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straightforward answer. Certainly the 
conference is a learning opportunity for 
investors wanting to get into the venture 
philanthropy game, but it also may be 
inadvertently depriving these same 
investors of an invaluable opportunity to 
meet practitioners of non-profits and social 
businesses desperate for capital, advice, 
and networking opportunities. 

The conference featured two days of 
intensive interactive panel events and 
break-out sessions featuring big name 
speakers from Bain Capital, the Ford 
Foundation, The Royal Foundation, and the 
British Council. Attendee’s were able to 
draw enormous knowledge and wisdom 
from the speakers at the event.  
Additionally, break-out sessions featured a 
number of helpful topics like how to 
measure social impact, how to set up your 
own venture philanthropy fund, and offered 
valuable knowledge and experience for 
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Cash-Strapped             
Social Enterprises          
Need Not Apply.  

It was the last day of the conference at 
Singapore’s Asia Venture Philanthropy 
Network (AVPN) conference in mid-May, in 
a packed auditorium full of philanthropists, 
venture capitalists, and other key players in 
the social innovation and non-profit sector, 
a feel good vibe of the possibilities of 
“venture philanthropy” was emanating all 
around. During the conference’s final 
interactive panel, an interesting question 
from the audience was directed at the 
group of investors and directors of various 
high-profile grant foundations. 

“What good is it for you to come 
to a conference like this?”

The question incited awkward chuckles 
and relatively straightforward responses 
from the panelists, but it was poignant all 
the less, because it pointed to an 
interesting problem with a less than 

The AVPN conference in Singapore offered an excellent opportunity for investors to 
get a crash course in venture philanthropy, but deprived many social entrepreneurs of 
a critical chance to network and pitch their social business. 

By 
Aaron Wytze Wilson



Above: AVPN’s 2nd annual conference was hosted at Singapore Management University (SMU). Tickets sold out 6 
weeks before the conference began, and SMU’s auditorium was packed with many of of the big movers and shakers in 
Asia’s social innovation sector.
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potential investors looking to get their feet 
wet in the social venture investment game. 

This is the 2nd year AVPN has put on a 
conference about social investing, and this 
year’s conference sold out 6 weeks in 
advance. In the conference programme, 
conference executives mention they were 
“even more careful this time to ensure that 
we have all the ‘right people in the room’, 
ensuring non-members were all providers of 
one or more of the 3 pillars of venture 
philanthropy: financial, human, or intellectual 
capital.”

But the 3 pillars of venture philanthropy 
seemingly did not include the struggling 
practitioner. Many of the attendees I talked 
with during breaks between sessions were 
from relatively affluent venture capital funds, 
endowment funds, or established non-profit 
groups.  

Additionally, whether intentionally or not, 
conference organizers created financial 
barriers for entrepreneurs by creating an 
exorbitant price tag for the two day affair. 
Conference admission tickets were 700 
Singaporean Dollars, (about 600 CAD, 560 
USD). Creating a price hurdle like that sends 
a message to entrepreneurs and social 
business practitioners that this is a members 
only event. For many of the speakers and 
attendees of the event whose professional 
background is in finance, management, this 
is a high-value entrance fee for a 2 day 
event, but for practitioners of social 
businesses and non-profits, this is a serious 
financial commitment. 
	
What should conferences do?

AVPN has an excellent opportunity to bring 
investors and entrepreneurs together. As 
Asia’s only venture philanthropy group and 
conference, AVPN could potentially put the 



steps in place to build up non-profit 
ecosystems in Southeast and East Asia.

In general, venture philanthropy conferences 
should seriously consider offering reduced or 
free admission to local social entrepreneurs 
and non-profit practitioners. For those who 
can prove financial need, conferences could 
also consider remunerating some travel and 
accommodation costs. 

Asia’s social innovation ecosystem also lacks 
strong networks of investors, practitioners, 
and intermediaries pulling them together, and 
every opportunity should be made to engage 
these sometimes disparate groups together. 
For those who are just getting started and 
want to pitch their idea, they get a valuable 
opportunity to receive 
critical advice or find 
potential organizations that 
can incubate, develop, or 
flesh out their social 
business idea. For young 
entrepreneurs conference’s 
are an enormous 
opportunity to get 
feedback, and benefit 
tremendously from advice 
from seasoned veterans. 

One potential reason investors are wary of 
inviting cash-starved entrepreneurs is the 
fear of being inundated with requests for 
seed funding and investment proposals. If 
this is the case, conference organizers can 
consider personally selecting a pool of social 
businesses that are fairly mature or on the 
cusp of scaling up to ensure practitioners 
and investors are closer to the same page. 
However, worries that conference guests are 
going to be inundated with requests for 
money point to a larger problem: there are 
still a serious lack of intermediaries to push 
collaboration between diverse sectors of 
groups. 
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Conference organizers like AVPN could 
consider partnering with intermediary 
organization in Singapore and Southeast 
Asia like HUB Singapore to create 
networking sessions for local entrepreneurs 
to meet investors from venture philanthropy 
groups in Asia. This is not to say, that AVPN 
was totally devoid of any social enterprises; 
the conference featured an enormously 
successful investment showcase that 
featured 8 social enterprises, who then 
pitched for further investment to scale up. 
But most of the social enterprises 
showcased were already established names  
such as India based Magic Bus, and Idaho 
based Thriive. While these two organizations 
certainly deserve further investment 

opportunities, the 
investment showcase 
might have been better 
served by offering more 
chances to social 
businesses looking to 
scale up for the first time, 
or need help cultivating a 
better business model. 

