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Introduction 

 

America is often touted as a country where entrepreneurial dreams come true. 

Generations upon generations of immigrants moved their lives to our shores in hopes of 

achieving the economic prosperity that was promised would accompany the golden paved 

streets. As a nation, we espouse the “rags to riches” gospel and encourage the less fortunate in 

our midst to simply “pull themselves up by their bootstraps” as that is the “American way.” For 

much of our country’s history, there was enough of a portion of citizens that gave truth to these 

platitudes- people who started small family businesses, pushed merchandise carts in the streets of 

our young cities, and rushed to the west coast in the hopes of striking gold. But the 

entrepreneurial reputation that we rest our identity on as a country is moving further and further 

away from the reality of the average American. Entrepreneurship in the states has been in decline 

over the past 40 years. According to the U.S census, slightly less than 600,000 start-up 

businesses were launched in 1977. Even though our population grew from 220 million in 1977 to 

304 million in 2008, the number of businesses launched has hovered between 500,000-600,000 

in that 30-year span. Since the economic crash of 2008, the number of launches has worsened to 

around 400,000-450,000 annually1. The American Dream appears to be more of a vestige of eras 

past than a modern attainable goal.  

The decreased incidence of entrepreneurship should be seen as a problem on multiple 

levels, as starting a new business is advantageous to both the individuals who found them and the 

economies that depend on them.  For the entrepreneur, running a small business offers meaning, 

independence, and professional flexibility and for the marketplace, new ventures bring novel 

 
1 U.S. Census Bureau (2018). Measuring Entrepreneurship in the American Community Survey: A 

Demographic and Occupational Profile of Self-Employed Workers. Retrieved from 
https://www.census.gov/library/working-papers/2018/demo/SEHSD-WP2018-28.html.  

https://www.census.gov/library/working-papers/2018/demo/SEHSD-WP2018-28.html
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product and service offerings, innovation, and a wider variety of employers to the market. Small 

businesses, just by operating, within themselves, serve society’s interests and for many years the 

preeminent theory was that a business could serve those societal interests by focusing on 

benefiting its financial stakeholders. As the twentieth century's most prominent advocate of free 

markets, Milton Friedman famously wrote, “there is one and only one social responsibility of 

business to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it 

stays in the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition, without 

deception or fraud.”2 In the 1980s scholars and entrepreneurs began to increasingly reject 

Milton’s philosophy in favor of the idea that businesses should be serving communities’ social 

and environmental needs in addition to their economic needs. This movement brought the 

notions of social entrepreneurship and social enterprise or socially-minded businesses. 

According to the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), a multi-country study, a third of the 

new ventures being founded now are social ventures and that percentage is rising.3 The future of 

entrepreneurship is social entrepreneurship and as such the key to reclaiming an American 

entrepreneurial identity is to foster social entrepreneurship.  

Traditional entrepreneurial ventures, which for the sake of this thesis will be defined as 

all ventures excluding social entrepreneurial ventures, face many obstacles in their early years. 

The entrepreneur has to personally to transition from their current career, acquiring funding, 

building an effective team, navigating ambiguity, and making high-stakes decisions on a daily 

basis. Externally, new businesses face barriers to entry in the form of an often corrupt and 

unsupportive business environment and severe market entry regulations. These internal and 

 
2 Milton Friedman. (1962) Capitalism and freedom. University of Chicago Press, p. 133. 

3 Niels Bosma, Thomas Schøtt, Siri Terjesen, Penny Kew. (2015) Report on Social Entrepreneurship. 

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor.  
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external obstacles are one of the primary reasons American entrepreneurship rates are so low. 

Social ventures face additional obstacles in their early years in the form of earning the trust of 

community stakeholders4, balancing the financial and social goals of the company, training and 

managing a sometimes nontraditional cohort of employees, and convincing investors to finance 

their mission. While there is an available and considerable amount of research and literature on 

how traditional ventures can overcome these obstacles to increase their chances of surviving past 

the five-year mark, there is a dearth of information and resources available for how social 

ventures, specifically, can effectively navigate their uniquely challenging environment.  

For those few social and traditional ventures that are able to survive, the hardships of the 

foundational years along with a whole new set of challenges away them as they strive to 

maintain relevance, increase their market share and develop the talent with their organization.  

The common advice presented to most entrepreneurs as to how to beat the new venture odds and 

overcome barriers to entry is to simply “fail fast.” The logic behind this truism is based on a 

numbers game; if 1 out of 5 businesses fails in the first year5, then an aspiring entrepreneur 

should simply start several businesses and one will eventually succeed. Entrepreneurs are told to 

test out their idea, launch quickly, get to market, and then abandon the business should the idea 

fail to gain traction quickly. Social ventures do not have the luxury of failing fast since the 

communities, employees, and the environment is dependent on their success, social 

entrepreneurs must subscribe to the higher objective of learning to last.  

Due to the relative youth of social ventures as a category of entrepreneurship, there is a 

limited understanding of how scale operates differently for businesses that factor in social and 

 
4 Robinson J. (2006) Navigating Social and Institutional Barriers to Markets: How Social Entrepreneurs 

Identify and Evaluate Opportunities. In: Mair J., Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London  

5 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2017) Business Employment Dynamics.  
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environmental goals. The techniques and strategies which are considered the most effective 

methods for scaling a traditional entrepreneurial venture are not necessarily equipped to handle 

the additional growing pains which social ventures face. This thesis lays out the contributing 

factors to the long-term success of social ventures and explains how scale functions differently 

within the context of social entrepreneurship through collecting and analyzing social 

entrepreneurs’ perspectives pertaining to scaling a social enterprise. Through examining a wide 

variety of social entrepreneurs and types of social ventures, we provide insights into how 

different forms of social ventures can survive past the first ten years, thrive within their 

communities, and continuously work to expand the reach of their missions.  

Undoubtedly, pursuing any career in entrepreneurship or deciding to start a new business 

can be incredibly intimidating. Given the additional responsibilities and considerations of 

founders of social ventures, there certainly are real challenges associated with forming and 

scaling a social enterprise. However this is not an impossible task, it can be done. All six of the 

social ventures analyzed within this thesis were, at one point, merely an idea in the mind of their 

founder. This thesis seeks to demonstrate to current entrepreneurs and potential future social 

entrepreneurs that just as there are existing models for successfully scaling a traditional business, 

there are models for successfully scaling a social venture. By providing interested future 

entrepreneurs with best practices as to how to navigate the hardships of founding and scaling a 

social venture this thesis strives to encourage a more socially entrepreneurial America.  
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Literature Review 

How is Social Entrepreneurship Defined?  

Traditional entrepreneurship has been examined as a topic and academic concept 

extensively and as such a central definition of who is considered an entrepreneur has emerged 

over time. Across the extensive entrepreneurship research that has been conducted, the general 

consensus has defined the term as the creation of value through innovation.6 Social 

entrepreneurship as a practice and discipline has only recently been brought to the forefront in 

the past two to three decades and as such, there remains a wide variety of definitions for who 

could be considered a social entrepreneur and which ventures fit under the social 

entrepreneurship umbrella. In order to effectively survey and summarize conversations 

surrounding the topic of social entrepreneurship, it is important to recognize the wide variety of 

enterprises that certain authors may or may not be considering social entrepreneurship.  

Legal Structure 

Unlike nonprofit organizations, which can be identified by the legal classification of 

501c3, social entrepreneurial ventures do not technically have legally defined constraints they all 

must meet to be considered a social venture. Some scholars define social entrepreneurship as an 

innovative, social value-creating activity that can occur within or across the nonprofit, business, 

or government sectors regardless of how the firm was incorporated.7 Others would not consider 

the public or nonprofit sector to be social entrepreneurship and would rather contest that the 

 
6 Alvord, Sarah H., L. David Brown, and Christine W. Letts. (2004) Social Entrepreneurship and Societal 

Transformation: an Exploratory Study. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 40.3 : 260-282. 

7 Austin, James, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei‐Skillern. (2006) Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: Same, Different, or Both? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 30.1: 1-22. 
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venture must be for profit8. Depending which side of the definition debate one lands on is 

significant in that it will determine whether one could consider a hospital or institution of higher 

learning as a social enterprise as both are certainly driven by missions of creating social value, 

rather than exclusively personal and shareholder wealth.  

Certain states do offer for-profit ventures with a legal certification that formalizes the 

company’s commitment to their social mission and deems them as a Benefit Corporation or “B-

Corp.” Before the B-Corp was a legal form of corporation adopted by states, a private 

organization by the name of B-Lab certified companies as B-Corps. B-Labs was founded in 2006 

with the stated mission of assisting “tens of thousands of businesses, investors, and institutions 

measure what matters by using the B-Impact Assessment and B-Analysis to manage their impact 

and the impact of the businesses with whom they work – with as much rigor as their profits.” 

From the original criteria that B-Labs developed for evaluating a company’s social impact, state 

legislators drafted legal provisions to formally incorporate companies as Benefit Corporations. 

Some of the common legal provisions for Benefit Corporations include that they have a stated 

corporate purpose of creating a material positive impact on society and the environment, their 

directors have expanded fiduciary which require consideration of non-financial interests such as 

impact, and the company has an obligation to report on its overall social and environmental 

performance9. 

Regardless of whether the entity itself is for-profit, nonprofit, or a Benefit Corporation, 

many ventures that are considered social enterprise in practice constitute some combination of 

legal structures. The definition of social entrepreneurship is broad enough to include nonprofit 

 
8 Dees, J. & Anderson, Beth. (2003). 2. For-Profit Social Ventures. International Journal of 

Entrepreneurship Education. 

9 Robinson, Jeffrey A. & Joshi, Amol & Vickerie-Dearman, Lutisha & Inouye, Todd. (2019). Urban 

Innovation: at the nexus of urban policy and entrepreneurship. 
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organizations entering into business to finance their social service operations such as a nonprofit 

which owns a for-profit business, which is typically termed a “hybrid” model.10 Scholars 

discussing social entrepreneurship also tend to include cross-sector initiatives that include 

nonprofit, for-profit, and/or governmental organizations to solve pressing societal challenges.11 

Increasingly, the definition of social entrepreneurship has expanded to include for-profit ventures 

which hold a ‘double bottom line’ or ‘triple bottom line’, meaning the business determines its 

success by virtue of its social and/or environmental impact in addition to the traditional profit 

markers.12 

All of the above legal and corporate structures would be considered social 

entrepreneurship, but it is also important to recognize what is widely held to not be considered 

social entrepreneurship. Rarely is social entrepreneurship used as a term to describe purely 

profit-motivated firms who happen to be operating in the social sector. This is an important 

distinction because there are many companies in recent years that have entered the social sectors 

to increase profits as the sectors have grown in the market. As Dees and Anderson explain, 

“These organizations typically do not place inherent value on the social impact they create. Thus, 

Lockheed Martin’s entry into the welfare-to-work arena in order to increase profitability through 

diversification does not qualify the firm as a social purpose venture.” (Dees and Anderson, 

2003). While many companies run marketing campaigns emphasizing the social good their 

products or services achieve, engage in corporate social responsibility initiatives, and mandate 

 
10 Dorado, Silvia. (2006) Social Entrepreneurial Ventures: Different Values So Different Process of 

Creation, No? Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship 11.04: 319-343.  

11 Waddock, Sandra A., and James E. Post. (1991) Social Entrepreneurs and Catalytic Change. Public 

Administration Review: 393-401 

12 Dees, J. Gregory. (1998) The Meaning of Social Entrepreneurship.  
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their employees to participate in community service, none of these factors alone determine 

whether a venture is social or traditional. 

No matter the legal structure or incorporation structure, Gregory Dees the Faculty 

Director of the Center for the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship at Duke University 

emphasizes the necessary characteristic for social ventures is that “the social mission is explicit 

and central,” which means that unlike traditional entrepreneurship “mission-related impact 

becomes the central criterion, not wealth creation.” (Dees, 1998) For the sake of this thesis, we 

will use the terms social entrepreneurship, social enterprise, and social venture interchangeably. 

Role of Innovation and Opportunity 

Whether or not a scholar would say that a nonprofit or governmental organization such as 

a hospital or university could be a social venture, by no means implies that all or even most such 

organizations are social ventures. The criteria responsible for eliminating most nonprofits from 

being considered social ventures is innovation. As innovation is a central component to our 

established definition of entrepreneurship, creation of value through innovation, it remains a core 

tenant of social entrepreneurship. Just as not every small business would be considered an 

entrepreneurial venture13, as entrepreneurship scholar Peter Drucker asserts, not every nonprofit 

organization should be considered a social entrepreneurial venture. Whether the value being 

created is in the form of personal wealth as with traditional entrepreneurship, or social and 

environmental impact, “the activity (must be) characterized by innovation, or the creation of 

something new rather than simply the replication of existing enterprises or practices.” (Austin, 

2006) 

 
13 Dees, J. Gregory. (1998) The Meaning of Social Entrepreneurship.  
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Equally important to the novel approach an entrepreneur takes to address a challenge is 

the environment in which they choose to innovate, or in other words, the opportunity in which 

they are seeking to take advantage of. Before any form of innovation is possible, an opportunity 

must be recognized and this is often cited as what distinguishes entrepreneurs from small-

business owners, their ability to recognize opportunities where others do not.14 This quality 

opportunity identification is only more prevalent in social entrepreneurs. While both commercial 

and social entrepreneurs see opportunities where non-entrepreneurs see problems, a problem for 

the commercial entrepreneur, such as the complexities of employing an underemployed 

workforce, can be an opportunity for the social entrepreneur.15 Recognizing the importance of 

innovation and opportunity within our definition, we can conclude that a social venture is one 

that recognizes an opportunity or a need and then develops an innovative approach in order to 

create social and/or environmental value.   

Meaning of ‘Social’ 

Since there is a generally held agreement as to the meaning of entrepreneurship as a term, 

most of the debate regarding social entrepreneurship pertains to the “social” component. Given 

how much literature has been written about defining social entrepreneurship as a whole, one 

might expect there to be a plethora of answers to the question of “what makes a business 

inherently ‘social’”? However, this question is predominantly avoided by scholars in the field 

who frequently opt to assume all readers share a conception of which businesses are “doing 

good” and which social issues are worthy of addressing through a social venture. Albert Cho’s 

 
14 Seelos, Christian, and Johanna Mair.(2005) Social Entrepreneurship: Creating New Business Models 

to Serve the Poor. Business Horizons 48.3: 241-246. 

15 Austin, James, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei‐Skillern. (2006) Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: Same, Different, or Both? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 30.1: 1-22. 
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article “Politics, Values and Social Entrepreneurship: A Critical Appraisal16” provides a 

comprehensive critique of how the term ‘social’ is applied within the context of social 

entrepreneurship and urges the field to reconcile with who is and is not excluded because of this 

lack of definition. Even Cho is unable to provide generally accepted criteria for what constitutes 

a ‘social’ issue and this question is in dire need of additional research. For the sake of this thesis, 

we will consider a venture to be addressing a social issue if the business's mission is to provide 

support, resources, opportunities, and/or training to disadvantaged communities and members of 

society.  

Why Don’t We Know More about Scale in Social Entrepreneurship?  

 With our working notion of social entrepreneurship in hand, the next task is to understand 

how scale, growth, and sustainability operate within the context of social entrepreneurship. This 

secondary objective is substantially more challenging than our first of establishing a definition. 

Several factors contribute to the difficulty of examining scale in social entrepreneurship.  

Lack of Social Entrepreneurship Theory 

The first factor which has limited available research on scale in social entrepreneurship is 

an overall lack of theoretical advances within the field. According to the 2009 Global 

Entrepreneurship Monitor project, 5 percent of the American adult population are involved in 

social entrepreneurial activities and as of 2020 the number of individuals involved in starting 

social enterprises has risen significantly and is expected to continue to rise.17 Even with this high 

 
16 Cho A.H. (2006) Politics, Values and Social Entrepreneurship: A Critical Appraisal. In: Mair J., 

Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. Palgrave Macmillan, London 

17 Mueller, Susan & D’Intino, Robert S. & Walske, Jennifer & Ehrenhard, Michel L. & Newbert, Scott L. & 

Robinson, Jeffrey A. & Senjem, Jason C. (2015) What's Holding Back Social Entrepreneurship?Removing 
the Impediments to Theoretical Advancement, Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 6:3, 245-256, 
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presence of social entrepreneurial practitioners, lack of consensus on the boundaries and 

definition of what is considered social entrepreneurship has stunted the development of the field 

research. The lack of consensus has led to much time spent trying to define social 

entrepreneurship and little research conducted on best practices and factors which contribute to 

the success and scalability of social ventures. 

