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The Context for Social Entrepreneurship
‘Sustainability’ or ‘CSR’?

• ‘Sustainability’ means re-ordering our mindsets 
and adaptive methods – whether we want to or not 
– CSR means be good citizen, minimize harm

• Social innovation/entrepreneurship is not do-
gooder philanthropy – it is a an opportunistic 
response to societal or environmental calamity

• Social innovation/entrepreneurship is a force for 
re-ordering our social norms and ways of 
operating



The 4 Elements of Life on Earth
Water, Fire, Air, Earth

Water
Freshwater, Oceans

Air
Climate

Fire
Energy

Earth
Land, Population

Let’s briefly consider each in turn...





Source: WBCSD



Rivers
Cuyahoga

River fire 1952: one of 13 on the Cuyahoga since 1868.  Time magazine in 1968 
called it ‘the river that oozes rather than flows’ and in 1969 it caught fire again, 
becoming a symbol for the environmental movement, spurring activism for 
federal legislation on natural resource protection.



Rivers
Hudson

Between 1947 and 1977, General Electric (GE) dumped an estimated 1.3 
million pounds of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) into the Hudson 
River.   The source: two GE capacitor manufacturing plants, 50 miles 
north of Albany.  PCBs are now found in sediment, water and wildlife and 
people throughout the Hudson River ecosystem as far south as the New 
York Harbor. 

GE has committed to dredging 10% 
of the contaminant.



Rivers
Athabasca – Alberta 2008

“High cancer rates confirmed near Canada's oil sands”
Calgary Herald - Fri Feb 6, 2009:  Health officials in Alberta 
confirmed on Friday that there are more cases of cancer than 
expected in a small aboriginal village downstream from the 
Canadian province's massive oil sands plants, but they said there 
was no cause for residents to be alarmed.



Largely e-waste from developed countries

Rivers
Accra – Ghana – 2009

– Basel Action Network



Fish stocks
shaded area = maximally fished

Millennium Ecosystem Report 2005



Hubbert’s Curve (1956)
and US domestic production

where 
Qmax is the total resource available, 
Q(t) the cumulative production,
and a and b are constants. 

The year of maximum annual 
production (peak) is:



World Energy Production
projected supply & population demand

Collapse?
or 

Power down?



International Energy Agency – OECD
World Energy Outlook – November 2009 

Revisions
& Whistleblowers



Hubbert’s Curve
over 10,000 years



From: Mann et al., 2008. Proxy-based reconstructions of hemispheric and global surface 
temperature variations over the past two millennia.  

Proceedings of the Natural Academy of Sciences, 105 (36):13252ς13257

Upshot: 
‘current 
warming 
trend is 

anomalous in 
a long term 

context’



CO2 Emissions 
related to temperature

Source: Pew Center for Global Climate Change





Food production
energy intensive

• Farming produces as much as 37% of all 
greenhouse gasses

• 1940s: 1 Calorie of fossil fuel produced 2.3 
Calories food energy

• Today: 10 Calories of fossil fuel energy produces 1 
Calorie of food energy

• As much as 40% of energy used to make food goes 
into chemicals

Michael Pollan: In Defense of Food



5 Tectonic Stresses
“The Upside of Down” – T. Homer-Dixon

Population Stress: arising from differences in the population growth 
rates between rich and poor societies

Energy Stress: above all from the increasing scarcity of conventional 
oil

Environmental Stress: from worsening damage to our land, water, 
forests, and fisheries

Climate Stress: from changes in the make up of our atmosphere

Economic Stress: resulting from instabilities in the global economic 
system and ever-widening income gaps between rich and poor 
people

Key Challenge: To build resilience into our systems to avoid synchronous 
failure – simultaneous collapse of political, social and economic order



‘Triple Bottom Line’ Sustainability
environment, society, economy

Economy Society

Environment

Typical depiction of three 

interlocking circles is meant to 

show interdependence, but is 

logically nonsensical, 

even dangerous

Implies that there is some large 

part of business that exists 

outside of  society, and some 

part of society that exists 

independent of the natural 

biosphere



Environment

‘Triple Bottom Line’ Sustainability
environment, society, economy ïas nested systems

Society

Economy

Fact: Environment, Society 

and Economy are hierachically

nested systems, in that order

The environment can (and will) 

carry on without human society 

and business, but it does not work 

the other way: we can’t run a 

business in a society that fails, and 

we can’t feed and operate a 

society in a dead ecosystem. 