AVPN is playing a 
beneficial role by creating 
more opportunities for the 

finance sector to jump into venture 
philanthropy in Asia, giving attendee’s critical 
information and networking opportunities to 
learn how their financial, human, and 
intellectual capital can get the most mileage. 
However, AVPN is also operating in an 
ecosystem that is still critically deprived of 
intermediaries that introduce investors to 
practitioners. Conference organizers should 
think of new ways to close that gap, by 
creating more bridges for practitioners to 
meet the right people, who can help advise, 
scale up, or invest in local social businesses.

n

“Asia’s social innovation 
ecosystem lack strong 
networks of investors, 

practitioners, and 
intermediaries pulling them 

together, and every 
opportunity should be made 
to engage these sometimes 
disparate groups together.”



Code For Tomorrow:                          
Effective Agents for                         
Social Innovation inTaiwan               

A year ago, while on my first stint in 
Taiwan, I wrote about my experiences at 
Singapore’s disappointing technology 
conference, Echelon. Fast forward to now, 
I’m on my second stint in Taiwan, and 
Echelon is still branding itself as the same 
prodigal conference and sounding just as 
disappointing. If beating a dead horse still 
draws people from Asia, why not continue?

There still might be hope after all. In 
researching more on Taiwan’s startup 
technology sector, I stumbled on Code for 
Tomorrow (CFT). CFT is a non-profit 
organization, structured roughly like Code 
for America, but focuses on open data 
and local, implementable projects. CFT 
motivates, trains, and – perhaps most 
importantly – raises awareness to 
programmers that there exists a domain of 
applications which are, and can be, socially 
oriented. CFT has positioned itself to be 
the beneficiary of growth in Taiwan’s social 
innovation ecosystem through a series of 
partnerships with Taiwan’s tech universities, 

open-data hackathons, and cooperation 
with open-knowledge organizations across 
Southeast Asia.

Social enterprises trying to scale upward 
face many challenges conventional 
businesses don’t. Impact metrics have 
attempted to show growth and potential in 
both conventional, business, and social 
impact. In western societies and 
progressive think-tanks, they are marketed 
be the solution, but it’s difficult to 
incentivize social enterprises here in Asia to 
take a high-level approach and tabulate 
data in a structured manner. Their prime 
objective is to be on the ground, dealing 
with marginalized groups, and most 
importantly, feel that they’re making a 
difference.

CFT has a unique way of incentivizing data 
collection while keeping social enterprises 
empowered: By requesting SE’s to simply 
submit data to them – however 
unstructured it may be – they will find some 

Ivan Peng looks at Code for Tomorrow, a non-profit organization based in Taipei that 
raises awareness to local programmers about opportunities to contribute to socially 
orientated projects.
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By 
Ivan Peng
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way to “make something with it”. With both 
sides having nothing to lose on this simple 
agreement, this stimulates bright minds to 
think about social problems in their 
communities, along with creating a 
budding partnership. Although in its infancy 
and no known example of such a situation 
yet, this potential partnership holds great 
potential and is a great stepping stone for 
upper-level management to showcase 
social impact.

CFT’s core values also put it in a very 
unique position to help social enterprises 
find funding from both public and private 
sources. Above all else, CFT’s members 
focus on feasible, implementable, and local 
projects. Most social businesses in Taiwan 
fit into two financial categories: privately 
funded, with low projections in profit; or 
publicly funded, with low accountability to 
government funding. Both these result in 
lack of scaling. CFT has the potential to 
bridge this rift between parties. Typically, 
publicly-funded enterprises have structured 
data, but no firm direction, and vice-versa 
for privately funded companies. CFT 
provides an information-sharing platform 
where they can learn from each other. And 
they’re off to a good start too; from 
conferences such as Data Fiesta – a 
creative showcase on the use of open 
data1 to public and private company 
representatives, and academics – to data 
curating and processing training sessions, 
the foundation is there for growth and 
partnership.

However, CFT still has a long way to go. In 
March, I attended an open data hackathon 
run by CFT and PIXNET, a blogging site 
and the 4th most trafficked site in Taiwan. 
PIXNET released a beta API allowing 
access on its data of photos and blogs, 
and tried to see what motivated coders 
could do in their spare time. The answer, 

unfortunately, was not that much. Many of 
the programs that teams built were all on 
the same line of thought, aggregating 
photos by location and popularity. The idea 
of open development wasn’t exactly very 
well directed, with a lack of brainstorming 
by many groups. This is an encouraging 
start, but more extensive data curation and 
processing will be required to promote 
creative truly open development. Still 
though, CFT is steadily raising awareness 
and continuing to take strong initiatives to 
the coding community in Taipei, with more 
hackathons and data conferences.