Lack of Social Ventures Which Last 

 A secondary limitation to the advancement of a collective understanding of scale in social 

entrepreneurship is the reality that within a young sector with a high failure rate, the sample size 

of social ventures that have survived and succeeded enough to scale is small. In a 2017 study by 

Statistic Brain, “Startup Business Failure Rate by Industry”, the failure rate of all U.S. companies 

for five years after launch was over 50 percent, and over 70 percent for ventures founded 10 

years ago. Most research has concluded that the failure rate within the first year of operations of 

a start-up is around 30 percent and these statistics address entrepreneurial ventures as a 

collective, making no distinction between social ventures and traditional. That distinction is a 

worthy one to make as prospects for a social entrepreneur appear even bleaker as they face 

additional challenges in raising capital and unique barriers to entry.18 The combination of the 

reality that the field of social entrepreneurship being only two to three decades old, and the fact 

that over seventy percent of all ventures struggle to last longer than ten years, has meant that 

only in recent years has there emerged a sufficient quantity and variety of scale models in social 

ventures to be studied and cross-analyzed. 

 

 

 

 
18 Robinson J. (2006) Navigating Social and Institutional Barriers to Markets: How Social Entrepreneurs 

Identify and Evaluate Opportunities. In: Mair J., Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London 
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Traits of Successful Social Entrepreneurs 

 

Outside of the research on defining social entrepreneurship, the area which has received 

the most attention has been identifying the common traits of social entrepreneurs as individuals. 

While this information alone will not necessarily enable an understanding of scale and strategies 

for growth, it is certainly worth summarizing the current thoughts on who the founders and 

leaders of successful social ventures are and what they have in common as a group. 

Entrepreneurs have ideas, social entrepreneurs have a vision and their singular focus and mission 

is to turn their utopia into society's new pattern. In order to execute on this vision, social 

entrepreneurs are described as employing a surplus of creativity, drive to achieve widespread 

impact, tenacity, and strong ethical fiber. 19 In addition to those four entrepreneurial traits, 

scholars highlight the two dimensions of leadership that seemed characteristic of successful 

social entrepreneurs to be the ability to work effectively across many diverse constituencies and 

the ability to recognize and respond to changing contextual demands over a long term.20 

Why Can’t We Use Research on Scale in Traditional Entrepreneurship to Understand Scale in 

Social Entrepreneurship? 

While we do not have an absolute definition of social entrepreneurship, we have 

identified the fields' common characteristics and broad criteria. As established previously, there 

is a shortage of research on how scale operates within social entrepreneurship specifically. The 

question that now persists is as to why social entrepreneurship warrants its own theories and best 

 
19 Drayton, William. (2002) The Citizen Sector: Becoming as Entrepreneurial and Competitive as 

Business. California Management Review 44.3: 120-132. 

20  Alvord, Sarah H., L. David Brown, and Christine W. Letts. (2004) Social Entrepreneurship and Societal 

Transformation: an Exploratory Study.The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 40.3: 260-282. 
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practices on the topic. Why can’t we assume that social entrepreneurship operates more or less 

similar to traditional entrepreneurship and apply all of the existing research on scale in 

entrepreneurship to social entrepreneurship? As the core motivations for the formation and 

continued operation of social ventures differ from traditional entrepreneurship, many of the 

frameworks and theories on scaling businesses do not apply directly to social entrepreneurship as 

we will expand upon below.  

Variance in Purpose 

 The most commonly cited difference between social entrepreneurial ventures and 

traditional ventures is their mission. Traditional entrepreneurial ventures’ primary goal is 

economic value creation for the owners and stakeholders of the firm. By contrast, in social 

entrepreneurship, while economic value creation, if the venture has a for-profit component, is 

necessary to ensure the sustainability of the initiative and its own financial self-sufficiency, the 

primary objective is always creating social value.21 Almost every entrepreneurial venture creates 

social value through job creation and economic development, and many for-profit traditional 

ventures create additional social value through their service or product. The social value created 

may even be a driving motivation for some traditional entrepreneurs, but this is still significantly 

different from social entrepreneurship where the fundamental purpose of the venture itself is 

creating social value for the public good.22 As scholars such as Harvard Business Professors 

James Austin, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei-Skillern conclude, “differences in mission will 

be a fundamental distinguishing feature between social and (traditional) entrepreneurship that 

will manifest itself in multiple areas of enterprise management and personnel motivation. 

 
21 Mair, Johanna, and Ignasi Marti. (2006) Social Entrepreneurship Research: A Source of Explanation, 

Prediction, and Delight. Journal of World Business 41.1: 36-44. 

22 Seelos, Christian, and Johanna Mair. (2005) Social Entrepreneurship: Creating New Business Models 

to Serve the Poor. Business Horizons 48.3 : 241-246.  
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Commercial and social dimensions within the enterprise may be a source of tension.” 23 When 

dealing with scaling a business, a social entrepreneur must consider whether certain paths of 

growth will create more positive social value and if there are negative social externalities to 

factor in, whether those will outweigh the positive commercial value created. Traditional 

entrepreneurs scaling analysis only must answer the question of whether profits will increase or 

not in the long run. 

Variance in Considerations 

 The fact that social ventures’ purpose is to create social value and traditional ventures’ 

purpose is to create profit is only of the many ways the two fields and disciplines differ. Social 

entrepreneurs are operating in very different environments and under different pressures than 

traditional entrepreneurs which places novel constraints on the processes they use to form their 

ventures and to scale them over time. We will discuss four areas of unique consideration that 

social entrepreneurs account for: Capturing Value, Resource Mobilization, Barriers to Entry, and 

Performance Measurement.  

1. Capturing Value- While the very purpose of social ventures is not to create and capture 

economic value, as previously stated, being profitable and achieving financial self-

sufficiency is an important facet of for-profit social ventures. Unlike traditional for-profit 

ventures though, social ventures are limited in their ability to capture financial value, 

mainly because of the markets they address.24 As some social ventures address the basic 

human needs for food, water, shelter, or education, the communities they are serving are 

 
23 Austin, James, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei‐Skillern. (2006) Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: Same, Different, or Both? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 30.1 : 1-22. 

24 Seelos, Christian, and Johanna Mair.  (2005) Social Entrepreneurship: Creating New Business Models 

to Serve the Poor. Business Horizons 48.3: 241-246.  
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unable to pay much or any of the price of the products and services provided.25 While this 

would deter traditional entrepreneurs from pursuing this market, the social entrepreneur 

must factor in this reality and be innovative in their revenue streams and profit channels.   

2. Resource Mobilization- Access to financial capital and skilled human resources are two 

of the most important factors for any entrepreneurial venture’s success. Social ventures 

are limited in their ability to mobilize either resource in the manner in which traditional 

ventures do. Historically, traditional investors are less inclined to fund ventures whose 

first priority is not financial profit for fear that they, as investors, will not gain a solid 

return on their investment, and as such fewer social entrepreneurs have access to venture 

capital than traditional entrepreneurs. Additionally, as social ventures are often operating 

with less economic value captured, they are rarely able to compensate their staff as 

competitively as in traditional commercial markets and often rely on non-pecuniary 

compensation to attract and retain their talent.26 In terms of resource mobilization, social 

entrepreneurial ventures have to rely on fundamentally different approaches in managing 

their financial and human resources than traditional ventures which impacts their ability 

to scale.  

3. Barriers to Entry- Classically, when discussing a venture’s barriers to entry, special tax 

benefits to existing firms, patents, strong brand identity or customer loyalty, and high 

customer switching costs are the common examples cited. In addition to these barriers to 

entry which pertain to the economy, social ventures often face social, cultural, and 

institutional barriers to entry. Scholar Jeffrey Robinson argues that “in the (social 

 
25 Mair, Johanna, and Ignasi Marti. (2006) Social Entrepreneurship Research: A Source of Explanation, 

Prediction, and Delight. Journal of World Business 41.1: 36-44. 

26 Austin, James, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei‐Skillern.(2006) Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: Same, Different, or Both? Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 30.1: 1-22.  
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entrepreneurial) context, the social and institutional barriers are of the highest importance 

because they are usually the factors that are driving the social problem the entrepreneur is 

attempting to solve.” 27 Social and institutional barriers can include the familiarity the 

entrepreneur has with the issue and community as well as their ability to receive support 

from local institutions and the trust of the people they hope to serve. Many of these 

factors weigh heavily on the ability or inability of social ventures to scale geographically 

in the same manner traditional ventures do.  

4. Performance Measurement- Another consideration where social and traditional 

entrepreneurship differ is in regard to performance measurement. Quantifying social 

impact is frequently less tangible than the metrics needed by the traditional entrepreneur 

who can rely on consistent measurements of performance such as financial indicators, 

market share, customer satisfaction, and quality. 28 In general, the social entrepreneur is 

accountable to more stakeholders who each have their own expectations of which metrics 

should be reported both financial and nonfinancial. Overall, the challenge of performance 

measurement in social entrepreneurship is substantial because of the ambiguity, 

subjectivity, and how difficult it is to quantify the social impact created.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
27 Robinson, Jeffrey A. & Joshi, Amol & Vickerie-Dearman, Lutisha & Inouye, Todd. (2019). Urban 

Innovation: at the nexus of urban policy and entrepreneurship. 

28 Austin, James, Howard Stevenson, and Jane Wei‐Skillern. (2006) Social and Commercial 

Entrepreneurship: Same, Different, or Both?” Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice 30.1: 1-22. 
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Research Question 

The review of current literature on both traditional entrepreneurship and social 

entrepreneurship has demonstrated the need for additional data collection on how social ventures 

scale. We have established that social entrepreneurship is a field of its own, though defined 

differently amongst those in the field, it stands apart from traditional entrepreneurship in 

purpose, in the role of innovation and opportunity, and sometimes in legal structure. The relative 

youth of the field has limited the existing research on how social ventures scale because so few 

social ventures have been around for ten or more years. Lastly, we have laid out a case as to why 

the theories and tactics of scaling a traditional venture do not factor in the additional 

considerations of social ventures which necessitates unique strategies for scaling social ventures. 

Review of existing literature results in the two primary unanswered questions of 1. What factors 

contribute to the long-term success of social ventures? 2. How does scale function differently 

within the context of social entrepreneurship? 

Research Purpose and Objectives 

In order to answer the research questions stated above, we conducted a study of social 

entrepreneurs’ perspectives pertaining to scaling a social enterprise and explored their unique 

experiences as founders and CEOs. The objective of the study was to identify and examine the 

long-term success indicators of social entrepreneurial ventures who have operated for over ten 

years. Through bringing to light patterns and trends of how these ventures have overcome their 

obstacles, we will be able to provide younger social ventures with strategies for tackling early-

stage challenges and give impact investors more insights as to which start-ups are likely to 

succeed in the long-term.  
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Research Hypotheses 

Social ventures, as businesses that must factor in environmental and social considerations 

into their operations in addition to profitability, are faced with many unique challenges. As such, 

the lifetime and growth of a social venture function differently than a traditional business that 

must only focus on a market-based approach to measure their success. The key to longevity in 

social enterprise is less about scaling through breadth, in the form of opening franchise locations 

nation-wide, and more about depth, maintaining just one location but increasing the hiring 

capacity drastically over time. Businesses that consider themselves social enterprises are tasked 

with contributing positively to the community they are working in and improving the issues they 

are working on which means that they depend on strong relationships with the local community 

and focus on long-term economic development over short-term profitability. 

Significance of Research  

By most accounts, social entrepreneurship is a very young industry and an even younger 

academic field. The term originated in the 1950s and really became popularized in the early 

1980s.29 The majority of the literature is recent—14 of the top 25 most cited articles on social 

entrepreneurship were published after 2005.30 Much of what is written and studied regarding 

social entrepreneurship is concerned with defining social entrepreneurship either in line with or 

in contrast to, traditional business or traditional nonprofit work or examining the state of social 

entrepreneurship research itself. Based on the relative youth of the industry and term social 

entrepreneurship and the low number of ventures that survive past the five-year mark, there is a 

 
29 Dees, J. & Anderson, Beth. (2003). 2. For-Profit Social Ventures. International Journal of 

Entrepreneurship Education. 2. 

30 Hand, Mark. (2016). The Research Gap in Social Entrepreneurship. Stanford Social Innovation Review.  
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real need for assessment and comparisons amongst success stories. Entrepreneurship statistics 

show one-third of all companies, not exclusively social ventures manage to get through their 

10th year, and that number is likely lower for social ventures.31 

Recent research has also found that social venture organizations or initiatives are 

predominantly younger than their commercial counterparts and are mainly represented in the pre-

start-up or infancy stage of the entrepreneurial process, which at first sight could be attributed to 

the relative newness of the phenomenon.32 However, analyses also suggest that the older the 

social entrepreneurship organization or initiative, the more entrepreneurial skills the social 

entrepreneur themselves possess. 33 The latter could then be the key to the long-term success of 

social enterprises. In recent years the high involvement of government funding in the social 

sector is a significant difference that separates the sector from traditional entrepreneurship and 

can breed a unique form of dependency as when the government grants come to an end, it is 

common to see social enterprises closing their doors. There is a real need to understand further 

the background of individuals who decide to start social ventures, their connection to the issues 

they are working on and their sources of funding as these all seem to contribute strongly to 

whether the venture makes it past the five-year mark.  

Scale fundamentally operates differently in social ventures in comparison to other 

enterprises. While profit and revenue will likely correlate positively with the number of 

employees, locations, or services, the amount of potential impact does not directly correlate with 

 
31  Robinson J. (2006) Navigating Social and Institutional Barriers to Markets: How Social Entrepreneurs 

Identify and Evaluate Opportunities. In: Mair J., Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London 

32 Mueller, Susan & D’Intino, Robert S. & Walske, Jennifer & Ehrenhard, Michel L. & Newbert, Scott L. & 

Robinson, Jeffrey A. & Senjem, Jason C. (2015) What's Holding Back Social Entrepreneurship?Removing 
the Impediments to Theoretical Advancement, Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 6:3, 245-256 

33 Robinson J. (2006) Navigating Social and Institutional Barriers to Markets: How Social Entrepreneurs 

Identify and Evaluate Opportunities. In: Mair J., Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London 
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how many employees a social venture has, and oftentimes traditional scaling can be dilutive to 

impact. Past research has deemed social entrepreneurs merely as less ambitious in growing their 

employee base when compared with commercial entrepreneurs, but studies have yet to explore 

the social entrepreneur's perspective on remaining small and the unique ways social ventures 

have managed to scale without diluting the impact on the communities they are working 

with.34The study serves to identify the commonalities between social ventures across industry, 

mission, and founder background to both provide aspiring social entrepreneurs with guidelines 

for how to scale over the tenure of their business and provide impact investors with indicators of 

which social enterprises will likely succeed in the long run.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34  Bacq, S., Hartog, C., and Hoogendoorn, B. (2013). A quantitative comparison of social and 

commercial entrepreneurship: Toward a more nuanced understanding of social entrepreneurship 
organizations in context. Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 4(1): 40–68. 
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Methodological Design 

Methodology 

The first phase of the research project included a comprehensive literature and website 

review to gain an understanding of current research on scale and social enterprise, current efforts 

of social ventures, and how social ventures differ from traditional ventures. The findings of that 

literature review are laid out in the previous section of the thesis. The second phase of the 

research project consisted of a qualitative study that was conducted utilizing semi-structured 

interviews with social entrepreneurs to determine the current state of scale in American social 

entrepreneurship, specifically for ventures which have operated for a decade. 

The study component of the project consisted of six interviews with social entrepreneurs 

working with a social enterprise that was founded over a decade ago. Some of these social 

entrepreneurs were the original founder of the venture, others were the current CEO of the 

venture and some were both. The study focused on 1) How American social entrepreneurs define 

social entrepreneurship; 2) The background and training of successful social entrepreneurs; 3) 

Recommendations for scaling a venture and overcoming early obstacles; 4) How to measure the 

success of a social enterprise, and 5) Any other information relevant to the formation and growth 

of their venture.  

Summary of Methodology 
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Motivation Behind Methodology 

The motivation for conducting a qualitative study versus quantitative study on the subject 

matter is twofold. The first reason is that there are a limited number of subjects available to 

interview based on the few American social entrepreneurs who have ventures which have 

operated for over a decade and as such the sample is too small to make significant quantitative 

inferences. The second reason for conducting a qualitative study is that the ventures vary widely 

in business models, mission, and operational size. In order to produce meaningful insights on 

scale in social entrepreneurship, each venture requires the depth of attention of a qualitative case 

study, and then collectively the group of social ventures can be examined collectively to identify 

the common threads while accounting for their difference in structure and mission.   

