
 A Trialogue publication78

Social enterprise: Converging 
social and profit missions 
The objective of a social enterprise is to address social problems through a 
financially sustainable business where surpluses (if any) are reinvested for 
that purpose. Marcus Coetzee, a management consultant who specialises 
in social impact organisations, provides insight on how non-profit 
organisations (NPOs) and companies can support social enterprising in 
South Africa. 
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Please comment on the state of 
social enterprise in South Africa. 
Is the sector growing? If so, what is 
driving this growth?
Social enterprise is still in its infancy in 
South Africa, but is growing steadily. 
This growth is driven by several factors. 
On one hand, NPOs are trying to earn 
revenue to sustain themselves and 
expand their impact. On the other 
hand, many entrepreneurs are trying to 
establish businesses with heart. I believe 
there is a convergence between the non-
profit and private sectors. 

In South Africa, do most social 
enterprises have their origins in 
NPOs, or have most been started 
as new mission-driven for-profit 
companies? How does this compare 
internationally?
The 2018 Social Enterprise in South Africa 
survey found that only 27% of 
respondents had a for-profit legal form, 
though 8% did report having a hybrid 
structure. In contrast, the UK State of 
Social Enterprise Survey 2017 found that 
almost half of respondents had assumed 
a for-profit legal form. This echoes 
my experience. South African social 
enterprises are primarily emerging 
from the non-profit sector and learning 
how to build robust businesses and 
revenue streams.

Please comment on South Africa’s 
lack of a policy or legal framework 
for social enterprises.
Firstly, the Economic Development 
Department, supported by the 
International Labour Organisation, is busy 
developing a social economy strategy 
for South Africa, which will address this 
issue. Secondly, social enterprises are 
covered by, and benefit from, much of the 
existing policy framework for businesses 
and NPOs. The existing framework already 
provides lots of opportunities for social 
enterprises that know how to navigate it. 

How should an NPO determine 
whether to start, or transition, into 
a social enterprise?
I believe all NPOs would benefit from 
becoming more entrepreneurial and 
applying some business thinking to how 
they operate. Whether it is possible to 
adopt the business model of a social 
enterprise will depend on the specific 
NPO’s situation. Nevertheless, all NPOs 
that are struggling to overcome the 
constraints of traditional funding 
would benefit from cultivating some 
revenue streams. 

What are some of the challenges 
that an NPO could encounter 
when transitioning into a social 
enterprise and where can they find 
support?
The challenges in what I call the 
‘journey to social enterprise’ include 
learning how to test the feasibility of 
business ideas, market oneself and 
shift one’s mindset and organisational 
culture to be more entrepreneurial and 
performance-orientated. Fortunately, 
there are a multitude of support services 
for social enterprises. I’m most familiar 
with the work of the Social Enterprise 
Academy, Bertha Centre for Social 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship at UCT 
and Network for Social Entrepreneurs 
at GIBS. 

What type of finance can be 
accessed by social enterprises for 
start-up, scaling and growth?
Accessing finance has nothing to do 
with whether an organisation is a social 
enterprise, but rather whether it has a 
sound and financially viable business 
model, and can provide convincing 
evidence of these. Banks worry more 
about financial risk than social impact. 
Social enterprises should accept that 
they get no special privileges; they must 
compete with businesses to get loans 
and investment. 

Should companies support social 
enterprise? If so, should this be 
done through the CSI function or 
another area?
Yes, I believe companies should 
support social enterprise as a means to 
enhance their social impact. How this 
is done will depend on the type of 
work that the company and social 
enterprise is doing. Support can come 
in the form of a donation from the 
CSI budget, sponsorship from the 
marketing budget, purchasing from a 
social enterprise via the procurement 
department, providing support through 
an enterprise development programme 
or even bringing the enterprise on as 
shareholders. 