Also in March, I had the privilege of 
stopping by a startup pitch event hosted 
by Echelon, when they were in Taiwan. 
Thaddeus Koh, the co-founder of e27 (and 
running Echelon), gave a keynote speech 
in which he called this conference “the 
pulse of Asia’s tech innovation”. Unless 
we’re talking about social networking 
knock-off innovation, then I fail to see 
where the innovation is. Open data 
prompts transparency, and transparency 
prompts social responsibility. Empowering 
coders and tech entrepreneurs to be 
socially responsible opens the possibility of 
many more ideas outside of leveraging 
social networks. And yet, Singapore’s open 
data index (an index to assess the state of 
open data in a certain country) ranks 48th 
of 70 countries graded, losing out to 
countries like Taiwan, and only marginally 
better than South Africa, Egypt, and 
Nigeria. So much for innovation. n
_____________________________________________________

1	  There were many student groups that presented 
unique machine learning solutions to common 
problems in Taipei. One group did a proof-of-
concept of an online dataset of restaurant reviews; 
by rating the popularity of hot pot restaurants, they 
were able to predict where all the MRT stations 
were, and housing prices in the area.
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Bali’s 
“Eco-Friendly 

Workers Paradise”

In 2012 American entrepreneur Aaron 
Fishman launched East Bali Cashews (EBC), 
a company based in an impoverished area 
of rural Bali.  Not long after opening it was 
hailed by Forbes as an “eco-friendly workers 
paradise”.  In its early stages EBC received 
support and advice from Shujog, a 
Singapore based organization that assists 
social enterprises (SE’s) with measuring and 
scaling up impact.  Earlier this spring I sat 
down with Magnus Young, research 
manager at Shujog, to discuss their work 
with EBC.

Could you tell us about the metrics 
you’ve developed to measure impact? 

We use a lot of the indicators from IRIS, 
(Impact Reporting and Investment 
Standards), an initiative by the GIIN (Global 
Impact Investment Network).  They’ve 

basically created a taxonomy - a long list of 
indicators; some are sector specific, some 
relate to the operations, some relate to the 
product or service.  To my mind it’s the best 
initiative that I’m aware of that attempts to 
create a universal language for social 
reporting.  A lot of the time there will also be 
very company specific or context specific 
elements that are crucial to what makes a 
company a social enterprise. 

For the “Shujog Mark”, the certification 
we’ve developed, we basically look at three 
things.  We look at whether or not a 
company has a social mission, whether or 
not it has a framework in place to monitor 
performance, and the third criteria is that 
you have to demonstrate that you’ve 
created a positive impact on the 
stakeholders that you’re targeting. We have 
a committee that evaluates the evidence 
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Earlier this summer, Zac Prong had the chance to travel to Bali, Indonesia to look at 
Indonesia’s growing social innovation sector. In the following interview, he talks 
with Magnus Young of Shujog about their cooperation with East Bali Cashews. 

By Zac Prong

http://www.eastbalicashews.com
http://www.eastbalicashews.com
http://www.shujog.org
http://www.shujog.org


 

and reporting to see whether or not they 
qualify for the Shujog Mark.  

After you complete an impact report for 
am SE do you maintain a relationship 
with them to verify they continue to 
meet their social goals?

So as part of this exercise we did a report 
on the social impact we estimated for East 
Bali Cashews in 2013.  We then made 
projections for what their impact will be if 
they successfully execute their growth 
plans.  Alongside those 
assessments and 
projections we gave them 
a tool for collecting data 
over time from their 
employees, suppliers, 
community members and 
so on, so that come the 
end of 2014 East Bali 
Cashews can produce an 
end of year report about 
their impact.  I think the 
analogy you should make then is to a 
financial report but an unaudited financial 
report.  This tool allows them to self-report 
their impact.  Then what we can do is if East 
Bali Cashews need our service we can act 
as a third party to verify their results.  

Do you think it would be beneficial to 
develop some sort of regulatory 
framework for social enterprises to 
ensure they are actually meeting their 
social goals?
 
I think certification of social enterprises is 
definitely a good idea and that’s something 
we’ve been working on quite a lot ourselves.  
We’ve launched this product that we’ve 
called the “Impact Mark” which uses our 
methodology to certify social enterprises or 
high impact enterprises. It would be 
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beneficial to distinguish social enterprises 
from inclusive businesses or companies with 
a CSR program, and to set social 
enterprises apart as a distinct asset class if 
you’d like.  