Sample Selection and Criteria 

In the outset of the study, we determined that a sample size of approximately 5-10 

participants should ideally be recruited. The author and the Principle Investigator deemed this 

range to be ideal as interviews should continue until the researchers reach saturation and in 

similar previous studies, we have found that this tends to occur between 5-10 interviews. By 

interviewing 5-10 different social entrepreneurs, we were able to hear perspectives from a range 

of demographics and industries that have shaped their experiences with navigating the field of 

social enterprise. We compiled a list of around 15 social entrepreneurs and social ventures from a 

variety of backgrounds and sectors and then from that initial list reached out to 10 and ultimately 

interviewed 6. For the full initial list of social ventures see Appendix A. 

 In order to ensure that the sample of interviewees was representative of the variety of 

backgrounds of social entrepreneurs, we tracked the current role, age, gender, racial background, 
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and educational background of all potential interviewees. All six of the social entrepreneurs that 

were interviewed and their respective backgrounds are included in the table below.  

Backgrounds of Social Entrepreneurs Interviewed 

Venture 

Name 

Social 

Entrepreneur Current Role Age Gender Race 

Educational 

Background 

Cafe 

Reconcile 

Craig  

Cuccia Founder 60-70 Male White 

Completed 

Some College 

City Fresh 

Foods 

Glynn  

Lloyd Founder 50-60 Male 

Black or 

African 

American 

Bachelor’s 

Degree in 

Economics 

Rising Tide 

Capital 

Alfa 

Demmellash 

Current CEO and 

Founder 30-40 Female 

Black or 

African 

American 

Bachelor’s 

Degree in 

Government 

Seventh 

Generation Joey Bergstein Current CEO 50-60 Male White 

Bachelor’s 

Degree in 

Business 

TerraCycle 

Tom  

Szaky 

Current CEO and 

Founder 30-40 Male White 

Completed 

Some College in 

Economics 

Thistle 

Farms 

Becca  

Stevens 

Current CEO and 

Founder 50-60 Female White 

Master’s Degree 

in Divinity 

 

To ensure that the ventures themselves were equally representative of American social 

ventures, we categorized ventures by social issue, business sector, the model of the venture, 

headquartered city, year established, and the current number of employees. Here the social issue 

is defined as which societal or environmental issue the venture’s mission seeks to address, the 

business sector is defined as the type of product or service the venture provides and model of 

venture references whether the venture is for-profit, non-profit, hybrid and B-Corp. All six 

ventures and their respective categories for analysis are included in the table below.  



  Pomeranz 26 

Types of Social Enterprises Analyzed 

Venture 

Name Social Issue 

Business 

Sector 

Model 

of 

Venture 

Headquartered 

City 

Year 

Est. 

Approx. # 

of 

Employees 

Cafe 

Reconcile 

Youth 

Development Restaurant 

Non 

Profit 

New Orleans, 

LA 1996 20 

City Fresh 

Foods Employment Catering 

Private 

For 

Profit Boston, MA 1994 40 

Rising Tide 

Capital 

Economic 

Opportunity 

Business 

Development 

Non 

Profit Jersey City, NJ 2004 30 

Seventh 

Generation 

Sustainability and 

Environmentalism 

Cleaning 

Products 

For 

Profit B-

Corp Burlington, VT 1988 200 

TerraCycle Eliminating Waste  

Waste 

Management 

Private 

For 

Profit Trenton, NJ 2001 200 

Thistle 

Farms Gender Violence 

Personal Care 

Products Hybrid Nashville, TN 1998 70 

 

As evident by the tables above, we were able to interview social entrepreneurs from a 

wide variety of backgrounds who founded and/or run social ventures which vary in size, mission, 

industry and geographic location. This diverse sample is what enables us to reasonably 

extrapolate insights from their interviews to make assertions about and recommendations for 

American social enterprises that have already, or seek to in the future, operate for over a decade.  

Method of Recruitment and Format of Interview 

Subjects for the interviews were recruited predominantly from the author Principle 

Investigator’s personal and professional networks and were reached out to via email. A copy of 

the recruitment language is included in Appendix B.   
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The interviews were conducted through an internet hosted program called Zoom and 

lasted from approximately 30 minutes to one and a half hours. Prior to the interview, the social 

entrepreneurs were asked via email to read, sign, and return a digital consent form outlining the 

purpose of the study, the nature of their participation, privacy, audio-taping procedures, and the 

right to withdraw from the study. At the beginning of the interview, all subjects were asked to 

complete a questionnaire providing personal and professional demographic information such as 

name, gender, race/ethnicity, education level, and position relative to the venture. All interviews 

were audio-recorded, after acquiring the consent from the subject, and then those recordings 

were transcribed for ease of analysis and cross-comparison.  

Interview Questions 

 

When determining which questions to ask the social entrepreneurs during the interview, 

we started by breaking down the initial two research questions of  1. What factors contribute to 

the long-term success of social ventures? 2. How does scale function differently within the 

context of social entrepreneurship? By thinking about what someone would need to know in 

order to feel these two questions were fully answered, a subsequent list of questions emerged. 

The literature review had also produced several existing theories amongst scholars as to how 

social entrepreneurship's unique characteristics might impact its ability to scale.35 The 

combination of the breakdown of the research questions and the hypotheses from the literature 

review produced the following list of seven sub-research topics: 

1. Self-Identity 

a. Introduction and knowledge base surrounding the social issue 

b. Background and formal training of founders 

 
35 Bacq, S., Hartog, C., and Hoogendoorn, B. (2013). A quantitative comparison of social and commercial 

entrepreneurship: Toward a more nuanced understanding of social entrepreneurship organizations in 
context. Journal of Social Entrepreneurship, 4(1): 40–68. 
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2. Community Relationships 

a. Utilization of community resources and intentionality of partnerships 

b. Navigating the institutional and social barriers 

3. Obstacles Faced 

a. Early obstacles and how they were overcome 

b. Common threads the social entrepreneur has identified in successful long-term 

social ventures 

4. Financing 

a. Approach for financing the venture 

b. Legal formation and incorporation process 

5. Metrics 

a. Key metrics and measurements captured throughout the growth trajectory 

b. Early goals set and benchmarking methods 

6. Stakeholders 

a. How the entrepreneur thinks about the stakeholders of their business 

b. How conflicting stakeholder interests impact choices 

7. Scale 

a. The path of growth that their venture took 

b. A general perspective on scale and what that means for a social entrepreneurship 

 

From this initial list of seven sub-research categories, we drafted 10 core interview 

questions with 2-5 follow-up questions to ensure that each of the sub-research categories is fully 

addressed by the interviewee. The format of the interviews was semi-structured and as such not 

every social entrepreneur was asked all 10 of the questions and the order of the questions asked 

varied from interview to interview. Regardless of which of the 10 core questions or follow-up 

questions were asked, all interviewees addressed the 7 sub-research categories. For the full list of 

interview questions see Appendix C. 
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Profiles of Social Ventures 

 

Cafe Reconcile 

Cafe Reconcile was founded in 1996 by Craig Cuccia, Tim Falcon, and Rev. Harry 

Tompson who recognized that New Orleans was struggling with high levels of teen and youth 

violence stemming from systems of neglect, poverty, and truancy. The three founders spent time 

with members of the community to discuss and research the situation and resolved from those 

conversations to build an organization that would offer employment and youth development to 

the area. After raising funds from donors in the area, Cuccia and his team bought a run-down, 

historic building in downtown New Orleans and renovated it to become Cafe Reconcile in the 

hopes of rehabilitating the neighborhood as a whole.  

 Over the past 25 years, Cafe Reconcile has worked to realize their mission of providing 

young people with the necessary educational skills to enter the foodservice and construction 

industries, while maintaining the building as “a gathering place where people of goodwill can 

work together to solve difficult social problems.”36 Through the Cafe Reconcile Workforce 

 
36 Retrieved from https://www.cafereconcile.org/about/ 

https://www.cafereconcile.org/about/
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Development Program, the organization has been able to train and graduate more than 1,500 

youth between the ages of 16-24 with basic independent living skills, interpersonal skills, and 

professional skills. Cuccia and Cafe Reconcile have built a cornerstone for the economic 

recovery of the Central City neighborhood before, during, and long after the tragic impact of 

Hurricane Katrina.  

City Fresh Foods 

City Fresh Foods was founded in 1994 by brothers, Sheldon, and Glynn Lloyd who had 

identified a lack of home-style, ethnic, take-out lunch options in their neighborhood of Roxbury, 

Massachusetts. Soon after opening their operation, they began to receive requests to deliver food 

to the growing and underserved population of ethnic homebound seniors. By 2000 the catering 

business expanded to schools and childcare centers and diversified its menu offerings to include 

an even larger range of ethnic foods.  The company has always promoted economic development 

by hiring from within the local community and building sustainable, meaningful careers for their 

employees, most of whom live in economically disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

Demand increased steadily over the past 25 years and City Fresh Foods has become a 

“nationally recognized provider of affordable, high-quality whole meals37” and has scaled to 

operating out of a 14,000-square-foot facility in Roxbury. In 2009, Glynn Lloyd co-founded City 

Growers, the sister nonprofit which converts abandoned lots in inner-city Boston into urban 

farms. All of the produce used in City Fresh Foods catering comes from the locally grown City 

Growers urban farms which operate through creating jobs and revitalizing neighborhoods. 

 
37 Retrieved from https://cityfresh.com/who-we-are/ 

https://cityfresh.com/who-we-are/
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Rising Tide Capital 

 Rising Tide Capital was founded in 2004 by Alfa Demmellash and Alex Forrester with 

the vision of creating a space in Jersey City that would serve as a hub for innovation and growth 

where economically disadvantaged entrepreneurs could meet to learn, collaborate and create. 

That vision manifested itself in Rising Tide Capital which provides business development 

services that help individuals start and grow successful businesses; promotes collaborations with 

other nonprofits, higher education institutions, corporations, and public agencies; and creates a 

scalable program model with a measurable impact which can be replicated in other American 

communities of need.38 

 In the early years, Rising Tide Capital operated out of one office on Martin Luther King 

Drive in Jersey City and held their client meetings at cafes and kitchen tables. In 2006, Rising 

Tide Capital launched its Community Business Academy (CBA) to meet increasing demand and 

graduate the first class of 15 entrepreneurs. By 2009, CBA had graduated over 300 local aspiring 

entrepreneurs and Rising Tide Capital was recognized by President Obama during White House 

speech on social innovation. In 2016 RTC reached the capacity to serve 1,000 entrepreneurs 

annually, has graduated 3,000 entrepreneurs through CBA and purchased a building in Jersey 

City to serve as its national headquarters and the first urban entrepreneurship accelerator. In the 

Fall of 2019, 20 cohorts of the CBA, for a total of 500 entrepreneurs, are taught concurrently in 4 

states including North Carolina, South Carolina, Illinois, and New Jersey. 

 
38Retrieved from https://www.risingtidecapital.org/about/#top_3 

https://www.risingtidecapital.org/about/#top_3
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Seventh Generation 

Seventh Generation was founded in 1988 by Jeffrey Hollender and Alan Newman in 

Burlington, Vermont as a manufacturer of eco-friendly household products. Initially  

Seventh Generation, Inc. started as a mail-order catalog that marketed energy- and water-

conserving products. In 1988, Alan Newman took over the catalog and brought Jeffrey Hollender 

aboard, appointing him president and CEO. Seventh Generation is motivated by a mission of 

creating products that are healthy solutions for the air, surfaces, fabrics, and pets in people’s 

homes and the environment. As a pioneer in corporate responsibility, Seventh Generation strives 

to build products to make a difference—from their development through to their production, 

purchase, use, and disposal. Seventh Generation takes a holistic approach to environmentalism 

by reducing their environmental impact, increasing performance and safety, and creating a more 

sustainable supply chain.  

In 1993 the company went public and within the first five years of business, the company 

prevented 29,000 trees from being cut down, saved nearly 500 million gallons of water and kept 

more than 33,000 cubic feet of solid waste out of the country's landfills. Over the course of the 

1990s, Seventh Generation entered the mass retail market, sold off the mail-order catalog 

business sold to Gaiam, Inc. and bolstered by their growing success, the company bought back 

all its stock. By 2000 the company’s sales grew 32% per year, reaching $50 million over the next 

five years. True to its founding values, the company continues to give 10 percent of profits to 

nonprofit groups. Amongst their many accomplishments include publishing the first corporate 

responsibility report in 2004, becoming the first home care company to voluntarily disclose the 
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full ingredients on label in 2008 and claims $150 Million in annual revenues in 2010.39 In 2016 

Unilever Plc. purchased Seventh Generation for an estimated $700 million.  

TerraCycle 

TerraCycle was founded in 2001 by Tom Szaky and Jon Beyer in Trenton, NJ as a social 

enterprise on a mission to eliminate the idea of waste. The idea for the company was born when 

Tom was still a freshman at Princeton and the initial business model was based on making 

quality fertilizer from food waste. After deciding to leave Princeton University in 2003 and 

pursue TerraCycle full-time, Tom has built the company into much more than a fertilizer 

producer. TerraCycle has grown to primarily run a volunteer-based recycling platform to collect 

non-recyclable pre-consumer and post-consumer waste and then partners with corporate donors 

or municipalities to turn it into raw material to be used in new products. The company licenses 

its name to manufacturers of roughly 200 products made using its raw material and has 

operations in over 20 countries.  

TerraCycle today offers a range of national, easy-to-use recycling platforms with the idea 

being to allow everyone to recycle everything, as well as Loop, a sustainable shopping 

experience moving the world away from single-use packaging40. Through TerraCycle, over 202 

million people in 21 countries have helped to collect and recycle enough waste to raise over 44 

million dollars for charities around the world. 

 
39Retrieved from https://www.seventhgeneration.com/about 

40Retrieved from https://www.terracycle.com/en-US/about-

terracycle?utm_campaign=admittance&utm_medium=menu&utm_source=www.terracycle.com 

https://www.seventhgeneration.com/about
https://www.terracycle.com/en-US/about-terracycle?utm_campaign=admittance&utm_medium=menu&utm_source=www.terracycle.com
https://www.terracycle.com/en-US/about-terracycle?utm_campaign=admittance&utm_medium=menu&utm_source=www.terracycle.com
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Thistle Farms  

Thistle Farms was founded in 1997 by Rev. Becca Stevens as a recovery home under the 

name Magdalene with the vision of creating a community where women could heal from years 

of trafficking, addiction, prostitution, and the violence of life on the streets. By 2001, it was clear 

that the women completing Magdalene were making great strides in their recovery, but they were 

struggling to become financially self-sufficient due to multiple employment barriers. To address 

this need Becca, a handful of volunteers and current residents started a small social enterprise 

making candles and body balms in a church kitchen41. The goal was to help women gain work 

experience and an income generated through our product sales and this new company came to be 

known as Thistle Farms.  

 Thistle Farms employs women in Nashville, a city with one of the highest rates of 

income disparity in the country. Last year, women survivors collectively earned over $1.3m in 

income. The organization continues to welcome women with a free residence that provides 

housing, medical care, therapy, and education for two years. Residents and graduates earn 

income through one of two social enterprises. As of 2020, Thistle Farms Global helps employ 

more than 1,300 women worldwide, and the National Network has more than 40 sister 

communities.  

 

 
41Retrieved from https://thistlefarms.org/pages/leadership 

https://thistlefarms.org/pages/leadership
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Analysis and Findings 

Definition and Categorization of Social Entrepreneurship 

 In order to make any significant inferences from our six social ventures about how scale 

operates in social enterprise, it is first important to understand how each social entrepreneur 

defines social enterprise and how they see their venture fitting into the larger landscape of social 

enterprise. Based on the findings from the interviews we will put forth a shared definition of 

social enterprise which will enable us to establish important categories of social entrepreneurship 

that will be drawn upon throughout the rest of the thesis. 

Defining Social Entrepreneurship 

In the literature review of this thesis, we asked the question of how current scholars 

define social entrepreneurship and concluded that thus far there remains no scholarly consensus 

behind one definition. For the sake of this thesis, we have to establish a singular definition that 

applies to all the ventures we analyzed. Through the interview phase of this project, we 

examined how social entrepreneurs define social entrepreneurship and used their individual 

conceptions of the field to form a shared definition of social entrepreneurship which we use to 

guide the remainder of the analysis of scale in social enterprise. In the table below are the 

interviewee’s answers  to the question “What is your definition of social entrepreneurship?” 

