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1. Introduction. 

 

“Mandela demonstrated that action and ideas are not enough; 

no matter how right, they must be chiseled into laws and institutions.” 

 

Barack Obama, at the Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela Memorial,  

Johannesburg, South Africa, December 10, 2013. 

 

Social entrepreneurship is a growing academic and practical concept. It is associated with purpose-driven 

social and/or environmental and economic value creation (Dacin et al., 2013). Its new business models 

combine features of the civil, private and public sector (Hockerts, 2006). Moreover, social 

entrepreneurship is praised to be innovative, to catalyse social change and wide-scale transformation 

(Alter, 2006; Alvord et al., 2004). 

 

Emerging countries provide fertile grounds for research on social entrepreneurship (Mair & Schoen, 

2007). South Africa is a unique and intriguing place to carry out such work. It combines traits of 

developed nations with well established formal institutions such as a progressive constitution, a strong 

economy and much natural wealth. But it also has developing country characteristics of high levels of 

prevailing inequality and poverty (NDP, 2012; World Bank, 2012). What is more, it is a nation that has 

been left with a legacy of apartheid that has deeply embedded race and class issues which reflect in 

wider problems such as health, education and crime. Governmental and private sector efforts are 

ineffective in overcoming vast issues, and Cape Town is a context that portrays many of these in 

extremes (NDP, 2012). Despite higher levels of entrepreneurial activity, economic wealth and more 

explicit sustainability-orientation than most of the rest of South Africa, it is a highly segregated 

metropolitan area (Future Cape Town, 2013). 

 

Although relatively immature and a just emerging field, social entrepreneurship is a promising 

phenomenon that may be delivering innovative and sustainable approaches that simultaneously tackle 

some of the complex problems around Cape Town. A focus on innovation offers a perspective on the 

novelty of solutions created, whilst institutional building can serve as a proxy to understand whether 

change and improvements are implemented effectively. 

 

1.1. Definitions and delimitation. What this thesis is about. 

 

The thesis focuses on social entrepreneurship in greater Cape Town, South Africa. Merging definitions of 

Alvord et al. (2009) and Mair & Martí (2006), social entrepreneurship is here defined as “a process 
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involving innovative solutions to address immediate social and/or environmental problems or needs, 

through the mobilization of ideas, capacities and resources that create new social and/or institutional 

arrangements.” Specifically, social entrepreneurial actors that identify themselves as such and who have 

an environmental focus are investigated to demonstrate changes in environmental awareness and 

solutions from various angles. 

 

Innovation is a key concept. Innovations are simply defined as “new ideas that work”. The concept is used 

to understand whether, how, why and what exactly actors do to create new solutions in the form of 

products, services, processes and models. The social field, particularly in transitioning economies, is an 

under-researched arena that makes innovation messier and harder to dis-aggregate (Chalmers et al, 

2012, p788-790; Murray et al, p4; Dacin et al., 2010). The social entrepreneurial contexts, motivations 

and opportunities are thus emphasised when investigating innovation. 

  

Institutional building is the next core concept and describes “a dynamic process in which new institutions 

are created through changes in behaviour, norms, values and structures”. It is useful to understand 

whether, how and why social entrepreneurship succeeds in creating lasting means to address or 

overcome social and environmental needs. Specifically, it can deliver meaning as to how solutions 

become formalised in greater Cape Town, where scarce resources and lack of formal support prevail in 

many areas. An institutional perspective allows to understand whether activities are viable and 

sustainable without having to do longitudinal impact studies, which is beyond the scope of this paper. 

 

By analysing the relationship between the two concepts - innovation and institutional building - it may 

become possible to explain patterns and trends in social entrepreneurship. Precisely how is social 

entrepreneurship innovative? Why does this create new institutions? Do certain innovations lead to 

specific types of institutions? Is there an evident causal link between social entrepreneurial innovation 

and institutional building? To logically guide and answer these broader questions following research 

question is formulated: 

 

“To what extent is social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa, innovative, and why does this 

lead to institutional building?” 