But whether it needs to be regulated from a 
government level, that’s a different question.  
If you think about other certifications like 
halal certification or organic certification, 
these aren’t always regulated by 
government, so I’m not sure government 
has to be involved in defining social 

enterprises either.  At the 
same time I think there’s 
probably a lot of benefit 
from having 
governments involved, 
but then you come to 
this debate about what 
definition is the right 
definition for social 
enterprises.  For 
example, some people 
feel that if there’s not a 

cap on the potential to pay dividends it 
should never be called a social enterprise, 
while others feel it should be not-for-profit 
entirely.  I think it’s difficult then for 
government to pick one, whereas if you 
have competition among different ways to 
certify social enterprises then it might be a 
better way to slowly create convergence 
and learn along the way what is a good way 
to define social enterprises.  If you were to 
blanket regulate then the definition would be 
set in stone.  

In your social impact report you stated 
that EBC mitigates climate change by 
using cashew shells to create fuel 
rather than using diesel generators.  
However I noticed that when assessing 
the environmental impact you don’t 
take into consideration other factors 

“If you think about other 
certifications like Halal or 

organic certification, these 
aren’t always regulated by 

government, so I’m not sure 
government has to be 

involved in defining social 
enterprises either.”



 

such as the transportation of goods.  
Can you tell me why? 

Sure, and I’m happy to have an overall 
discussion about the challenges of 
measuring impact, as well.  Sometimes you 
have to strike a balance between measuring 
impact and what a social enterprise is 
capable of doing.  If you’re imposing to high 
data collection costs on them it can inhibit 
their ability to be financially sustainable.  
That’s part of the reason why there is always 
going to be some aspect of an enterprise 
that we will either not have complete data 
on or no data at all. 

With regards to your question specifically 
about the transportation; when we’re 
looking at the impact we’re basically looking 
at what happens as a result of the 
organization vis-a-vis an estimated baseline 
for what other companies doing the same 
activities are doing.  So 
given that we see East Bali 
Cashews using the same 
distribution channels as 
more traditional 
companies they’re having 
neither a positive nor a 
negative impact compared 
to the baseline. But the 
energy used for the 
processing is replacing 
some diesel fuel with 
biofuel, which basically has a positive impact 
on the environment.  In that sense it’s quite 
similar to the methodologies used when 
certifying projects for carbon credits.  You 
ask, “if this project doesn’t go ahead what 
would the alternative be?”  That’s how we 
are thinking about environmental impact as 
well.

Your social impact report for EBC said 
that the company’s main benefit is that 
it provides employment for women in an 
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underserved community.  However as 
Aaron Fishman (founder of EBC) noted 
when I met him, the vast majority of 
women working in the cashew 
processing industry worldwide are 
women.  So what is it that sets EBC 
apart and makes them a social 
enterprise? 

I think the main reason for me why they are 
a social enterprise is the mission 
component, that they are specifically 
targeting an underserved group directly with 
their services, in this case with the job 
creation. So instead of just creating jobs for 
people like you or me, they’re specifically 
creating jobs for a group that otherwise do 
not have access to income generating jobs.  
They’re specifically running their business in 
a way to achieve that.  They aren’t just 
achieving that as a byproduct.  

Alongside with that 
there’s evidently in East 
Bali Cashews 
management and 
operations a concern 
with how they can 
benefit even more the 
underserved employees 
that they already have.  
Of course if you look at it 
that way, the targeting 
and so on, some people 

may say that’s not social enough.  But it’s 
hard to draw a definite line in the sand and 
say “beyond this line you’re social enough to 
be a social enterprise, but if you don’t 
achieve this level of ‘socialness’ than you 
aren’t a social enterprise.”  Could there be 
an even more social way of running East Bali 
Cashews?  Probably.  But to me at least the 
way they run their business, the way they 
pay attention to their social mission, that’s 
what makes them a social enterprise.  n

it’s hard to draw a definite 
line in the sand and say 
“beyond this line you’re 

social enough to be a social 
enterprise, but if you don’t 

achieve this level of 
‘socialness’ than you aren’t a 

social enterprise.” 



Big Data and Social Enterprise:                          
In an Era of Big Data, and Data 
Analytics, Where Does the Social 
Innovation Sector Fit In?               

Despite big data and data analytics 
becoming a hot topic among practitioners 
and organizations alike, its ultimate use 
and role in the social innovation sector is 
still uncertain. Social enterprises (SE’s) 
could benefit hugely from big data, 
changing the way the sector looks at social 
impact measurement, scaling up, and 
receiving financial backing.  But the role of 
big data in the social innovation sector still 
faces a number of core questions and 
concerns before it reaches a consensus on 
how it can be used. Key issues of access, 
usefulness, representativeness, privacy, 
and safety continue to dog the big data 
debate. 

But the age of big data is also inevitability, 
and the state and the private sector 
continue to collect our personal data at 
lightning pace both with and without our 
permission. What does this mean for the 
future of the social innovation sector? How 
will it confront these newfound challenges 
and opportunities? 

Surge researchers Aaron Wytze Wilson, 
and Ivan Peng have an informative 
discussion about the relationship between 
“big data” and “social enterprise”. Our 
conversation is grouped around three key 
themes: ‘Access and Availability’, ‘Use and 
Representativeness’, and finally, ‘Safety 
and Potential Abuse of Big Data’. 
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Part 1: Access and Availability

Aaron: A lot of non-profits and social 
enterprises still don’t have access to 
curated data sets from the corporate and 
government sectors. For companies in the 
corporate sector, they consider this 
information propriety data, with the 
companies prime valuation based on the 
kind of data they are able to collect from 
the public. We’re still in a transition period 
where we need to see a larger 
consecration of organizations in both 
sectors giving out curated data sets, or 
tools that allow the non-profit and social 
innovation sector to create their own data 
sets. 