 The Social Entrepreneurs' Definitions of Social Entrepreneurship 

Venture Name Social Entrepreneur 

Definition of Social 

Entrepreneurship 

Cafe Reconcile Craig Cuccia 

“(Social entrepreneurship 

is) a calling to do something to 

make a difference in the lives 

of those who you call to 

serve.” 
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City Fresh Foods Glynn Lloyd 

“Usually (social enterprises 

are) for-profit enterprises who 

are – in addition to just 

focusing on the profit bottom 

line, they’re looking to help 

solve social issues and have 

social impact through their 

activities and their behavior.” 

Rising Tide Capital Alfa Demmellash 

“(Social Entrepreneurship 

applies) the discipline of the 

business sector or the 

discipline of venture 

coordination to social causes or 

social issues.” 

Seventh Generation Joey Bergstein 

“(Social enterprise is) a  

business that’s trying to be 

thoughtful not just of 

delivering profit, but of the 

triple bottom line of people, 

planet, and profit.” 

TerraCycle Tom  Szaky 

“(Social enterprise is) 

entrepreneurship which puts 

purpose first, purpose to help 

the environment or society, and 

then thinks how to be able to 

do that in a sustainable 

business context.” 

Thistle Farms Becca Stevens 

“Social enterprise is a broad, 

broad category that spans a lot 

and just says, basically, we are 

interested in the social good 

while we’re growing the 

business.” 

 

From the responses each social entrepreneur provides emerges a shared definition of 

social enterprise as an organization that strives to address a social and/or environmental issue 

through business. This definition of social enterprise does exist in other scholarly works and is 
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by no means a new definition, rather this definition’s significance comes from the practitioners’ 

adoption of its meaning and our choice to use this definition for the remainder of the thesis. To 

understand the social entrepreneur's definition at a deeper level, we separate the two 

subcomponents of “social enterprise” into “social” and “enterprise.” “Social” here does not refer 

merely to human interaction as it does in the terms “social media” and “social networking” but 

rather describes the very purpose of the organization to be one that addresses a social and/or 

environmental issue. Many for-profit businesses are not considered “social” under this definition 

as their primary purpose is to produce profit for their shareholders which we have been referring 

to as traditional entrepreneurship. Equally important to note is that many nonprofit organizations 

would not be considered “social ventures” under this definition either. Tom Szaky, CEO of 

TerraCycle, explains “Your legal structure if you’re a 501c3 nonprofit or if you’re a for-profit 

doesn’t (predict) an opinion on purpose. There (are) some horrendously evil NGOs out there.”  

 The “enterprise” subcomponent, which for our sake is interchangeable with 

entrepreneurship and venture, is what separates most nonprofits with purpose from being 

considered a social venture. To be enterprising, an organization must produce revenue. As Becca 

Stevens, CEO of Thistle Farms, explained, “a nonprofit that doesn’t have a money-generating 

business angle wouldn’t be considered an enterprise ... It would just be nonprofit work.” For the 

social ventures we analyzed that are structured as for-profit (City Fresh Foods, TerraCycle, and 

Seventh Generation) their revenue stream comes from the business’s operations directly. For the 

social ventures we analyzed that are structured as nonprofit (Thistle Farms, Rising Tide Capital, 

and Cafe Reconcile) often the organization runs a business that brings in revenue and then puts 

all of that revenue directly back into the mission of the organization. All six of the ventures 

interviewed meet both the “social” and “enterprise” criteria of our social enterprise definition. 
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Use the definition model below to determine whether an organization meets this shared 

definition of social enterprise.  

SOCIAL= PRIORITIZES PURPOSE 

ENTERPRISE/ENTREPRENEURSHIP/VENTURE= PRODUCES REVENUE 

 

 Justice Enterprise 

 Within this established definition of social enterprise exists several categories or types of 

social enterprise, the first of which is Justice Enterprise. Justice Enterprises are social enterprises 

where the mission is inextricably linked to the workforce of the organization itself. Throughout 

the author’s research of literature on social entrepreneurship, we never encountered this term or 

concept and as such, we credit Becca Stevens, the founder and CEO of Thistle Farms, with the 

term’s invention. The mission of a Justice Enterprise is the workforce itself which Stevens 

explains to mean that, “it’s more important who we’re hiring than what we make.” In the case of 

Thistle Farms, Stevens is hiring women survivors of trafficking, addiction, and prostitution, and 

those women manufacture, sell, and distribute bath and body care products. If Thistle Farms 

started producing toys tomorrow instead of bath and body care products, Thistle Farms would 

still be both a social enterprise and a justice enterprise. However, if Stevens decided to stop 

hiring survivors then Thistle Farms would no longer be achieving the purpose component of the 

established social enterprise definition because the workforce is the mission itself.  

 Not all social enterprises are considered justice enterprises, as many ventures’ missions 

are not contingent on their workforce consisting of a certain demographic. Stevens explains the 

tiered relationship between traditional enterprise, social enterprise, and justice enterprise with the 

following anecdote, “when a group of people come together and they sell water, that’s an 

enterprise. If they get together and sell water and say X percentage of these proceeds go to 
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building wells in Africa, then it becomes a social enterprise. But a justice enterprise then takes it 

a step further and says the people creating this water, bottling the water, and shipping the water 

are all part of the mission of the organization, not just hires out in the world.” Of the ventures we 

interviewed, Thistle Farms, City Fresh Foods, and Cafe Reconcile would be considered true 

justice enterprises. This distinction is crucial to effectively understand methods of scaling as they 

operate differently for justice enterprise.  

 Environmental vs. Social Missions 

 Thus far into the thesis whenever defining social enterprise, we have asserted that the 

mission or purpose can be to address a social and/or environmental issue and we have not 

distinguished between the two categories. Many ventures who identify as a social enterprise and 

fulfill the criteria of the definition care deeply about both social and environmental issues. Social 

entrepreneurship does not inherently limit the missions of social ventures to focus on either 

social or environmental issues, but in practice, ventures do have priorities and how social 

entrepreneurs prioritize determines how they operate their business. To best understand whether 

a social venture is predominantly focused on addressing a social or an environmental issue, look 

no further than the mission of the organization itself, as illustrated in the table below. 

 Categorizing Social Ventures by Social vs. Environmental Missions 

Venture Name Mission  

Prioritize Social or 

Environmental 

Cafe Reconcile 

Transforms the lives of young 

adults and the community 

through the ministry of 

reconciliation. Social 

City Fresh Foods Make our community healthier. Social 

Rising Tide Capital 

Transform lives and 

communities through 

entrepreneurship. Social 
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Seventh Generation 

Transform the world into a 

healthy, sustainable, and 

equitable place for the next 

seven generations. Environmental  

TerraCycle Eliminate the idea of waste. Environmental  

Thistle Farms 

Help women survivors recover 

and heal from prostitution, 

trafficking, and addiction. Social  

 

 It bears repeating that just because Seventh Generation is categorized as predominantly 

environmentally orientated, it is not disqualified from having social components to its purpose as 

well. Similarly, City Fresh Foods, which is categorized as predominantly socially orientated, 

incorporates environmentalism highly into their food sourcing and community farming 

initiatives. The notion of the “triple bottom line” has been mentioned many times in this thesis as 

Joey Bergstein, CEO of Seventh Generation, defined social enterprise as, “a business that’s 

trying to be thoughtful not just of delivering profit, but of the triple bottom line of people, planet, 

and profit.” Many of the social entrepreneurs that we interviewed track metrics in all 3 categories 

but when it comes time to make business decisions, certain metrics trump others. Another 

method of determining a social venture’s priority, besides looking at its mission, is identifying 

the metrics the social entrepreneur prioritizes. As Tom Szaky of TerraCycle explains, “We care 

about revenue and profit...That’s very traditional. Then we care about impact- we care about how 

much waste we have avoided from being landfilled or incinerated...Then we care about how we 

benefit society. How much money have we donated? How many people are we engaging? How 

do we help the community or society in where we locate or anything else we could do? The order 

of what we care about is the order I described.” TerraCycle is a for-profit company so Szaky 

cares first and foremost that the business is profitable, then he cares about meeting their stated 

environmental goals and lastly their social goals. Social ventures that prioritize environmental 
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impact over social impact have different considerations in scaling than those who prioritize 

social impact. This is why at times we must look at them distinctly but make no mistake, many 

social ventures seek to address both social and environmental issues so for the sake of the thesis 

we distinguish based on priority.  

 

 The Positioning of Six Social Ventures on Mission Priority and Justice Enterprise 

 

 

 

Justice  
Enterprise 

Environmentally- 
Focused 

Not Justice  
Enterprise 

Socially- 
Focused 

Thistle 
Farms 

Cafe 
Reconcile 

City Fresh 
Foods 

TerraCycle Seventh 
Generation 

Rising Tide 
Capital 



  Pomeranz 42 

Categorization of Social Ventures 

 

Founder’s Background 

 Scholars produce a myriad of literature annually on the shared qualities of great 

entrepreneurs. Some of the traits that tend to be at the top of those lists include drive, risk-taking 

ability, creative thinking, discipline, and passion. Social entrepreneurs, as we have discussed, 

must possess all of the traits of traditional entrepreneurs and then some. One attribute of social 

entrepreneurs which has been shown to contribute more to the success of social ventures, than to 

the success of traditional ventures, is the founder and/or CEO’s personal relationship to the 

mission and the community where the venture operates.42 The founder’s relationship to mission 

and community is an important aspect of all social ventures, but the degree of how crucial this 

relationship is to the venture’s ability to scale depends on the type of social venture. Through 

analyzing the interviews of the six founders and CEOs, a pattern emerges along the lines of 

 
42 Robinson J. (2006) Navigating Social and Institutional Barriers to Markets: How Social Entrepreneurs 

Identify and Evaluate Opportunities. In: Mair J., Robinson J., Hockerts K. (eds) Social Entrepreneurship. 
Palgrave Macmillan, London 
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ventures aimed at social problems or those aimed at environmental problems. Social ventures 

that address a social issue benefit more from a founder or CEO with a personal relationship to 

the mission than ventures addressing an environmental issue. Similarly, a venture which operates 

as a justice enterprise appears to benefit more from a founder or CEO with a personal 

relationship to the community. Regardless of whether a social venture is a justice enterprise or 

whether they prioritize a social or environmental issue, all social enterprises benefit from a 

founder with strong business acumen. 

Social Entrepreneurs' Relationship to the Mission 

 Many founders of social ventures end up “falling” into social enterprise work as a method 

to solve a problem that they are deeply passionate about. Sometimes this passion is innate but 

other times a founder becomes passionate about a certain issue from a profound personal 

experience. These profound personal experiences tend to correlate more highly with social issues 

than environmental ones. The very nature of environmental challenges is that they are universal. 

This is not to say that all communities are affected equally by climate change because research 

has demonstrated that disadvantaged communities suffer deeply from environmental injustices. 

Still, it is much harder for one group of people to lay claim to environmental issues in the same 

way as women can speak to issues of domestic violence or the way African-Americans inherited 

generational wealth disparity due to systemic racism.  

Social ventures with a mission that focuses on addressing a social issue seem to benefit 

more from a founder who had a personal experience related to the mission than social ventures 

with a mission that focuses on addressing an environmental issue. This finding is clear from how 

the founders of social ventures describe their personal relationship to their venture’s mission. 

The two social ventures examined which we have determined to be environmentally focused are 
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TerraCycle and Seventh Generations. Both CEO’s care deeply about the missions of their firms 

and would describe their own relationship to the missions of their ventures as follows. Joey 

Bergstein of Seventh Generation said, “I lived and breathed the values and the mission of 

Seventh Generation before I got to Seventh Generation.” Tom Szaky of TerraCycle expressed, “I 

just love the environment. It’s always been something that’s important to me.” Both are able to 

be effective leaders of successful social ventures that have operated for over a decade and neither 

of them cites their relationship with the cause of environmentalism to have been born out of a 

traumatic experience where chemicals in cleaning products or mismanaged waste harmed them 

personally. For some social entrepreneurs focused on addressing environmentalism, that could be 

their story and motivation, but personal experience as the driving force with a social venture is 

more common in enterprises addressing social problems.   

Contrastingly, Becca Stevens gave a vivid description of her own personal experience 

and how that led her to found Thistle Farms. “I grew up, my dad had been killed by a drunk 

driver. I had experienced sexual abuse as a child. I had a lot of the same markers. Not to the 

extent that most of the women have that I serve in this work, but I had enough of an idea of how 

it messes up your life that I always really had a lot of compassion for women I was meeting in 

jail or on the streets.” These personal experiences do not have to be negative in nature to still be 

profound and impactful. Craig Cuccia of Cafe Reconcile shares an equally compelling narrative 

of the experiences of his youth impacting his career trajectory, “the social enterprise was born 

out of my life’s experience in restaurants and hotels. But mostly out of the experience in my life 

of what a job meant to me at 13 years old, without the background and education that most 

people have...somebody gave me a shot at 13... it was in a restaurant and I really learned so much 

from that experience that I felt I wanted to share that with the other kids in the community.” Both 
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Thistle Farms and Cafe Reconcile work to address social issues and each venture was born out of 

the personal hardship or opportunity the founder faced. 

Personal experiences driving the passion behind a venture’s mission can benefit social 

entrepreneurs working to address a social issue in three primary ways. Firstly, having 

experienced the social issue yourself builds a level of commitment to the mission that merely 

observing or learning about a social issue cannot replicate. In addition to persistence, social 

entrepreneurs who have lived through the hardship their venture seeks to address can better 

empathize with those they seek to serve and better meet this demographic's needs as employees 

and customers. Lastly, external stakeholders are more inclined to believe that this founder or 

CEO is the right person to lead the cause because of their personal commitment and 

understanding of the social issue.  

 Social Entrepreneurs' Relationship to the Community 

 The ability to leverage resources effectively is yet another trait often found amongst 

successful entrepreneurs. As discussed in the literature review, the forms of resources which 

must be leveraged in the world of social enterprise are closely related to the entrepreneur’s 

ability to build partnerships with local organizations and earn the trust of the community itself. 

As with the social entrepreneurs’ relationship to the mission of the venture, the strength of the 

social entrepreneurs' relationship to the community, people, and institutions where a venture is 

formed is beneficial to all social entrepreneurs but especially for justice enterprises. The table 

below further demonstrates the deep relationships that the founders of these justice enterprises 

had with the people and places where their venture was founded.  
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Illustrations of Relationship’s to Community in Justice Enterprise 

Justice Enterprise Relationship to Community 

Cafe Reconcile 

“I had a friend who used to be the tourism minister from Jamaica 

who was then a street minister in Central City who used to bring me 

down to his church that he had an office in. And it just seemed to 

have come together.” 

- Craig Cuccia 

 

“Born and raised (in New Orleans). Kicked out a few times, but they 

can’t keep me, you know, they had to take me back.” 

- Craig Cuccia 

City Fresh Foods 

“I came back from my trip as a teacher, and then began the process of 

starting this company in the heart of Dorchester, which happened to 

be not too far from where my folks bought their first home, actually. 

So, I had kinda the connection to the community anyway.” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

 

“I had some roots there, generational roots there. And I think that’s 

where we need to build equity, and we need to have jobs.”  

-Glynn Lloyd 

Thistle Farms 

“I was already a priest and I was doing work – it was some program. 

..Shorefront Ministry, that’s what it was called. It was in downtown 

Nashville, Tennessee. And I was going downtown and we were 

feeding people. Just doing basic outreach kind of stuff. And that’s 

where I started meeting women.”  

-Becca Stevens 

  

 All social ventures must learn to build positive relationships with the communities that 

they seek to partner with, the people they employ, and the customers they hope to serve. The 

importance of having a foundation of trust from being brought up in a community or having 

spent decades already working within a community appeared from the interviews to be 

correlated with justice enterprises. To offer a counter-example, when Tom Szaky was asked why 

he chose Trenton to be the headquarters of TerraCycle, he responded, “Trenton came to me just 

because it’s the closest town to Princeton where I was going to college.” Later adding that “then 
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the idea of (working) in Trenton really reinforces our whole mission and it really worked out 

well, but it wasn’t the original purpose.” A happy coincidence more than an intentional choice. 

Traditional entrepreneurs and social entrepreneurs not operating justice enterprises have the 

luxury of choosing where to headquarter based on cost, convenience, and a multitude of other 

considerations. For justice enterprises, there is no choice of where to work or who to work with, 

the community is at the core of the work itself and the success of the venture depends on the 

strength of the entrepreneur’s relationship to that community. 

