of practitioners, investors, and 
researchers. Surge work has been featured on The Guardian, SocialFinance.ca, 
SocialEnterpriseBuzz.com, as well as our website and blog. We also offer free editing and content 
advice for any article you would like to contribute. If you are interested in writing or blogging for us, 
please contact at aaronwytzewilson@gmail.com, zhiyingzh@gmail.com, or 
social.innovation.tw@gmail.com.  
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