 

The context of Cape Town is one of stark contrasts with extreme interrelated social, economic and 

environmental issues and few institutions that have the capacity and reach to address them. The concept 

of institutional voids is thus important to consider. Related to that, resource-scarcity likely necessitates 

bricolage behaviour to mobilise resources and partnerships, which in turn is likely to influence the nature 

of innovations (Gundry et al, 2011). Similarly, how institutions are built will depend on the relationships 
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and linkages that the social entrepreneurial actors are capable to form. More so, how actors manage to 

sustain resource flows is likely to be vital in new institutions that affect change and outcomes. 

 

In a wider sense, the answer to the research question may lead to understand what resources, capacities 

and support are required to enable more and better social entrepreneurial outcomes around Cape Town. 

The goal is to gain knowledge that is of value to the practitioners and their supporting networks on the 

ground, as well as to theory of social entrepreneurship and overlapping fields. 

 

1.2. Methodology. Overview of scientific tools and methods. 

 

To scientifically explore social entrepreneurship on an empirical level a qualitative approach using field 

research is used. Since the ultimate objective is to reach factual, concrete and meaningful conclusions 

that can be generalized and replicated elsewhere, the thesis is anchored in a philosophy of science of 

positivism. This way the process of scientific inquiry as well as the interpretation of findings are coherently 

anchored in a search for neutral, truthful, empirical knowledge through the rigorous application of 

scientific tools and methods. 

 

The research design consists of multiple case study and analysis, which allow to find similarities and 

differences to compare and derive from. To ensure credibility, viability and reliability, triangulation and 

transparency is used. This means that different sources and types of data were gathered. The research 

process and findings are transparent so that third parties can follow and ultimately replicate the research 

process to reach similar, if not the same results. Special attention is paid to remain objective when 

engaging in relationships with the units of observation, which is key to the positivist philosophy. 

 

To get nuanced, in-depth insights of each case semi-structured, personal interviews were carried out as 

primary data collection method. Preliminary, secondary research was carried out prior to the interviews 

and afterwards during the analysis, to substantiate and triangulate arguments. 

 

The data collection process and analysis uses inductive reasoning, progressive focusing and grounded 

theory. The exploratory nature gives flexibility to move back and forth between theory, data, framework, 

analysis and interpretation. That way the analysis and interpretation is a dynamic and iterative process 

that uses categorization, organization, coding and systematic management of data to distil relevant 

information and meaning. 

 

1.3. Theory. Overview of intellectual fundament. 
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The key theoretical underpinnings are taken from literature on social entrepreneurship. An overview of the 

current discourse will be provided which includes an introduction of relevant concepts, models and 

frameworks. To examine the type and nature of innovation in social entrepreneurship, a brief review of 

literature on innovation will be provided, including some developments that are relevant to this study and 

merging it with theory from social innovation. Institutional building will be introduced as derived from 

institutional theory and institutional entrepreneurship. It will be used as proxy and indicator for the 

outcome and 'success' of the social entrepreneurial efforts in implementing new and lasting solutions or 

change. Finally, some information on the context, namely Cape Town, South Africa, will be provided to 

frame the research and its unique local characteristics. 

 

1.4. Structure. Overview of order. 

 

This introduction will be followed by the literature review to give an overview of theory and concepts to 

provide background information and to frame the thesis at hand. The review culminates in an analytical 

framework to guide the research process and analysis. The following chapter is the methodology, which 

describes the purpose, the methods and tools, as well as the approach and strategy of the research 

process and the data collection. Thoughts will be given on validity, reliability, ethics, weaknesses and 

limitations of the methodology. 

 

A detailed analytical section sets out with a contextual analysis, a case overview and then findings of key 

themes as guided by the framework. A final chapter will discuss the overall findings and provide a more 

general review and interpretation of the results. Here, it will relate to theory, reflect on the usefulness of 

methodology, as well as the contributions this thesis offers to the field of social entrepreneurship. A 

conclusion will summarise all key areas and propose further research. The bibliography, tables and 

appendices complete this thesis. 
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2. Literature Review. Searching for Clarity. 
 