 Founder’s Motivation and Business Acumen 

In many ways, the founder of an entrepreneurial venture is the heart and soul of the 

enterprise and this is supremely true in the early years. The skillset and drive of a founding CEO 

are important regardless of whether the venture is socially-minded or not, but the background 

and identity of a founder are crucial for social entrepreneurship specifically. In terms of 

motivation for impact, some of the social entrepreneurs were driven from their religion, as in the 

case of Craig Cuccia and Becca Stevens. Others started their ventures right out of or even during 

college, as almost a career decision on the part of Tom Szaky, Glynn Lloyd, and Alfa 

Demmellash. Regardless of the motivation behind founding or the stage of the social 

entrepreneur, it bears noting that almost all of the founders had some form of business education 

or previous experience. Many of the founders studied economics in school, some had started 

previous ventures, or simply in Becca Stevens' case, consider themselves, “a pretty good 

business-minded person.”  

The one outlier to this trend of founder business acumen is Alfa Demmellash who 

strongly believes that her and her cofounder’s lack of experience in business was an asset to 

Rising Tide Capital. “Part of what was helpful to us was having not had any kind of business 
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background. I think if we graduated with an M.B.A. we would never do this work, but the fact 

that we were in no way connected to business was very helpful in saying; wait a minute, what 

would make sense to us? What are the core skills we would need, and how could we make sure 

this is available to people where they are?” While Demmellash recognized her own inexperience 

as an asset in understanding the perspective of the people we should be training, she quickly 

realized that she would have to bring people with business acumen onto her team in order for the 

venture to succeed. “Day one...we decided that we would hire support...by choice or not. It was 

that we realized we couldn’t be, with all of the things that we were saying and discovering and 

researching, we couldn’t be the ones to teach the classes. We needed people who had run away 

from the IRS and paid the consequences, people who had wisdom, who had experience doing 

this. So, we had to hire those people.” An important lesson to be garnered from this is that while 

founders themselves do not necessarily have to have an education in economics or previous 

business experience,  those skills should be present on the venture’s team from the beginning. A 

social entrepreneur can have all the motivation in the world to address a social or environmental 

challenge, but if the social enterprise itself is not run well as a business then the venture will 

ultimately fail and the mission will never be realized.  

Summary of Findings Pertaining to Founder’s Background  
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Facing Obstacles 

The difference between entrepreneurs who are able to scale their venture and keep it alive 

for decades and those whose ventures fail to last is often the entrepreneur's ability to navigate 

and overcome obstacles. The challenges social ventures face evolve from the fundamental 

hurdles that early stage-enterprises must surpass into the later stage tribulations of maintaining 

relevance and providing for a larger volume of clients and customers. To fully understand how 

an entrepreneur was able to scale their business, profit, or impact one must also know how the 

entrepreneur behind the operation handled the business when it’s very survival was put to the 

test. We asked all the social entrepreneurs to reflect on the challenges they faced in the early 

years of their venture, the ones they face today, and what strategies they implemented to 

overcome these obstacles. 

Early Obstacles 

 The early years of any start-up’s life are full of uncertainty and mark the point where 

many entrepreneurs decide to walk from their venture. As stated, over half of all ventures fail to 

make it past the five-year mark, and that rate is likely higher for social ventures.43 The challenges 

the six social entrepreneurs shared can be divided into enterprise-based obstacles and purpose-

based obstacles. Enterprise-based obstacles are those that any new venture will have to overcome 

such as financing, building a team, and forming a customer base. Purpose-based obstacles are the 

challenges social entrepreneurs face specifically because they are prioritizing their mission in 

addition to the business’ ability to generate revenue. The table below includes the initial 

obstacles which the six ventures overcame in their early years and whether that obstacle is 

enterprise-based or purpose-based. 

 
43 Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2017) Business Employment Dynamics.  
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Initial Obstacles Faced  

Venture 

Name 

Enterprise 

vs. Purpose 

Based Illustrations 

Cafe 

Reconcile 

Purpose 

Based 

“The building we bought had the drug dealer’s payphone outside and 

the prostitutes used the corner. And so, the first thing I had to do was 

negotiate, even though we bought the building, the use of the building 

back. Because a lot of the building that they would board up would get 

burned down once somebody else from the outside bought them. So, 

it was that kind of environment that we went into. And in the first year, 

there were three murders in the block that our building was on.” 

-Craig Cuccia 

City Fresh 

Foods 

Enterprise 

Based 

“I mean, one of the big obstacles that we discovered, and this is 

business, in general, is this word called cash flow...  I’ve got this 

business. I got a contract. I got all the money that’s going out the 

door before I get paid. And so, that was one of my first big lessons in 

small business.” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

 

“The people challenges. I’ve had people steal from us. I’ve had loyal 

people taking money, crazy stuff. So, I’ve had to fire a lot of people. 

I had to fire people twice my age, stuff like that, people crying on my 

shoulder. Not that I want to highlight that, but that’s, unfortunately, 

part of the business.” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

Rising Tide 

Capital 
Enterprise 

Based 

“The accessibility of this information (and making) sure the 

curriculum was actually experiential. So, we looked at adult 

experiential methodology. How can we gamify it? How could we 

have it be really driven by the contribution and the wisdom and 

know-how that was already walking in the door with the people who 

were raising their hand saying they want to start a business or grow 

one.” 

-Alfa Demmellash  

Seventh 

Generation 

Purpose 

Based 

“How do we take this business and just scale it and make it 

something that’s not just for granola munching tree huggers? How do 

we get everyday people wanting to buy something that works as well 

as conventional brands, but it’s better for them, better for the world 

around them? And so, we were just relentlessly focused on that, just 

really trying to make this something that the regular person on the 

street would want to buy.” 

-Joey Bergstein  

TerraCycle 

Purpose 

Based 

“For us, purpose has factored into challenges many times where 

things may become more complicated because you are focused on 
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purpose...You may have to avoid things that are low hanging fruit 

that would have been very profitable things to do. We started as a 

consumer product company that made and packaged products out of 

waste. Packaging in waste is very complex and requires a lot more 

process and time and people and everything versus if we just bought 

new bottles.” 

-Tom Szaky 

 

 Current Obstacles 

As social ventures grow and change over time, the variety of challenges which they face 

have a tendency to evolve as well. Several of the social entrepreneurs expressed that their 

ventures had grown so substantially that their primary challenge was now competing against the 

largest traditional businesses in their industries. This position seems enviable for the early-stage 

business who is fighting for any semblance of market share, but for the social venture who has 

yet to face competition this fierce, the challenge can seem insurmountable. Glynn Lloyd of City 

Fresh Foods describes their situation as “competitive battles with David and the Goliath.” He 

expands, “we’re going up against the big boys, literally the big boys like Compass, and Sodexo, 

and Aramark. These are multibillion-dollar global enterprises that are coming in and bidding 

against us on these accounts locally. And so, we’re kind of the underdog. And so – our buying 

power is not as strong, so our price – it affects our pricing.”  

Other scaled social ventures are losing their purpose as being a form of differentiation as 

the industry itself begins to move towards social and environmental consciousness.  As Joey 

Bergstein of Seventh Generation explains, “the big conventional players are focused on 

sustainability like they’ve never been focused on it before. And if I had a crystal ball, I would 

think that, in five years, most of our big conventional competitors, like Tide and Dawn and 

Pampers, will have a sustainability footprint that looks a lot like ours, which means that our point 

of differentiation, as we know it today, will be gone. And so, figuring out how we innovate to 
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stay relevant and to stay ahead of that curve is a big part of the work that we have to do today.” 

Since Seventh Generation was acquired by Unilever in 2016, the brand has been able to expand 

its presence globally in a very short amount of time which brings with it its own challenges as 

Bergstein conveyed, “how do we succeed as a small business inside of a big operation globally? 

And so, we’ve expanded to 30 countries. Figuring out how we’re truly successful in a sustained 

way in those countries is something we’re doing a lot of work on.”  

Some of the challenges the social entrepreneurs mentioned dealing with currently had 

more to do with the internal operations than facing the external competition. Becca Stevens of 

Thistle Farms shared her experience with trying to manage an expanding workforce and maintain 

mental clarity as an overextended entrepreneur. In response to the question of what challenges 

are keeping you up at night now, Stevens revealed, “Juggling people. Dear Lord. There are so 

many people and it’s so diverse. And people have so many different interests. And trying to 

balance that. There are so many things I could be doing at any point in the day. The biggest 

obstacle for me is to make sure I still carve out time to have an original thought.” While the types 

of challenges range for social entrepreneurs in the early phases of development and throughout 

the later years, the entrepreneur's ability to manage the obstacles continues to be what keeps the 

business going and growing. 

Transitioning Leadership 

The ultimate sign of success for any business is its ability to transcend its reputation and 

operational effectiveness beyond the leadership tenure of the founder. Any social entrepreneur 

who dreams of building a venture that lasts for decades must recognize that at some point it will 

be necessary to transition leadership yet this can often be where otherwise successful enterprises 

flounder. Since the background of the founder and the relationship to the community are so 
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crucial for social entrepreneurs, it can be particularly challenging for social ventures to identify 

the right person to continue scaling the venture.  These periods of transition are pivotal to the 

ability of a social enterprise to stand on its own and for the mission to be actualized.  

“(There were) all kinds of challenges internally with the leadership being threatened by 

my presence as the founder,” explained Craig Cuccia of the period of time after he stepped down 

from being CEO of Cafe Reconcile. Cuccia reminisces on being thrown a surprise retirement 

party by his successor, “the first lady who lasted five months and then took off, she threw me a 

retirement party that nobody knew about. We had a fundraiser that turned into a retirement party, 

she was trying to get rid of me.” This new leader in the company, “wound up leaving with one of 

the major funders that we had been courting for about a year.” She was only the first in a series 

of unsuccessful attempts at transitioning the leadership at Cafe Reconcile. Cuccia is optimistic 

about the latest CEO, “ the new person, he has gone back to the original principles of the mission 

and focusing on the students and the spiritual aspect of it more so than trying to be the big 

business guy ... He really has come back to what I feel is the original mission of helping each 

individual succeed with whatever their challenges are and getting them the kind of help they 

need to move on in their lives.” A combination of business acumen and mission alignment are 

ideal characteristics among strong successors for social ventures.  

As the CEO of a social venture which he did not found which was acquired by a 

multinational corporation, Joey Bergstein explains his own smooth rise to power, “I’ve been with 

Seventh Generation about eight and a half years now. I joined five years before the company was 

sold, so I have the honor of being able to be part of the leadership pre-acquisition and post-

acquisition. And I think having consistency in leadership pre- and post-transition is a really 

important thing, but it’s also a really hard thing for small companies and for big companies to 
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make successful…. It’s very easy to retain the mission of a company if it’s held by an individual 

and that individual stays with the company.” Promoting from within can be a useful method of 

ensuring continuity of vision and provides the opportunity for the founder to mentor their 

successor. Transitions of leadership are periods of friction for traditional enterprise, the stakes 

that are dependent on their success are only greater in the case of social enterprise. Social 

entrepreneurs should be so lucky to have scaled a venture to the point where it is primed and 

ready to switch hands of authority, and when that time does arise the founder must do everything 

they can to ensure the vision lives on.  

Philosophies for Overcoming Obstacles 

Different social entrepreneurs have varying opinions as to what is the best way to 

overcome challenges. The career path of a social enterprise is arduous and in order to ensure a 

social venture is able to hit the one decade mark, the social entrepreneurs we interviewed 

advocate taking one of two philosophies; grit or agility. The majority of the interviewees 

attributed the success of their venture to their ability to stay focused on relentlessly fighting for 

their mission while others attributed their success to their willingness to pivot. The table below 

illustrates the divide between grit and agility in social entrepreneurs’ philosophies for 

overcoming obstacles. 

Illustrations of Philosophies for Overcoming Obstacles  

Venture 

Name 

Grit or 

Agility Illustrations 

Cafe 

Reconcile Grit 

“To go to scale, I just think of The Little Engine That Could, if you 

stay there and you keep on trudging.” 

- Craig Cuccia 

Rising Tide 

Capital  Grit 

“I think the other thing that’s totally understated but is critical is that 

from an operational standpoint consistency of delivery. The 

Community Business Academy has been delivered for the past 13 

years. When you’re dependent on philanthropy and other things ... 
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there could be a lot of vacillation in terms of what you deliver 

consistently. That impacts your data that impacts your culture, et 

cetera. It’s the patience and the consistency of delivery operationally, 

which I think on the business side there’s a lot of discipline around 

that.” 

-Alfa Demmellash 

Seventh 

Generation Grit 

“I would say people talk a lot about agility today. You hear it 

everywhere. Yeah, and so, for me, it’s actually, in many ways, the 

opposite. I think success comes from grit. It comes from knowing 

what you want to deliver and not giving up when things don’t work. 

So, that doesn’t mean don’t adjust and move and flex. Obviously, 

you've got to learn and adapt your approach. And if things aren’t 

working, you need to figure a different way. But having the ‘stick-

with-itness’ to know what you’re trying to achieve and then to stay 

the course no matter what, I think, has been key to success.” 

-  Joey Bergstein 

TerraCycle Agile 

“I think one of the important things in business today frankly whether 

you’re purpose-driven or not purpose-driven is the landscape evolves 

so quickly that what’s going to make you win is your ability to be 

nimble much more than executing against a plan you made up five 

years ago. And if I look at a lot of the purpose-driven organizations 

in my space, in waste management, many of them have failed, 

unfortunately. They all have one thing in common is that they didn’t 

pivot the business model or how they approach solving their 

challenge. They were very rigid in this is how we’re gonna approach 

it. Anyone who was rigid ended up dying. This was over say a 15-

year course.” 

-Tom Szaky 

Thistle 

Farms Grit 

“In order to kill all the obstacles, it was like, if you just do the work 

things come. Just keep doing the work. That mantra to just keep 

doing our work, what’s in front of us, the obstacles move out of the 

way.”  

-Becca Stevens 

 

While the majority of social entrepreneurs cited grit as what enabled them to overcome 

their obstacles, most would acknowledge that in practice, a balance of agility and grit is 

necessary to tackle the variety of challenges that arise.  
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Purpose Multiplier Effect 

 Choosing to become an entrepreneur, in general, is choosing to lead a life of long work 

hours, the constant pressure of supporting other people’s livelihoods, and no guarantee that the 

business will ever thrive. Choosing to become a social entrepreneur is the choice to carry those 

burdens and the responsibility of fulfilling the purpose of the venture. That being said, there are 

also advantages to running a socially minded business that surpass the arena of altruism. Several 

of the entrepreneurs who we interviewed spoke to a certain phenomenon which I have termed the 

Purpose Multiplier Effect. In economics, the multiplier effect refers to the increase in final 

income arising from any new injection of spending. The Purpose Multiplier Effect works 

similarly, except instead of an injection of spending, it is an injection of impact. Social 

enterprises have access to resources and advantages that traditional enterprise does not merely 

because of the mission of the venture.  

 Craig Cuccia speaks to how the Purpose Multiplier Effect helped to build the reputation 

of Cafe Reconcile in the early years, “we built that trade of word of mouth and again, Mason 

Grainger was at Channel 6 and they did a big story about the restaurant and the training program. 

And so, that’s how he and several others sort of latched on to us and helped keep us moving 

ahead.” Then later on during one of the most difficult periods for Cafe Reconcile, after Hurricane 

Katrina, it was the Purpose Multiplier Effect that really began to pay dividends. “Our vision 

seemed even further away after Katrina but then all of a sudden, people like Shell and Credit 

Suisse and all these other businesses that knew about us and then because of the, you know, 

Mason Grainger’s help with Channel 6 and the promotion that they did for us, putting us out 

there. We went to New York. We received the James Beard award for our humanitarian work as 

well as promoting the restaurant. So, we’ve got all this notoriety that snowballed into the vision 
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of our renovations being really, coming alive in a big way. So, I was able to raise, in that time 

period, you know, not only enough money like $300,000.00, $400,000.00 a year to run the 

programs. And then, which came to be about $3.7 million to do the building project.” 

 Tom Szaky summarizes his experience of the Purpose Multiplier Effects in regard to 

TerraCycle, “For us, purpose is demonstrated by disproportionate access inside corporations. We 

get to CEOs much easier. Disproportionate access to good talent. We get good talent cheaper. 