The natural order of things will assert itself, despite our best efforts at denial. 

A sound business case must accept that logic or fail.



Societal Learning and Change 
single, double, triple loop learning

Single-Loop Learning

Double-Loop Learning

Triple-Loop Learning

Are we doing things right?
(Improving)

Are we doing the right things?
(Reframing)

How do we decide what is right?
(Connecting with context)

Context Assumptions Actions Results



Corporations and Activists 
converging interests

There is a growing confluence between green concerns and 
business concerns; a tipping point reached in 2007 

– John Grant, Green Marketing Manifesto

Green

Business

Policing

Denying

Activist

Creating
Alternatives

Complying

about 
working 

together, not 
fighting over 
past conflicts



Blessed Unrest
Paul Hawken

http://www.wiserearth.org/

άLŦ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƳ όǿƘŀǘ WŀƳŜǎ [ƻǾŜƭƻŎƪ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ 
the Gaia Hypothesis), then the mobilization of civil society is its immune 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳΥ άǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ 
ŀƴŘ ǎŀǾƛƴƎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦέ ςto protect, repair, and restore that organisms capacity 

ǘƻ ŜƴŘǳǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘΦέ



The Rise of Global Civil Society
bottom-up types of CSOs

• Social Entrepreneurship

• Private philanthropy

• Public-private partnerships

• Global grass-roots linkages of civic and 
faith communities

– the Rise of Global Civil Society, Don Eberly



The Power of Unreasonable People
‘how social entrepreneurs create markets that change the world’

John Elkington & Pamela Hartigan, 2008

The reasonable person adapts 
her/himself to the world; the 
unreasonable one persists in trying to 
adapt the world to him/herself.  
Therefore, all progress depends on the 
unreasonable person.

– George Bernard Shaw (updated)



Social Entrepreneurship
replicating and scaling up

• Stage one spotlights the eureka moment, whether it be 
Archimedes in his bath, Edison in his lab, or Craig Venter 
advancing synthetic biology.

• Stage two sees intensive experimentation, as when the Wright 
Brothers tested heavier-than-air flying machines on the sand 
dunes at Kitty Hawk.

• Stage three involves the formation of new enterprises to carry 
forward the new technologies or solutions—many of which fail, 
but a small proportion of which seed the future.

• Stage four sees a more urgent focus on economic ‘ecosystems,’ 
with growing efforts being devoted to creating clusters of 
activity in such areas as renewable energy, cleantech, or 
sustainable urbanism.

• Stage five is reached by achieving truly systemic change across 
the entire economy.

http://www.volans.com

http://www.volans.com/


Ashoka
innovators for the public

Ashoka strives to shape a global, 
entrepreneurial, competitive citizen sector: 

one that allows social entrepreneurs to 
thrive and enables the world’s citizens to 

think and act as changemakers.

- www.ashoka.org

http://www.ashoka.org/


The Power of Unreasonable People
characteristics of social entrepreneurs

John Elkington & Pamela Hartigan, 2008

• Identify and apply practical solutions to social problems, combining 
innovation, resourcefulness, and opportunity

• Innovate by finding a new product, service or approach to a social 
problem

• Focus first and foremost on social value creation, and share with 
others to replicate

• Jump in before they are fully resourced

• Show a dogged determination that pushes them to take risks that 
others wouldn’t dare

• Balance their passion for change with a zeal to measure and monitor 
their impact

• Display a healthy impatience for bureaucracy