What are some of the benefits and 
challenges for companies when 
supporting social enterprise?
In addition to the benefits of using 
them as suppliers, a company would be 
supporting a new approach to achieving 
social impact – one that does not depend 
on a constant stream of donor funding 
for an organisation to survive. The biggest 
challenge is for companies to realise 
that the majority of social enterprises 
in South Africa are very small and need 
business support, finance and market 
access in much the same way that a 
for-profit entity would. Social enterprises 
sustain themselves by adopting solid 
business principles.

VIEWPOINT

On Tuesday, 4 September 2018, on the back of 
Statistics South Africa’s (Stats SA) announcement that 
the gross domestic product (GDP) had decreased by 
0.7% in the second quarter of the year, our economy 
officially went into a technical recession. This followed 
hot on the heels of the GDP’s 2.2% contraction in 
the first quarter. A recession was therefore inevitable 
considering the two consecutive quarters where the 
economy had experienced negative growth.

In recent months, our currency (the rand) has been 
struggling against major currencies and news of a 
recession would’ve made things worse. The knock-
on effect of these major economic developments on 
the ordinary man on the street cannot be scoffed at. 
For one, the petrol price, which fluctuates based on 
the performance of the volatile rand amongst other 
factors, has seen its upward spiral directly translating 
into pain at the pumps for consumers with increase 
after increase every month.

Based on these latest events, one can safely deduce 
that our economy is not in the best of shapes, and 
that is putting things mildly. If you are of course 
invested in the exact form of the economy’s shape 
and look even closely at what is happening, you’d 
be forgiven for falling into immediate and acute 
depression. Not to sound alarmist or extreme but 
things are bad. At 27.2%, the unemployment rate is at 
its highest since the dawn of democracy. More than 
half of the population is living in poverty. All these 
contribute to other social problems, more especially 
crime, of which the latest figures paint a gory picture 
of our country.

It is safe to say we are down and out, from an 
economic point of view. There is a positive however, 
and whether you have a glass half-full or half-empty 
disposition, you have to agree that the only place 
you can go when you are down is up. So we can and 
have to start working towards our recovery and 
taking the steps that will help our economy to come 
back strongly. Our ailing economy is the giant pink 
elephant in the room, and it’s there for all to see. 
Everyone has role to play in this fight – individuals, 
social groups, government and business should all get 
involved in this quest for a turnaround.

Eskom Development 
Foundation walking the 

talk in CSI
Big organisations should start being robust in putting 
their money where their mouths are, in as far as 
contributing to socio-economic development is 
concerned. Corporate social investment (CSI) has 
become a necessity rather than a nice to have.  
CSI needs to be strategic in its planning, targeted 
in its approach and it needs to answer some of the 
questions that society battles with on a daily basis 
and come up with the answers. It does not just need 
to be solutions-driven, but the answers need to be 
sustainable and leave a lasting effect with its echo 
being seen or felt by people who’ll have no idea 
where it came from.

If we are to see the kind of inclusive economic 
activity we aspire to, we all need to do our bit when 
and where we can. One organisation doing a small 
bit will not make a difference but many organisations 
all doing their bit will go a long way and make a 
noticeable difference.

In 1989 Eskom began its involvement in community 
development. This started with a few projects that 
sought to give assistance to previously disadvantaged 
children through bursaries, early childhood 
development, and school food security and vegetable 
growing projects and competitions. Eskom’s work in 
this space grew and continued for almost a decade 
until the organisation took things to the next level. 
The watershed moment came in 1998, with the 
official establishment of the Eskom Development 
Foundation, a non-profit, wholly Eskom-owned 
subsidiary, tasked with overseeing and implementing 
the organisation’s CSI strategy in sectors including 
enterprise development, education, healthcare, social 
and community development.

The Foundation continued the work that had been 
started earlier. Over time, the organisation also 
formed strategic partnerships with other like-minded 
organisations to help accelerate the realisation of 
its objectives. To this day, the Foundation has been 
running various programmes that are dedicated to 
the improvement of life for ordinary South Africans.

www.eskom.co.za