There also are not enough 
people within the non-
profit sector who are 
aware of data analytics 
and can make the 
appropriate 
breakthroughs in using 
big data. This is leaving a 
big gap in the potential for 
big data. Although there is information out 
there that can be used by social 
businesses to target underprivileged 
groups, or solving environmental problems, 
there is a lack of technical manpower 
within the sector to analyze and tackle 
these problems, and I think approaching 
this gap will be difficult. 

In the near future, I think we will see more 
partnerships between social enterprise and 
the private sector. SE’s need to build more 
channels with data companies, building 
secure relationships, and show that 
businesses also benefit when they provide 

consumer data to non-profit and social 
business sectors. The private sector moves 
at a much faster pace in collecting critical 
information about the public, and SE’s 
could benefit hugely if data companies 
opened their doors to them. 

However, I think organizations that have 
double and triple bottom lines also need to 
tread carefully when using data collected 
from the government or data companies. 
The recent backlash against the US 
government and big companies like 
Google, and Facebook for collecting 
massive amounts of private information in 
America and abroad has cast an ugly light 
on data collection practices. Without 

legislation in place to 
safeguard our basic 
rights to privacy, it could 
be risky for non-profit 
groups to cooperate 
with companies and 
government entities, 
potentially exposing 
groups to harassment 
or other dangers. 

Ivan: I think for now, the people who are 
utilizing data are organizations like the 
World Bank that collect data on poverty, 
income inequality, infant mortality rates, 
and the effects of war on economies. It’s 
difficult for social businesses to utilize the 
data the World Bank publishes. I think 
these inference techniques on data will 
remain an academic exercise, for think 
tanks, PhDs, and will be difficult in the near 
term to use it for applicable projects for 
social businesses.
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“There are not enough people 
within the non-profit sector 

who are aware of data 
analytics and can make the 

appropriate breakthroughs in 
using big data.”



The government is looking at open data 
transparency, they are opening their data 
on health care data, energy, military 
spending, in the hopes that bright minds 
will just take it and run with it. There’s a 
case in Haiti that show’s the potential for 
big data. Haiti doesn’t have a sewage 
system yet, but their mobile penetration 
rate is to the closer end of 90%. When they 
have larger smartphone penetration, we 
could then use this data to track cholera 
outbreaks from emergency telephone calls. 
You could use GPS data paired with the 
emergency call data information to track 
the movement of cholera in the country. 

Also, for big data to be useful it has to be 
structured data. Data that 
the World Bank releases 
is on a macro-scale and 
hasn’t reached a micro-
scale. The question of 
when we get to the 
micro-scale goes back to 
the issue of manpower. 
When we get to a stage 
where we have set 
methods to collect and 
organize this data on a 
micro scale we can re-
visit this conversation. I 
don’t think the non-profit or social 
innovation sectors should try to jump on a 
bandwagon just because big companies 
are. 

Part 2: Use and 
Representativeness

Aaron: A big issue with the data being 
collected from companies and government 
entities is that it does not create a 

complete picture of the problem. It’s 
collecting information of a segmented 
group of people. For example, if we’re 
collecting information from Twitter, we’re 
getting tweets from a specific age group, 
ethnicity, and economic level. And if we 
look at the world picture, we get an even 
smaller representation of what Twitter 
shows, and excludes countries like China 
from the picture (China uses Weibo instead 
of Twitter). So the sample data we have 
can actually be quite small, even though 
the number of people sampled can be 
quite large. The problem with that is that 
the data released is very unstructured, and 
might not be in the form that a company or 
a non-profit is looking for. 

Ivan: it comes down to 
a lot of sample bias. 
With a lot of polls, if you 
have some sort of bias 
in how you collect data, 
it can skew the 
information greatly. With 
Twitter, you’re already 
working with a sample 
bias. Its most popular 
users are between 14 
and 19, and you can’t 
infer what 42 year olds 

are going to buy or how they will react from 
Twitter. 

I think this will be a big challenge for social 
businesses that want to take a data 
tabulation route. It’s difficult to see what 
inferences we can make from such a small 
sample size. Data collection that uses 
randomized samples still collects the most 
accurate picture in my opinion. 
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“The question of when we get 
to the micro-scale is an issue 
of manpower. When we get to 

a stage where we have set 
methods to collect and 

organize big data on a micro 
scale we can re-visit the 

conversation of big data and 
its impact on social 

enterprise.”



Aaron: I’m also not sure big data can be 
useful across the entire non-profit and 
social innovation sector. If big data is used 
to target specific groups through data 
collection, what does a social enterprise do 
if their target market is “off the map”? For 
people who have their SE based in 
America or Canada where the penetration 
of social media and smartphone usage is 
very high then it would be quite useful. But 
in a place like rural Taiwan where the 
penetration of smartphone usage might be 
lower, how useful would big data be? 