Disproportionate access to capital, to media. We get a huge amount of press. All these things are 

based around purpose so it’s not one thing. It’s this sort of ecosystem of...disproportionate value 

that comes our way because of purpose. People in the organization see that clearly. As such, they 

honor it and don’t question.” TerraCycle and all of the ventures we analyzed are able to benefit 

from the  Purpose Multiplier Effect because the products and services they are offering have 

value within themselves. A social entrepreneur cannot start a business with low-quality products, 

lackluster customer service, or no marketing strategy and merely assume that the social mission 

of the business will enable the venture to succeed. The Purpose Multiplier Effect is only capable 

of multiplying the success of what would have been a successful traditional business without the 

social mission. No business can succeed without creating value for their customer and the role of 

a social entrepreneur is to create value both for their customers and society at large.  

During challenging times for any social venture, when employees are frustrated with 

having to implement purposeful but more difficult processes or when investors are pressuring the 

social entrepreneur to cut corners, it can be easy for a social entrepreneur to resent the mission of 

the organization as limiting the business's potential. In those moments it can be helpful for the 

founder to remember that that same mission which may feel restrictive is the very reason the 

venture had the opportunities that they have had access to.  
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Financing Strategies 

 A critical ingredient to any venture’s ability to grow and scale is their financing and that 

reality is no less true for social entrepreneurs. “You always need capital. If you’re going to grow, 

you always need some form of it,” emphasized Glynn Lloyd of City Fresh Foods. While the need 

for funding is just as present for social entrepreneurs, their path to accessing capital and 

investment can look very different than traditional entrepreneurs. The arena of impact investing 

is relatively new considering some of the ventures we interviewed were being formed over 

twenty years ago when the term “impact investing” had yet to be conceived. Tom Szaky of 

TerraCycle explains, “the big difference over the past 15 years is there’s much more interest in 

what you would call impact investment, which is investing with purpose attached, than there ever 

was before. In other words, I think today if you start an impact-based organization, you have a 

higher chance of raising capital than before.” As encouraging as that should be to future social 

entrepreneurs, there are still many unique considerations and different forms of funding social 

ventures should assess when thinking about how they can scale their business.  

 Advantages and Disadvantages of Non-Dilutive Funding 

The avenues available for funding of a new social venture somewhat depends on the legal 

status of the enterprise. Grants are one of the more common forms of funding for early social 

ventures that are incorporated as nonprofits. An advantage of raising capital through grants is 

that grants are non-dilutive, the social entrepreneur retains all the equity and does not have to 

formally give over control to any other entity. However, grants certainly carry other costs. Grant 

funding takes skill and commitment to acquire and can be very time-consuming. Becca Stevens 

of Thistle Farms attests to that, “One of the first hires was somebody – we never took any 

government or federal funding, but we hired a grant writer that could do private foundations and 
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individual donations. So, we hired a development person that really had some strategies around 

that.”  

Once a social venture is able to bring in grant funding, the time commitment necessary to 

maintain the funding has only just begun. Tom Szaky of TerraCycle speaks to his own 

experience, “with grants, I mean we’ve done some grants but grants – You may not give up any 

equity but it’s a lot of work to maintain and manage them. You’ve got to do a lot of reporting on 

them.” Given the energy-intensive nature of maintaining grants, they tend to be a difficult long-

term financing strategy. Rising Tide Capital was funded initially by grants, “It had what we now 

call a local funding champion. Back then friends and family round essentially. These were 

grants, so grant capital, and then the friends and family round dried up within a couple of years,” 

explains Alfa Demmellash. Grants might be able to supplement other funding sources but are not 

reliable enough to be an exclusive source of funding, especially as a business is growing. 

Entrepreneurs can easily find themselves in the position of Craig Cuccia of Cafe Reconcile, 

unable to move forward with growing the business because the funding is dependent on grants “I 

was using some of my own money and resources that I’d had from previous businesses. So, it 

was moving slow and we were waiting on grants and all that kind of stuff” 

Crowdfunding is a funding method gaining popularity for new ventures and consists of 

raising small amounts of money from a large number of people. While crowdfunding does have 

the advantage of being another non-dilutive mode of gaining funds, it also brings with it the 

unique disadvantage for the social entrepreneur of having to manage relationships with hundreds 

if not thousands of mini investors. Tom Szaky summarizes the trade-off, “crowdfunding is good 

too and we’ve done a little bit of crowdfunding. But the challenge there is it’s a lot of individual 

investors who all need emails responded to and things.” He advises future social entrepreneurs to 
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consider that “with capital, there are two things to think about. It’s the cost of the capital both in 

the immediate, what do you give up to get it. But the other capital cost most entrepreneurs don’t 

think about is the maintenance of the capital. Like dealing with the people year over year.” Both 

grants and crowdfunding require a significant amount of cost in the latter category. 

Some social entrepreneurs decide to pursue the more traditional form of funding for small 

businesses and turn to banks for loans. Loans carry the cost of interest but can be easier to 

maintain than grants as long as you are able to acquire the loan in the first place. Not all social 

ventures are able to acquire loans according to Glynn Lloyd of City Fresh Foods, “we weren’t 

really bankable. And the reason is that we don’t own a building, we don’t have a lot of assets, 

we’re a food business, we’re new, we’re not really profitable. So, people would barely – literally 

laugh at us from the institutional side.” The industry itself such as the food services industry can 

be the obstacle keeping a social venture from acquiring loans and sometimes it is the social issue 

itself that the venture is addressing which can be hard for institutions such as banks to recognize 

as investable. Rising Tide Capital works to overcome generational wealth inequality which is the 

“result of systemic racism and really rooted in the soil of slavery that has built the economy, and 

the American dream also being very much tied at the hip with individualism.” Alfa Demmellash 

discusses her conversation with a banker about the importance of her venture’s mission and the 

potential of acquiring a loan, “okay, so then we went to the banks... We had a really kind person 

on the other side of the desk who said, you’re raising really important, gargantuan issues, but I 

don’t know. Where are the handlebars? This is huge.” That was one of many conversations that 

led Demmellash to realize other social entrepreneurs need help writing, “fundable plans. You 

need business plans that could get loans,” and this has become a core component to the education 

Rising Tide Capital provides. 
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Investors and the Challenge of Conflicting Stakeholders  

Individual and private investors offer a solution to many of the challenges that grants, 

crowdfunding, and loans raise. Tom Szaky is a strong advocate for their advantage, “We were 

always into equity purchases is what’s been interesting to us. Our perception is the fastest and 

best source of capital. So, when I say fastest, it’s the ability to get big dollars together with the 

least amount of work as quickly as possible ...And best is easiest to manage and ability to 

maintain control and so on.” While equity purchases do offer these advantages, the tradeoff is the 

loss of equity and potentially loss of control of the company which is no small issue for social 

entrepreneurs. The social entrepreneurs we interviewed expressed feeling acute tension when 

making decisions between pure profit and the purpose of their organizations. Managing investors 

and investor expectations are important for all social ventures and especially profound for justice 

enterprises.   

Managing Conflicting Stakeholders 

Venture Name Justice 

Enterprise 

Illustration 

Seventh 

Generation 

No “(Social Ventures) are getting bought, and ... the cultures 

are just so divergent with the company that’s acquiring 

them, and the ground rules aren’t necessarily well-

established that I think that they just lose their way” 

-Joey Bergstein 

TerraCycle No “Control is even more important for social entrepreneurs 

because there is that tension (around impact). The social 

entrepreneur needs to win that argument...Many times, 

investors may only be focused on capital gains. It’s 

important to pick the right investors who are also focused 

on impact.” 

-Tom Szaky 

 

“As we proved the value of the purpose we bring, no one 

questions it anymore because they see that there’s so 

much value in having purpose that no one in the 
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organization would want that to be jeopardized.” 

-Tom Szaky 

Thistle Farm Yes “The problem has been in the traditional models with 

impact investment. All these things, they want to turn 

around fast. And I think what we need for justice 

enterprise is patience investment, where people are 

willing to invest patiently, knowing that it takes years for 

women to do the healing work that needs to happen. Or 

communities to do the healing work that happens. And 

we have to be willing to invest for years and years. To 

really develop relationships. To develop trust and to 

really start to see actual change in villages, in 

communities, in small groups. So, I believe in scalability 

and sustainability and I’m all for it. But I also want to add 

to that, what we need are people who are willing to be 

patient donors and investors.”  

-Becca Stevens 

 

 Regardless of whether the social venture is funded through grants, loans, or investments, 

there will be an external body acting and exerting their own definitions of success onto the 

enterprise and that definition might not align directly with the mission of the social entrepreneur. 

Reconciling the conflict between what investors and funders desire and the purpose of the social 

venture looks different depending on the type of venture but must be accomplished in some 

capacity regardless of whether the business is a justice enterprise or not.   

Summary of Findings Pertaining to Financing Strategies 
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Metrics and Meaning 

Peter Drucker, the father of modern business management, is credited with saying “If you 

can’t measure it, you can’t improve it.” Entrepreneurs depend on their metrics in order to justify 

funding to donors and investors, track the progress of their clients and social entrepreneurs have 

the added responsibility of using their metrics to ensure that they are making progress towards 

addressing the initial environmental or social issue they were founded to solve. Successful 

entrepreneurs value their metrics and recognize the importance of demonstrating growth in both 

profit and impact.  

Outcomes, Not Just Outputs 

Metrics and data are the lifelines of any business. When asked which metrics Thistle 

Farms tracks, Becca Stevens enthusiastically responded, “Oh my god, a million. Whether it’s 

individual recovery, graduation rates, individual key marks of each individual person. We track 

our customer base, who we are serving, favorite products. There are a million metrics we track. I 

don’t know how anybody would run a venture without all of those metrics.” As important as 

tracking progress and metrics is, simply having those numbers on file is not sufficient. Alfa 

Demmellash explains that in our digitally enabled world “at this point it’s we’re all drowning in 

mountains of data. It’s really analyzing that data and making meaning, making sense of it.” 

Metrics enable social ventures to demonstrate the impact their work is having on the issue they 

seek to address and in that way, data plays a different role in comparison to a traditional 

enterprise. 

The interviews with the six social entrepreneurs confirmed a conversation in scholarly 

analysis of social enterprise surrounding the difference between outcomes and outputs. 

Demmellash highlights this distinction within the context of Rising Tide Capital’s cornerstone 
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educational program, “the Community Business Academy, it’s 12 weeks, here is the impact you 

can expect, and this was also the beginning of the conversation about metrics and outcomes, not 

just outputs. And so, we couldn’t just talk about that we will offer this amazing educational 

experience and people will come out and graduate. We have to talk about what we thought 

would happen as a result of this 12-week intervention.” Outputs can simply be understood as 

what comes out of an organization, whether that is students graduated, products produced or 

customers served. All businesses track their outputs but social enterprises find meaning from 

their metrics in the outcomes. Outcomes are defined by changes to the social systems or 

ecological environment that the social venture seeks to address. Social entrepreneurs are able to 

understand the impact of their social enterprise’s work by looking at the difference between the 

outcomes and what would have happened within the space without the social venture. There are 

many tools and resources available to social entrepreneurs interested in measuring their impact 

and outcomes and we have included a list of such resources in Appendix D. The model below 

explains the difference between outcomes and outputs and their importance in understanding 

impact.  

OUTPUTS= RESULTS THAT COME OUT OF A VENTURE THAT CAN BE MEASURED 

OUTCOMES= CHANGES TO SOCIAL SYSTEMS RELATED TO SOCIAL VENTURE 

IMPACT= OUTCOMES- WHAT WOULD HAVE HAPPENED ANYWAYS 

 

In the case of Rising Tide Capital, Demmellash is hyper-intentional about distinguishing 

between outputs and outcomes when deciding what a true success story looks like from her 

organization’s perspective. “We would measure household income so that it wouldn’t just be 

what they’re generating in revenue for the business, but are they able to take income from the 
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business,” expands Demmellash. As much as Rising Tide Capital is tracking and analyzing now, 

Demmellash sees room for improvement, “there’s a lot of opportunity for innovation and 

collaboration around how we gather benchmark data or indicators of benchmark data in a data-

rich environment like the one we’re in now. That would enable us to track more things like the 

kinds of things that we want to know about.” Rising Tide Capital and other social ventures are 

often interested in understanding the longer-term impact of the work they are doing,  “we want to 

know does entrepreneurship in the ways that we’re doing it have an impact on violence 

reduction?... We’d love to be able to track that or gather information on those other, larger socio-

economic issues.” As social ventures scale and age, their data accumulates and the next task is to 

make meaning of the trends and then to share those findings with the world. 

Telling A Story with Numbers 

The numbers themselves are significant but the real power of metrics comes from the 

stories you are able to tell with them as Alfa Demmellash can corroborate. When asked about the 

primary factor that has led to Rising Tide Capital’s ability to scale, Demmellash is quick to 

respond, “it is the data side and the ability to communicate with metrics. To couple a story with 

metrics is key.” Craig Cuccia of Cafe Reconcile illustrated the importance of being able to create 

a story surrounding the mission and the metrics of his social venture in comparison to the public 

job training available. “We worked with the city’s outreach, you know, and a lot of ways they 

had all the money and the funding to do these kinds of things. But their outcomes were dismal, 

they were at 20% (hired) and I found out that they were fudging their outcomes.” The city’s 

incompetence at getting young people hired clarified to Cuccia what his own objectives were, 

“what we determined success (was not) getting kids back in the GED programs and helping them 
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complete it. But (rather) completing our six-week program and being able to land a job. Those 

rates were around 62%, 63% to 65%.”  

Cuccia was able to build a reputation in New Orleans with his high job placement rate 

that ultimately equipped him to keep the business alive during the tough times after Katrina, 

“With us having that kind of outcomes, we had board members of the universities, Tulane, and a 

couple of the same guys who were on the board for the city that had all the money to do all these 

youth empowerment things. And they sort of forced that agency to share some funding with us 

that helped us survive.” Many businesses went under in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina 

and Cafe Reconcile was not one of them in part because Cuccia had the numbers to support the 

importance of the venture.  

Approaches to Scale 

A social entrepreneur’s relationship to the venture’s mission and community, their 

financing strategy, their ability to overcome obstacles, and leverage metrics all contribute 

significantly to a venture's chance of survival and prospects for growth. Ultimately though, there 

are only a few methods a social enterprise can use to achieve scale. A business can increase its 

profits, its output of product or service, its employees and its geographic presence. The ultimate 

objective of a social venture is to increase their positive impact and diminish the effect of the 

social or environmental issue they are working to address. The correct method for increasing 

impact varies from venture to venture and the interviews of the social entrepreneurs revealed 

why certain philosophies of scale are more or less attractive to certain types of social ventures.   
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Replication Model  

Business models that require a close relationship to the community being worked in and 

are ideally run by people who know that community well often find the replication model to be 

an attractive form of scale. The basis of the replication model is that it operates with one 

founding “chapter” which then spreads geographically through local social entrepreneurs 

bringing the venture into their own community with the support and resources of the founding 

chapter. A popular example of the replication model is the notion of social franchising which is 

the social sector’s equivalent to traditional franchising. In social franchising the original 

enterprise maintains more control over their “franchisees” and consistent branding is prevalent 

throughout the social franchise. Some social ventures find this to be an effective form of 

applying the replication model, but the venture’s we interviewed viewed the other “chapters” of 

their social ventures more as partners than franchisees. As Alfa Demmallesh of Rising Tide 

Capital expressed, “as we identify partners and community groups it’s also meant to be a 

learning network. I can’t tell you how exciting it is to just have peers who are playing off of the 

same playbook, but they’re innovating on top of it, and so we’re learning from each other in 

ways that are really, really profound.” The replication model is especially attractive to justice 

enterprise ventures because of the logistical limitations of employing sensitive and 

underemployed demographics. Justice enterprises require significant support and training of their 

employees which makes scaling the number of employees at a single location difficult to 

manage. Several of the social ventures interviewed have scaled through the replication model as 

seen in the table below. 
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 Scaling Through Replication 

Venture Name Illustrations 

Cafe Reconcile “So many people would come in (to the restaurant) and say, ‘man, I want to 

do this in my community.’ So, me being just on my journey with God 

saying hey  if God gave you something, you better give it to somebody else. 

I would spend a lot of time every week trying to share the vision with other 

people so they could go and do it.” 

-Craig Cuccia 

Rising Tide 

Capital 

“We started documenting everything since day one, the idea being that 

replicability was going to be the way we’re going to achieve scale and that 

we would document as much as possible of our processes et cetera so 

should something happen to us that hopefully somebody else who was 

motivated enough could pick it up and go. But in an ideal scenario, we 

would have other social entrepreneurs and communities who would come 

to understand the same things we’ve come to understand in our own 

community and they would come knocking on our doors, in which case 

then we would have something to give them to share in the model.” 

- Alfa Demmellash 

 

“The south side of Chicago became the first formal licensing partner in 

what we’re calling the Rising Tide Network National Program Partnerships. 

It’s white-label, so they’re their own community organization there, and 

then they’re using our curriculum, we train their instructors, we do their org 

development work, they use our database, so we customized our salesforce 

database to be able to track multidimensional data so they can have 

dashboards to both measure their performance as well as to communicate 

with their funders.” 

- Alfa Demmellash 

 

“Now they’re in four different communities throughout Chicagoland. 

They’re growing. They’re working with about 650 entrepreneurs a year. 

We’re at about 1,000 entrepreneurs a year, and so they’re definitely 

demonstrating what we’d hoped would happen, which is that they’d hit the 

ground running a lot faster and save time and be more efficient. Charlotte 

and Charleston are now already up as well, so last fall we had 19 

Community Business Academies go live in New Jersey, Illinois, South 

Carolina, and North Carolina, so we felt pretty good about that.” 

- Alfa Demmellash 

Thistle Farms “We have more than 50 sister communities around the country that do 

housing work. And some of them, also, are enterprises. And we help market 

and sell their products as well. We also have 20 global partners of women 

artists and survivors. And we help develop projects. We’ve started projects 
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from scrap. We have partnered with existing projects. But we distribute 

private products that are made by over 1,700 women survivors around the 

world.” 

-Becca Stevens 

 

“It felt like we needed to grow at a really steady rate, where we could make 

our financial obligations and we could be sustaining and supporting the 

workforce. Again, I think that’s the difference of justice enterprise versus 

social enterprise, that concern for the workforce. Saying how we scale and 

how we grow has to be modified by the concern of the workforce. That’s 

the primary concern and focus.” 

-Becca Stevens 

 

Length of Operation 

 Determining how to scale can be a trial and error process as well and after attempting 

different methods, some social entrepreneurs realize that the best way to ensure the quality of 

work stays high is to focus on one location. Both Cafe Reconcile and City Fresh Foods have 

primarily been able to scale their impact through the length of operation.  

 Scaling Through Length of Operation 

Venture Name Illustrations 

Cafe Reconcile “In 10 years if you touched 1,000 lives, that’s a lot of people. If you really 

gave them some good hope for change in their lives. Because that was what 

it’s about.” 

-Craig Cuccia 

 

“My experience with scaling up, or watching them try to scale up, is that 

unless you develop a team of people who are all on their journey and 

service. I think you lose...when they got in there and had all this money and 

did all these things that don’t seem like they got any better, they got worse. 

So, it was kind of like the indicators didn’t prove that what they were trying 

to do was any better than what we originally tried to do.” 

-Craig Cuccia 

 

“We learned a lot of lessons, that scaling up is not always necessarily a 

better thing. We were able to do that every six to eight weeks, but with 

kids. And I have to remember my numbers, I think when Pam was there, we 

were doing maybe 100 kids a year or in that range. When we scaled up and 
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... you start out with 20, you might wind up with 15, 12, 15. Because you 

add a lot more fall off when you add moving parts.” 

-Craig Cuccia 

City Fresh 

Foods 

“I think it’s important for us to understand how challenging our space is. 

So, we’re doing 10,000 meals a day, 40,000 pieces that go with that. We’re 

talking about temperature issues. These meals have to get there at a certain 

temperature. It’s a very hands-on model. We’ve looked at other places. And 

then, actually, we’re coaching someone in Chicago doing it, but we went 

more of a lifestyle, slow, steady growth” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

 

“It’s not an easy or expandable business. And then, we wanted to stay true 

to our community roots and not go too far away from them.” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

 

“We also struggle with profitability. So, you have to have a certain margin 

that attracts investors and other entrepreneurs to do your work. And so, I 

guess, to be honest with you, it hasn’t been until the last couple of years that 

we’ve actually really found our stride, and we’re making those types of 

margins.” 

-Glynn Lloyd 

 

Traditional Scaling 

 Not all social ventures require a unique model of growth in order to achieve to scale the 

impact of the business. As Tom Szaky of TerraCycle commented, “The bigger the better. Right? 

I mean, the bigger we are the more we are fighting our mission.” Growing traditionally typically 

means either the business is growing organically by moving into new markets, increasing 

initiatives, employing more people while maintaining centralized management who control the 

entire businesses operations and strategy. TerraCycle is a great example of a business that over 

the course of fifteen years has grown from a dorm-room start-up to a global brand, “this year we 

will be, just to give you a sense of scale, probably about $50 million in revenue. But the 

organization is constantly evolving to deal with where the world is at that time because the world 

is moving so fast.” Many traditional businesses’ scale trajectories mimic Terracycle’s and for a 
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for-profit social venture with an environmental mission, their organic growth strategy has served 

them well. Szaky maintains control over the company and they have a presence in over twenty 

countries.  

 The second more traditional method of scaling a start-up is by being acquired by a larger 

organization. For the right social venture, this can be a highly effective method of gaining 

resources, expanding the brand, and having a greater impact. Joey Bergstein speaks to the 

positives of Unilever acquiring Seventh Generation, “the three big areas of benefit that we’ve 

seen; the global expansion, the ability to help move Unilever along its path further, and our 

ability to access technology that we, otherwise, wouldn’t get access to.” The acquisition of a 

social venture also means reconciling two companies' cultures and the loss of full control of the 

company on the part of the social entrepreneur. In order to ensure that the mission of the social 

venture remains a priority for the larger organization, Bergstein advocates having that important 

conversation prior to the acquisition, “ I think having some real provisions in place that keep the 

business on their original track, for us, has been really helpful and, I think, is something that is 

important for other businesses as they contemplate what happens after they’re acquired by a 

bigger entity.”  

Summary of Findings on Approaches to Scale 
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 There is no one correct method for how to scale a social venture and the path to growth 

depends on many elements from the type of industry the enterprise operates into whether the 

business is a justice enterprise and how important control is for the social entrepreneur. Though 

there is no one correct method, there are some widely-applicable insights on scale which can be 

derived from the interviews of the social entrepreneurs and they are included in Appendix E. 

Regardless of which form of growth a social entrepreneur pursues, the priority remains the 

mission of the venture. As Tom Szaky of TerraCycle advises when thinking about which 

approach to scale is best to pursue, “don’t consider profit until you’ve considered impact.” Scale 

the social venture in whatever way will most holistically increase the impact of the venture. 
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Discussion 

For America to reclaim its status as the country where entrepreneurial dreams come true, 

it will first have to reverse the current downward trend of fewer and fewer start-ups being 

founded annually. One of the few sub-groups of new venture creation which is on the rise is that 

of social enterprise. This thesis seeks to encourage more social entrepreneurial activity through 

analyzing case studies of successful social ventures and providing scholars, investors, and most 

importantly, future founders of social enterprise with best practices. In this final section of the 

thesis, we will synthesize the insights of the founders and CEOs who were interviewed and 

highlight the primary themes underlying these venture’s ability to build scalable and sustainable 

businesses that last for over a decade. We will also explain the limitations of the research used to 

produce the findings of this thesis and then identify areas of future research that would expand 

on the insights laid out here as to how social enterprises scale. 

Key Findings 

 In the research question section, we established a research hypothesis that the rest of the 

thesis serves to test. The stated research hypothesis was that social ventures are faced with many 

unique challenges and as such the method of scale of social enterprise functions differently than 

a traditional enterprise. The findings from the interviews of six social entrepreneurs and their six 

respective social ventures support this hypothesis in some ways and negate it in other ways. The 

insights from the analysis section indicate that there are many common challenges and 

experiences that the social entrepreneurs faced regardless of the mission of the social enterprise. 

Equally notable though is the finding that certain types of social ventures are able to take 

advantage of traditional methods of scale while others need to seek more unique forms of growth 
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in order to achieve their goals of expanding both purpose and profit. Underlying the key findings 

of this thesis is the need to further categorize social ventures in order to understand how they can 

best scale.  

 Social Ventures Shared Challenges and Approaches 

 While social enterprise as a category is quite broad and includes a wide diversity of types 

of ventures under its umbrella, the ventures included within the category are bonded by shared 

challenges and approaches. This thesis defines social enterprise as an organization that strives to 

address a social and/or environmental issue and generates revenue. Certain elements of scale are 

specific to subcategories of social ventures but other elements are shared amongst all social 

ventures. All of the social ventures we analyzed face obstacles that are both enterprise-based and 

purpose-based, meaning that in addition to the challenges all growing businesses face, social 

ventures have to ensure that their business decisions are constantly aligned with the mission of 

the venture. Similar to traditional entrepreneurs, all social entrepreneurs place a high value on 

their venture’s metrics and the stories they are able to tell with the data they collect. Unlike 

traditional ventures though, social enterprises need to focus on the outcomes not just the outputs 

of their business. In practice, this means that social ventures have to track both the intended and 

unintended consequences of their programming and business operations and invest highly in the 

communities they work and partner with. Unsurprisingly, as businesses that have to account for 

both purpose and profit, social enterprises have challenges and considerations which bond them 

as a group and differentiate them from traditional enterprise. 
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Attributes Social Ventures Share Regardless of Categorization 

 

 In the same manner that social enterprise is united by its shared challenges, the category 

of entrepreneurship is also united behind a shared approach for how to best overcome obstacles. 

The majority of social entrepreneurs we interviewed credited their own perseverance or grit as 

being crucial to the success and length of operation of their social venture. Valuing perseverance 

was found amongst all forms of social enterprise, justice enterprise, environmentally-focused, 

and socially-focused. This finding contrasts highly compared with traditional entrepreneurial 

literature which predominantly emphasizes the need for agility in today’s ever-evolving times. 

Social entrepreneurs do experience a higher quantity and wider variety of challenges from 

acquiring funding, balancing conflicting stakeholders and sometimes managing nontraditional 

workforces when compared with traditional entrepreneurs. I theorize that in order to overcome 

these vast obstacles and maintain the drive to accomplish often lofty social and environmental 

goals, social entrepreneurs must value perseverance more highly than traditional entrepreneurs. 

While all forms of enterprise development require a balance of grit and agility, social 

entrepreneurs do not feel they should exhibit the same level of flexibility to pivot traditional 

entrepreneurs who do not have to factor in community obligations and environmental guidelines. 
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Social entrepreneurs are bonded by their motivation to accomplish their mission no matter the 

obstacles, while traditional entrepreneurs are driven by their motivation to be profitable whether 

it is with this venture or the next one. 

 Similarities and Differences in Scaling Strategies 

While there are unifying features that all social ventures share, this thesis has shed a light 

on how different social ventures operate and scale depending on the type of social venture. 

Previous research on social enterprise has made distinctions along the lines of urban 

entrepreneurship, female or minority founders, and legal formation of the venture. I would like to 

propose that the key types of social venture categorization when examining scale should be along 

the lines of justice enterprise, environmentally-focused, and socially-focused. Knowing whether 

a social venture is a justice enterprise and whether its mission is mostly focused on addressing an 

environmental or social issue will determine which strategies for scale are most effective.  

The primary finding that negates the hypothesis that social enterprises scale differently 

than traditional enterprise is that social ventures such as TerraCycle and Seventh Generation, not 

justice enterprise and are environmentally-focused, do appear to be able to scale in the same 

ways as a traditional enterprise. Both ventures utilized methods of scale, whether organic growth 

through equity purchases or acquisition by a global corporation, that are commonly used 

methods of achieving traditional entrepreneurial scale. Both TerraCycle and Seventh Generation 

did have to overcome the additional obstacles that all social ventures face in balancing purpose 

and profit and both benefited from the Purpose Multiplier Effect. The nature of their business 

models as being focused on the manufacturing of physical products sold directly to customers 

does not require a unique method of scale when compared to the food-service based business 

models of other ventures such as City Fresh Foods and Cafe Reconcile. Similarly, their missions 
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of “eliminating the idea of waste” and “transforming the world into a healthy, sustainable, and 

equitable place” are universally relevant and not geographically limited. This means that the two 

social ventures can expand globally in a way that Rising Tide Capital, for example, might find 

difficult to do as it addresses a uniquely American system of inequality.  

The ability to finance a venture is intrinsically tied to a venture’s ability to scale. Our 

findings indicated that environmentally focused social ventures such as TerraCycle and Seventh 

Generation are able to raise funding very similarly to how traditional ventures do, through equity 

purchases and bank loans. As established, there are many advantages to these forms of funding 

including the relative speed of acquiring capital and the low time investment on the part of the 

social entrepreneur once the funding has been secured. Compared with grant funds and 

crowdfunding, managing a small group of private investors or a small-business loan is much less 

time-consuming. Unfortunately for many justice enterprises, these forms of funding might be out 

of reach whether it's because they are a 501(c)3 or they aren’t seen as “bankable.” Another 

reason why justice enterprises and social ventures with a social mission might look for 

alternative forms of funding is their need to maintain equity control of the social venture because 

they believe investors will prioritize profit over purpose. Ultimately, in order to scale,  justice 

enterprises and social ventures with a social mission have additional considerations with raising 

capital that limits the methods of scale they are able to utilize. 

In the case of justice enterprises and ventures working to address a social issue, the 

background of the founding social entrepreneur is a larger indicator of the long term success of 

the venture. Our first key finding pertained to the founders' relationship to the mission is more 

important for ventures addressing social issues than environmental ones. Similarly, we 

established that a social entrepreneur’s relationship to the community that they are founding the 
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venture in is more indicative of the success of the business when the venture is a justice 

enterprise. The significance of the founder’s personal relationship to the community they are 

working in and the mission they are working towards is that it limits the strategies of growth for 

these forms of social ventures. 

Type of Social Venture Impacts Approach to Scale 

 

For a social venture whose success is dependent on the personal background of the 

founder, a traditional model of scale similar to the ones employed by TerraCycle and Seventh 

Generation may not be feasible. Justice enterprises and ventures that are addressing social issues 

do require unique methods of growth such as the Replication Model employed by Thistle Farms 

and Rising Tide Capital. Social entrepreneurs who are interested in scaling a justice enterprise or 

venture that works towards addressing a social issue through replication should document their 

processes as best as possible and create programming and organization structure that is easy to 

mimic. The fundamental idea is that the best way for these types of social ventures to scale is to 

combine other social entrepreneurs' existing relationship’s in their own communities with the 

founding social entrepreneur’s successful business model.  

Some social ventures are limited in their methods for scaling not by the founders' need 

for community relationships but because of the industry the venture operates within. For social 

ventures who operate in the food industry, many come to realize that the best way they can scale 
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their impact is through serving the same community for decades and become a local 

establishment. The length of operation tactic can be attractive as the business itself is very labor-

intensive and rarely produces high-profit margins as both Cafe Reconcile and City Fresh Foods 

realized. Occasionally the length of operation philosophy is coupled with increasing the size of 

the production facility or employing more people to work at the original location but the 

underlying notion remains a commitment to one geographic community. Regardless of the 

motivation, there are many reasons why a social entrepreneur might forgo traditional methods of 

scale in order to better achieve the mission of the venture. 

Justice Enterprise  

One of the most important findings from this thesis is the term “justice enterprise.” Becca 

Stevens receives all the credit in coining the term, but I do hope to popularize its use because 

“justice enterprise” is a category of social enterprise which deserves its own body of research. 

While social entrepreneurship as a sector is difficult to define and as we have stated still lacks a 

widely-accepted definition, justice enterprise is much more easily identifiable. Thus far in social 

entrepreneurship research, ventures whose mission is inextricably linked to the workforce have 

been grouped in with all other forms of social enterprise. I believe this has limited the progress of 

understanding social enterprise overall because justice enterprises have a myriad of unique 

considerations and challenges associated with employing the underemployed and sensitive 

populations. Justice enterprises certainly scale differently than other social ventures but that is 

merely one of the many ways social ventures operate in novel ways. The more social 

entrepreneurs who identify justice enterprise as the most fitting descriptor of their business, the 

more shared resources, and networks can be formed amongst justice enterprise founders. 
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Businesses in which the mission is the workforce may be a form of social enterprise that 

appeals to those otherwise uninterested in entrepreneurship. Justice enterprise has as much in 

common with economic and community development work as it does other forms of social 

enterprise. For that reason, many social workers, activists, community organizers, and religious 

leaders are drawn to the language of justice and can be the social entrepreneurs of tomorrow 

through justice enterprise. Justice enterprises embody the “teach a man to fish” mentality and, as 

the justice enterprises we interviewed demonstrate, can be a highly effective method of uplifting 

a neighborhood, opening doors for the downtrodden, and creating sustainable social change. 