Ivan: I think big data could be useful in 
rural Taiwan to understand things like the 
market for local goods. What is the supply 
and demand in the market 
at these points of time? If 
data points are taken 
throughout a time span, 
farmers could use the 
data to decide where their 
goods can be sold to reap 
maximum benefits. 
Farmers could factor in 
other things as well, like 
weather, and transportation costs. But it’s 
very difficult to find a structured way to get 
this directly to the farmer to make it useful.

Part 3: Safety and Potential 
Abuse of Big Data 

Aaron: I think there’s an ugly truth about 
big data that many of us haven’t faced yet. 
The data collection will never stop. It will 
continue to be collected from here on end. 
Additionally, There is little legislation 
stopping big companies like Google, 
Facebook, and Apple from collecting our 
personal information, other than a tacit 

agreement we give these companies by 
using their products. These companies 
have the biggest repositories of our 
personal data are pushing hard to keep 
their activity un-legislated. 

Much of what I’ve read about the concerns 
for big data is this power to discriminate by 
identifying certain groups based on age 
group, ethnicity, religion, and gender. For 
social businesses and non-profits that 
looking to affect the lives of vulnerable 
groups, having these data sets freely 
available is a frightening prospect causing 
more harm than good.  A vulnerable group 
could be abused even more because of big 
data releases.  We have to be careful about 

who is getting this data, 
and what is this data 
being used for. 

At the same time, I’m 
not sure it’s necessarily 
a bad thing for social 
enterprises to be able 
to target their impact to 
one specific group 

through the use of data analytics. Say for 
example, there’s an SE that wants to help 
single mothers open their own businesses 
or find more employment opportunities. If 
they had data sets that could target all the 
single mothers in Taiwan, Canada, or 
America, to notify them about non-profits 
or SE’s that want to reach out to them, 
that’s a tremendous opportunity. 

Ivan: There’s a degree of trust between 
companies and end users that needs to be 
agreed upon, and there is some cruelty to 
big data in that you exist only as a data 
point. You are, after all, only one point in a 
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“I think there’s an ugly truth 
about big data that many of 

us haven’t faced yet. The data 
collection will never stop. It 
will continue to be collected 

from here on end.”



pool of millions. It’s not good, it’s not bad, 
it’s just how it is. However, in terms of 
social innovation, this isn’t necessarily bad 
either. A lot of social businesses want to 
target a specific group, or even a specific 
person. These businesses don’t want to 
see you as a data point, but as a real 
person. So there is a conflicting mindset 
that people aren’t wrapping their head 
around. This also comes down to having 
bright people working in your security 
department to ensure that your databases 
are not going to be accessed by unwanted 
individuals. 

At the same time, there’s 
a lot of good that can be 
done with this data. For 
example, there’s the 
example of Orange, the 
mobile network company 
in the Ivory Coast that 
released a dataset of all 
the text messages 
released over a span of a month. From 
that, academics took the data, and 
simulated a contagion model. If there ever 
were an epidemic or disaster, they can see 
how the communication network sprawls 
out, and which centres are the most 
vulnerable. Trained data models can look 
for that.

Aaron: I think those models are interesting 
but they also deal with something quite 
dangerous, which is track-back. They've 
shown that even when these datasets are 
made fairly anonymous, removing all 
personal information, they still have a very 
good chance to track information back to a 

specific person, with a 90% chance to 
successfully track back to the individual. 

Ivan: this comes back to data curating, 
and the responsibility of the people who 
own the data sets. It also comes down to, 
unfortunately, blind trust. 

Conclusion

Aaron: We’re still in a pre-pubescent stage 
where we don’t actually know where big 
data and social enterprises are going to go. 
The value of big data has not been well 

applied to the social 
innovation sector yet, 
but the era of big data 
pervading every part of 
our lives will happen 
sooner rather than later. 
People in the social 
innovation sector are 
taking a very cautious 
approach to big data, 

but I think people should prepare sooner 
for the power of big data rather than later. 

Ivan: I’m an optimist, when governments 
and corporations get their accountability 
problems sorted out, and once 
smartphones have a higher penetration 
rate, more data collection can really begin. 
Afterwards, we can really start to talk about 
new trends in health, energy, and in 
environment. n
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“There is some cruelty to big 
data in that you exist only as 

a data point. You are, after all, 
only one point in a pool of 

millions. It’s not good, it’s not 
bad, it’s just how it is.” 



Finding Work and Filling Jobs:    
The New Job Market and 
What it Means for Organizations

For employers

Build community around your cause or 
company: Hosting events, meetups or other 
forums (facebook, twitter) that allow people 
to rally around your organization build 
community – in a perfect world, we would all 
hire from those natural communities around 
the value we create. 