Limitations of Research 

 As with all thesis and research studies, there are limitations to the scientific accuracy and 

ability for broad inferences to be made from the data collected. As a qualitative study, there are 

several limitations of the research with which this thesis’s findings are based on. The first 

limitation is the small sample size of social ventures examined and social entrepreneurs 

interviewed. Ultimately, only six social entrepreneurs were interviewed because of the relatively 

small pool of social ventures that have operated for over a decade and the busy schedules of such 

individuals restricted the author’s access to interviewing a larger quantity of social entrepreneurs. 

The quotes brought are from one point-in-time and do not represent the evolution of thought and 

strategy of social entrepreneurs as they are scaling the business itself. Hindsight and bias likely 

play highly into the responses given to the interview questions. 

 Additionally, we only interviewed one individual per social venture, whether that was 

the current CEO, the founder, or in some cases both when that person is the founder and CEO. In 

the cases of the social entrepreneurs who are currently the CEO, their statements must be taken 

within the context that they cannot divulge too much about the company’s strategy and 
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weaknesses. In the cases of the social entrepreneurs who were the founder but are not currently 

the CEO, their statements must be taken within the context that some of them felt pushed out of 

the position by their successor and still harbor animosity. Had the interviews included people 

from multiple positions at each venture than a more well-rounded image would likely have 

emerged about the events that transpired contributing to the scale of the social enterprise in 

question. Given this limitation of only one interviewee per venture, the author stands by the 

decision to interview the founder and/or CEO as they are the individual with the most relevant 

information on the topic within each enterprise. 

The last limitation of the research is the method of choosing interviewees as the sampling 

was not randomized. Since social entrepreneurs were selected primarily from the author and 

thesis advisor’s existing networks, the sample of subjects is not fully representative of all social 

entrepreneurs who have been operating a venture for over a decade. For example, none of the 

ventures analyzed are based on the west coast which is a significant hub of entrepreneurial 

activity. Additionally, none of the social entrepreneurs interviewed are in their 40’s and none are 

of Hispanic or Asian ethnic origin. While the insights and findings produced by this research are 

significant since so little research on scale in social entrepreneurship has been conducted, there is 

still a great need for additional research on the topic. 

Future Research Needed 

 Based on the limitations of the research expressed in the previous section, we can see 

several areas of further research emerge on scale in social enterprise that would build upon the 

findings of this thesis. As social enterprise is a growing sector, in the coming years we will likely 

see a prevalence of success stories and a wider variety of ventures that have operated for over a 

decade. My hope is that future research will be able to analyze a larger sample of social ventures 
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that is more representative of all social enterprises nationally. Another way to expand on the 

findings in this thesis would be to maintain a relatively small sample size of social ventures but 

interview a variety of different positions instead of just the founder or CEO, which would 

decrease bias and provide a more holistic view of each venture. Additional research that follows 

social ventures which are being founded now and their growth over the next decade could 

provide unique insights as to how scale functions and how the social entrepreneur's perspective 

evolves.  

Besides adjusting the sample of interviewees, further research is also needed to explore 

the new questions that have arisen from the findings of this thesis. I recommend that future 

analysis of social ventures make a distinction between justice and non-justice social enterprise in 

order to answer how a venture’s whose mission is the workforce itself has to scale differently 

from other social ventures. Are social ventures that prioritize addressing an environmental issue 

more able to utilize traditional forms of scale, such as acquisition and organic growth, than 

ventures that mission is centered on a social issue? Do social entrepreneur's perspectives 

regarding the values of grit and agility change depending on the age and current position of the 

venture? The initial research laid out in this thesis provides a firm foundation from which 

additional research should build in order to form a complete understanding of how social 

enterprises scale differently than traditional enterprises.  

 

 

 

 

 



  Pomeranz 83 

Areas of Further Research 
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Conclusion 

 Social entrepreneurship and socially-responsible business are the way of the future. By 

all indications, the private sector is becoming more socially conscious, businesses are factoring 

in their environmental footprint more now than they ever have before and the generation entering 

the workforce today want to work for a company that aligns with their values. As Alfa 

Demmallesh expressed, “entrepreneurship is really at a base being reinvented, and social 

entrepreneurship was the beginning of that reinvention process...the younger generation is saying 

essentially for every company on the planet to be a social enterprise.” She is not alone in 

thinking that business more broadly is moving towards recognizing their social and 

environmental obligations. Joey Bergstein highlighted the role transparency in our age plays in 

this evolution, “we live in quite a transparent world where you could easily scratch below the 

surface and learn everything about a company and its practices. Having good and meaningful 

practices is becoming more and more important.” There is nowhere for companies to hide, their 

business is everyone’s business now.  

 To fully revive America into the entrepreneurial mecca it once was, we cannot merely 

look to the past, we also have to look towards the future. By examining the sample of successful 

social ventures that have operated for over a decade we were able to identify which common 

practices other new social enterprises can leverage to increase their probability of scaling 

effectively. Founders have to reflect on their own personal experiences, their business acumen, 

the communities they have relationships with, and the issues they wish to address. Whether the 

venture is based around the workforce as the mission, in the case of justice enterprise, or perhaps 

the mission harnesses an innovative technology, all social enterprises have the capability to 

overcome the obstacles in their path and recognize the Purpose Multiplier Effect. In order to 
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maximize the impact of social ventures nationally, we need them to continue to scale which is 

only possible when social entrepreneurs skip failing fast and learn to last. 
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Appendix 

Appendix A   List of Potential Social Ventures to Interview 

Venture Name Social Issue Business Sector 

Model of 

Venture 

Headquartered 

City 

Year 

Est. 

Approx. # of 

Employees 

Cafe Reconcile Youth Development Restaurant Non-Profit New Orleans, LA 1996 20 

City Fresh 

Foods Employment Catering 

Private For-

Profit Boston, MA 1994 40 

Comprenew 

Job Training/ 

Sustainability Electronics Repair 

Non-Profit 

(Originally For-

Profit) Grand Rapids, MI 1986 40 

FareStart 

Homelessness 

Employment Food Service Non-Profit Seattle, WA 1988 200 

Greyston 

Bakery Employment Bakery 

Hybrid (For-

Profit within 

Non-Profit) and 

B-Corp Yonkers, NY 1982 65 

Hello Products 

Sustainability / Animal 

Welfare 

Personal Care 

Products 

Private For-

Profit Montclair, NJ 2009 200 

Hope Works Youth Development Education Non-Profit Camden, NJ 2000 50 

IceStone 

Waste Reduction/ 

Sustainability 

Countertop 

Manufacturer 

Private For-

Profit Brooklyn, NY 2003 10 

Recycle Force 

Waste Reduction/ 

Employment Recycling Center Non-Profit Indianapolis, IN 2006 25 

Rising Tide 

Capital Economic Opportunity 

Business 

Development Non-Profit Jersey City, NJ 2004 30 

Seventh 

Generation 

Sustainability and 

Environmentalism Cleaning Products 

For-Profit B-

Corp Burlington, VT 1988 200 

Sweet 

Beginnings 

Employment for Re-

Entry 

Personal Care 

Products For-Profit Chicago, IL 2004 50 

TerraCycle  Eliminating Waste  Waste Reduction 

Private For-

Profit Trenton, NJ 2001 200 

Thistle Farms Gender Violence 

Personal Care 

Products Non-Profit Nashville, TN 1998 70 

UTEC Youth Development 

Youth 

Employment Non-Profit Lowell, MA 1999 35 

Women's Bean 

Project Gender Employment Food Production Non-Profit Denver, CO 1989 40 
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Appendix B   Interview Recruitment Language 

 

Subject:  Study of Scale in Social Entrepreneurship 

 

Dear ____, 

 

My name is Sarah Pomeranz and I am an Honors College Scholar through the Global 

Management and Leadership Department at Rutgers University under the guidance of Dr. 

Jeffrey Robinson, Associate Professor and Academic Director of The Center for Urban 

Entrepreneurship & Economic Development (CUEED) at Rutgers Business School.  

 

For my Honors College Capstone Project, I am working to identify and examine the long-term 

success indicators of social entrepreneurial ventures who have operated for over ten years. 

Based on the relative youth of the industry and term social entrepreneurship and the low 

number of ventures that survive past the three-year mark, there is a real need for assessment 

and comparisons amongst success stories. By working directly with a sample size of 

approximately 10 ventures and gathering qualitative 

data regarding the challenges of scaling as a social venture, we hope to develop a more 

comprehensive picture of the current landscape within the industry. Through bringing to light 

patterns and trends of how these ventures have overcome their obstacles, we will be able to 

provide younger social ventures with strategies for tackling early-stage challenges and give 

impact investors more insights as to which start-ups are likely to succeed in the long-term.  

 

I am reaching out to you [insert how interviewee’s name was obtained] as the 

[founder/CEO/Board Member] of a social enterprise that has been around for over a decade.  I 

would like to speak with you to learn more about your background, the mission of your 

venture, any obstacles you have overcome, and how scale has played into the longevity and 

growth of [venture name].  

 

We would like for you to participate in a face-to-face interview; we anticipate that the 

interview will take no more than an hour to complete. Participation is completely voluntary 

and the expectation is that we would use your name and the content you provide in the 

interview as part of our released case analysis.  We expect to interview up to 10 

[founders/CEOs/Board Members] such as yourself.   

 

Should you have any questions, please let us know.  If you are willing to be interviewed, 

please let us know when would be a convenient time for you over the next 2-3 weeks. We 

would be willing to come to your office or meet you wherever you would feel most 

comfortable. Thank you in advance – we look forward to speaking with you soon. 

 

Thank you, 

 

Sarah Pomeranz 
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Appendix C    List of Interview Questions 

 

1. What is your definition of social entrepreneurship? 

a. How does your venture fit into/embody this definition? 

b. Has this definition evolved in your mind, if yes how? 

c. What separates social entrepreneurship from traditional entrepreneurship? 

d. Are all non-profit ventures considered social entrepreneurial ventures by your 

definition? 

2. Can you provide us with an overview of your business? 

a. What is your mission? 

b. What is your business model? Is it impact embedded into operations vs impact-

oriented product or some combination of the two? 

c. How was it founded and why was it founded in the first place? 

3. What was the founder’s connection to the social or environmental issue that the venture 

addresses? 

a. How was the founder introduced to this issue? 

b. How was the founder introduced to the community that the business was 

founded in and what was the nature of that relationship? 

c. What was the background and formal training of the founder/what were they 

doing before this venture? 

4. What were the most significant obstacles the business faced in its first year or two? 

a. How did the founding team identify that these were obstacles? 

b. Which methods were employed to address the issue? 

c. Which methods proved to be most successful in overcoming those early 

obstacles? 

d. What was the long term effect that the obstacle and solution tactics had on the 

venture as it’s grown? 

e. How do those obstacles differ from the ones you are currently facing?  

5. We hear a lot about scale in entrepreneurship, how have you thought about scale as 

your social venture has developed over time? 

a. How have you scaled the venture since its original founding until now? 

b. What were the primary considerations that you factored into your scaling 

strategy? 

c. How do you believe scale operates differently in social entrepreneurship 

compared to traditional entrepreneurship? 

d. What do you think enabled your business to scale over time when others 

cannot? 

6. What was the venture’s initially financing strategy to get off the ground? 

a. How did that funding strategy change with time and the business grew? 
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b. Which other funding methods did you or could you have considered? 

c. What drew you to the methods you chose and why were they or weren’t they 

effective? 

7. Which metrics have you tracked in regards to your venture since its founding? 

a. Why do you track the metrics that you do track? 

b. Which metrics do you wish you had measured since your venture’s founding? 

c. How have the metrics you track evolved over time and how do you benchmark 

your successes? 

8. Oftentimes in social entrepreneurship, we hear about the tension between social 

mission and business operations, is this something you have had to reconcile? If yes, do 

you feel those pressures mostly come from inside the organization or from external 

stakeholders?  

a. Has this tension between the varying interests changed over time? 

b. When you believe different stakeholders have conflicting interests, how do you 

reconcile them and/or prioritize them? 

9. What role has relationships with the communities you’re serving contributed to the 

success of your venture thus far? 

a. Were you intentional about how you involved the community in the early 

phases, if yes how? 

b. How have you navigated the institutional and social barriers which exist in the 

social sector you are trying to address? 

c. What common mistakes do you believe other ventures make when involving or 

not involving community members in their venture’s work? 

10.  Which single factor has most contributed to the length of success of your venture and 

its ability to scale over time? 

a. What common threads do you see amongst other ventures which also last longer 

than 10 years? 

b. What do you wish someone had told you when founding your venture? 

c. What advice do you have for early-phase startups who want to stand the test of 

time? 
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Appendix D   Tools for Measuring Social Impact 

 

1. B Impact Assessment- Tool a company can use to measure its impact on its workers, 

community, environment, and customers. 

2. B Analytics- Data platform that automatically aggregates and analyzes B Impact 

Assessment data from other companies. 

3. Impact Maker- Lean data measurement solution with simplified impact measurement & 

management.  

4. Clear Impact- Software for measuring and improving public sector performance and 

impact. 

5. Social Impact Measurement Tool- Method which started by enabling disability service 

providers to measure outcomes and determine social impact. 

6. Impact Toolkit- an open resource designed to help investors navigate the landscape of 

impact measurement and management (IMM) tools.  

7. Impact Measurement Toolkit- Introduction to impact measurement procedures and an 

explanation of the principles involved. 

8. Nesta Standards of Evidence- Approach used to measure the impact of a range of our 

practical innovation programs and investments. 

9. Theory of Change- Tool that allows you to describe the need you are trying to address, 

the changes you want to make  (outcomes), and what you plan to do (activities). 

10. Total Impact Measurement & Management- Framework that puts a value (positive or 

negative) on impacts across society, tax, economics, and the environment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://bimpactassessment.net/
https://b-analytics.net/
https://www.sopact.com/impact-data-measurement
https://clearimpact.com/
http://www.industrydevelopmentfund.org.au/images/NDS_SIM_PROJECT_Final_Report_accessible_v20.pdf
https://impacttoolkit.thegiin.org/
https://mooreks.co.uk/upload/pdf/ImpactToolkit2013_updated_FINAL_1.pdf
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/nesta-standards-of-evidence/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/nesta-standards-of-evidence/
https://www.thinknpc.org/resource-hub/creating-your-theory-of-change-npcs-practical-guide/
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/sustainability/total-impact-measurement-management.html
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Appendix E  Advice for Early-Stage and Future Social Entrepreneurs 

 

1. Recognize the role your own background plays in the success of your venture. If you 

want to start a venture to address a social issue then work on a mission you have deep 

personal familiarity with. If you want to start a justice-enterprise then work within a 

community that knows you well.  

2. Spend time working, researching, and volunteering in any community you want to 

launch a social venture in. If you expect the members of a community to support you, 

you have to support them. 

3. Whether or not your social venture is a justice-enterprise if you are running a business 

to address a social issue, hire people onto your leadership team who have experienced 

the issue directly. They are the experts who will provide priceless insights. 

4. Make sure that either you or someone else on your founding team has a strong 

background in business, economics, and/or entrepreneurship. Business acumen is a 

necessity for any modern organization and will help your venture navigate challenging 

times. 

5. Decide early on, if possible, how you would like to scale your business recognizing the 

limitations of certain industries, missions, and social venture structures. If you decide 

to pursue a replication model, obsessively document your processes and make your 

business as easy as possible for someone else to implement within their own 

communities. 

6. Always ensure that your services and products are high quality and that they are adding 

real value to your customers. Your venture will only get the most out of the Purpose 

Multiplier Effect if the business itself is stellar.  

7. Get the word out about your business and your mission so that the Purpose Multiplier 

Effect can further increase your brand’s visibility, garner your business funding, and 

attract the best talent. 

8. Running a social venture is a marathon, not a sprint and often doing things the right 

way means not doing things the easy way. Make sure you have the support system in 

place as a founder, both inside and outside your venture, to get you through the rough 

patches. 

9. “Honor your failures and really learn from them as much as you can. In failure you’re 

gonna learn; you’re gonna be able to make changes. You wouldn’t be able to do that in 

success. Success is great. It’s wonderful, but you don’t learn anything. failure is where 

you learn.” - Tom Szaky 

10. Create an organizational culture from the start that provides meaningful recognition of 

employees, quirky traditions, and value-driven. One of the easiest ways to create a 

positive social impact is to improve the lives of your employees by being a company 

where people are excited to come to work. 

11. Remember that other social ventures are never your real competition because they too 

are striving to address a social or environmental issue. Work with and support other 

social ventures whenever possible.   
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