Position yourself as a lead employer: 
Don’t be shy to talk about your team 
retreats, your competitive salaries or other 
benefits your organization provides. 
Attracting people to your organization is 

about more than having a killer idea, 
customer base or product – it can be as 
simple (and complicated) as being a great 
place to work. Particularly for social 
organizations, the opportunity to meet with 
other industry leaders at conferences, 
participate in fundraising or stakeholder 
engagement activities or other ways that 
connect jobs to the communities they serve 
can be particularly compelling in attracting 
top candidates.  

Post for competency not experience: If 
you’ve done the first two successfully, there 
are probably many people who would want 
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By Melinda Jacobs
Social purpose organizations, social enterprises and startups are often competing 
for the same talent – all require ambitious, hardworking individuals who have the 
functional skills and intellectual prowess to problem solve and execute in an ever-
changing environment. Here are some tips for employers and job seekers to find 
success in the job market. 
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to work for you in the right conditions. 
However, many employers make the mistake 
of posting for only experience (eg. “must 
have a bachelor’s degree and 2+ years’ 
experience in a related field) rather than 
competency (eg. Can work to tight deadlines 
and can successfully communicate progress 
and expectations to team members). 
Particularly for social organizations this is 
important – many people will have applicable 
skills, but might be missing direct industry 
experience. The best candidates might self-
select out of applying because they 
misunderstand your criteria. By creating a 
checklist of attributes rather than past 
experiences, you’re most likely to attract 
candidates with diverse experiences who 
can add new and different value to the 
position. 

For job seekers

Identify the skills you have and those 
you want to build: All organizations are 
learning environments, and being able to 
clearly express the skills you can immediately 
contribute as well as those you hope to build 
will give a potential employer a better idea of 
your goals and how you could grow within 
their organization. Be enthusiastic about your 
past successes, and clear about what you 
learned from them. Both you and your 
potential employer want you to succeed. 
Giving them a clear idea about how they can 
help you succeed professionally, at your 
organization or another, will help you find the 
best outcome.
 
Talk about your skills like a check list: 
Personality characteristics are fantastic, but 
don’t speak to your skills -- saying you’re a 
keen learner and good teamworker is hard to 
measure. Highlight what you’ve contributed 
to past projects or positions in concrete 
terms, and then use your personality to pull 

the accomplishment into context of your 
other interests and experiences. Employers 
are hiring all, not sure some of your skills and 
experiences. Make it as easy for them to find 
those, be that via your resume, your Twitter 
feed, or other ways you choose to show your 
passion and enthusiasm.  

Brush up on your language skills: There 
are few global markets that exist without 
touching others, and we’re all connected via 
the internet. This means that, at least for 
now, English will remain a valuable skill set, 
and one that you may need to access many 
job opportunities. English is both a 
competency and a skill that can be built. The 
ability to send emails, reply to phone calls, 
and, in particular, write long form English 
(blogs, press releases, client proposals, etc) 
are a huge value add for companies looking 
to expand beyond their home region. For job 
seekers, having studied abroad in English will 
be a natural advantage (particularly at the 
early stage when your resume is being 
screened) because it easily demonstrates 
some degree of cultural interest and 
language proficiency. However, there are 
many ways to establish experience in this 
area without strictly international 
experiences. For example, maintaining a blog 
with English writing samples, an active 
English language presence on social media 
like Twitter, and following international news 
sources are all great ways to demonstrate 
competency, establish your interest, and 
begin to prove communication skills. Very 
few markets are big enough to exist in 
isolation, and in any business, social or 
otherwise, the ability to act as a cultural 
bridge is a valuable skill set. 

Positioning your skills as an individual, or 
positioning your organization, to 
acknowledge some of these observations 
can position you for success in a changing 
job market. n



Social Enterprise Spotlight:
Teach For Taiwan

Taiwan on average has very high levels 
of education among developed 
nations. So where is the demand for 
“Teach for Taiwan”?

Schools that have the greatest needs for 
teachers are in rural areas, but because of 
the low pay, and the remoteness of many 
of the schools, there is little incentive to 
teach there. So we want to satisfy the 
demand in remote areas for elementary 
school teachers. 

Also, Taiwan’s birthrate is falling, and the 
ministry of education is worried about this, 
because that means schools will begin to 
disappear as well. Since the ministry of 
education is unsure which schools will 
close, and the demand for new teachers is 
unstable, they are reluctant to take on 
more teachers full-time, and instead prefer 
to take on substitute teachers. Additionally, 
teachers in Taiwan have high pensions, so 
there is less incentive to take on full-time 
teachers (substitute teachers do not qualify 
for pensions). 

Right now Taiwan has a lot of substitute 
teachers, and there pay is calculated 
hourly. Their hourly wage is only 260NTD 
(about 8.60 USD, 9.25 CAD), and cannot 
teach more than 20 hour per week. 

Where are your schools located? 

We have 8 schools in total, with a teacher 
at each school. The schools are all located 
in rural areas, and are quite far away from 
the city centre. In Tainan, we chose four 
schools to be located in Yanshui, Liuying. 
These villages are quite different from the 
Tainan city area. It doesn’t seem like Tainan 
would be lacking in resources, but rural 
Tainan’s situation is not relative because of 
the distance the schools are from the city 
centre. These areas are broken villages, 
people are moving out, and local industry is 
not prospering. 

What issues do children and families 
face in Taiwan’s rural countryside? 

There are a lot of problems coming from 
the families themselves. Many families in 
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By  
Aaron Wytze Wilson

Teach for Taiwan is an organization that aims to help children in rural communities 
receive a fair and equitable education. Like Teach for America, and other Teach for All 
programs, Teach for Taiwan places talented and passionate university graduates in 
underprivileged schools for 2 years. I talked to Teach for Taiwan’s CEO Paula Lin, to 
learn more about about their organization, and also learn about the pressing demand 
for quality teachers in rural Taiwan. 



the countryside are multi-cultural, because 
farmers and other rural workers marry 
women from South-East Asia. When their 
children go to school, they face problems 
of integration, and this can cause friction 
with some families. 

Students in rural areas might also come 
from disadvantaged families; their parents 
might be engaged in low-paying jobs in the 
labour force. Their parents don’t have 
much time to take care of their children’s 
educational needs, nor do they have time 
to help them with their homework, or any 
other activities. It’s quite a different situation 
from families in Taipei. 

Is Teach for Taiwan’s model similar to 
other Teach for All programs? 

We are run as an NGO, and our model is 
similar to Teach for America. It’s a 2-year 
program, and we pay some of the 
teacher’s salary. The problems Teach for 
Taiwan and Teach for America face are a 
little bit different because America doesn’t 
have the substitute teacher problem that 
Taiwan has. In Taiwan, we have a lot of 
teachers who can’t get a decent job, with 
many of them trying to become a full-time 
job. Meanwhile, schools in remote area find 
it hard to attract talented teachers for the 
jobs available. 

Was there a lot of interest from 
students and applications in the first 
year? 

We got 187 applications in the first year, 
and we only have 8 spots. Applicants went 
through a number of stages, an application 
assessment, an online interview, a group 
interview.

What were you looking for when you 
selected your 8 teachers?

The most important thing is their motivation 
to teach. Do they only want to work for us 
while waiting for another job? If so, that will 
cause problems for our schools. They also 
need high perseverance and positivity, 
because living in those rural areas is not 
easy. 

Did you expect to have so many 
applicants? 

We did info sessions in universities across 
Taiwan. We also had a short documentary 
about rural teachers in Taiwan, and their 
stories touched a lot of people. Also, our 
founder contributed a lot in the first year. 
We’ve received a lot of good publicity from 
magazines as well. We were quite 
surprised by the amount of students that 
came to our info sessions, with a lot of 
feedback from students who wanted to 
apply in the future. 

After this year, are there any plans to 
scale up to more schools in the future?

Next year, we’ll have at least 8 more 
schools. We’re still deciding how much we 
want to scale up. We’re trying to find new 
schools around the area where we are 
already located. 

What has been the feedback from 
parents, teachers, and other 
stakeholders in the community? 

Right now we only have one pilot teacher, 
and he’s completed one semester. His 
feedback from parents and the school 
principal has been very good. He’s been 
able to encourage students to do their 
homework. The principal of the school 
never imagined that the teacher, who is a 
graduate from National Taiwan University, 
could be so humble. Our teacher observed 
other teacher’s classes, and asking for a lot 
of advice. He really wanted to integrate 
himself into the community.  n



Aaron Wytze Wilson - Taipei

Aaron has lived and worked 
extensively in China and Taiwan over 
a period of 6 years. Coming from an 
extended family of missionaries and 
professional care-takers has given 
him a passion to learn more about 
finding creative ways to alleviate 
societal problems. Aaron enjoyed a 
successful career as a trainer in the 
telecommunication and education 
industries in both Canada and 
China. He is a graduate from the 
University of Toronto with a BA Hon. 
Arts  and previously studied 
Mandarin Chinese at Tsinghua in 
Beijing and NTNU in Taipei. He has 
been the recipient of a number of 
awards from the University of 
Toronto, and Taiwan’s Bureau of 
Education. He is a frequent 
contributor to chinaSMACK. 

Remi Kanji - Singapore 

Remi is the CEO and Founder of 
Obatech, a software that enables 
pharmacists and nurses to provide 
personalized care to a larger 
caseload of patients. We help 
pharmacy chains and hospitals 
manage chronic disease patients 
more efficiently, without sacrificing 
the comforting personal touch that 
keeps patients coming back. She's 
also a co-founder at Surge and a 
staff writer at Appster, where she 
writes regularly on social enterprise 
and startups, in that order. 

Zhiying Zhang - Toronto

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  
Taiwan, Zhiying has recently returned 
to Toronto to further develop her 
career. 

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



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. Last summer he spent 
time pursuing various research 
interests in the Middle East 
and Afghanistan before settling 
down in China to study 
Mandarin. He recently visited 
South-east Asia looking at 
various social enterprises and 
non-profits.  

Taipei

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 Summer 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, or social.innovation.tw@gmail.com.  
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