This chapter provides a comprehensive literature review. Firstly, social entrepreneurship is introduced, 

acknowledging current streams of research and different viewpoints. Some relevant concepts within are 

focused on, such as opportunity and resource mobilisation. That follows with an introduction of 

institutions, including institutional entrepreneurship and institutional building. Finally, innovation is 

described in detail, taking into account emerging discourses on social innovation. 

 

2.1. Social Entrepreneurship. An introduction. 

 

Social entrepreneurship is a novel phenomenon which is growing around the globe, both as a new field of 

inquiry within academia and as practical concept across business and civil society (Drayton, 2002; 

Dawson & Daniel, 2010; Desa, 2010; Mair & Noboa, 2006; Dees & Andersen, 2006). However, even 

though the number of definitions appears to grow exponentially, the exact nature and meaning of the 

concept remains contested. As of yet no universal definition has been agreed on (York et al., 2010; Desa 

& Kotha, 2006; Desa, 2010; Seelos & Mair, 2006). 

 

Generally speaking, social entrepreneurship is widely associated with innovative and entrepreneurial 

behaviour to meet social and/or environmental needs (Gundry et al., 2011; Desa, 2010; Nicholls, 2010; 

Perrini & Vurro, 2006). In a wider context it is also seen as catalyst of social change and transformation 

(Gundry et al., 2011; Alvord et al., 2004; Desa, 2010; Dees & Anderson, 2006). Moreover, social 

entrepreneurship is understood to be a new, hybrid phenomenon, since it specifically creates both 

economic and social and/or environmental value (Dees & Anderson, 2006; Hockerts, 2006; Gundry et al., 

2011; Monllor, 2010; Perrini & Vurro, 2006; Moray & Stevens, 2010; Mair & Martí, 2006). In-depth 

understanding on how that takes place remains rare. 

 

Three views simplify the multitude of the manifestations and interpretations on social entrepreneurship. 

The first is the narrow view which posits social entrepreneurship as a reactive evolution from within the 

social and non-profit sector. The general global breakdown of the welfare system, increasing competition 

for shrinking availability of public funds and thus a need for better managerial competencies and business 

skills, as well as more pressure from investors for performance measures is said to cause the rise in 

social entrepreneurial ventures. (Urban, 2008; Alter, 2006; Perrini & Vurro, 2009; Dees & Anderson, 

2001; Hoogendorn, 2009; Nicholls, 2010). This view is useful since it acknowledges macroeconomic 

shifts in global welfare and private sector trends, which social entrepreneurship reacts to on a micro-level 

social entrepreneurship. 
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The extended view on the other hand promotes social entrepreneurship as a genuinely novel 

phenomenon which functions independently of market, state and civil society actors. Rather, it is a driving 

force that catalyses social change and alleviates social issues. In that sense social entrepreneurs are 

viewed as innovators, leaders and change agents (Alvord et al., 2004; Perrini & Vurro, 2009; Mair, 2010). 

 

A third perspective places social entrepreneurship as one of other socially responsible practices which 

stem from within commercial businesses, particularly corporates. Increasing concentration of wealth in the 

private sector calls for more proactive responses to complex social problems (Urban, 2008; Mair & Martí, 

2006; Moray & Stevens, 2010; Perrini & Vurro, 2006; Hoogendorn, 2009). Next to corporate social 

responsibility, corporate social investments, blended value and triple bottom line, social entrepreneurship 

is one of these growing corporate approaches that attempt to respond to a moral responsibility of 

corporates (Emerson, 2012; Dees & Anderson, 2006; Cohen & Winn, 2007; Hall et al., 2010; Seelos & 

Mair, 2004). Each of the views is useful, especially since three perspectives indicate a general change in 

values and awareness, and because it shows that social entrepreneurship is emerging from multiple 

dimensions, adding to the validity of the concept. 

 

Desa (2010) offers an insightful overview into the biggest streams of social entrepreneurship research. 

He states the four main streams as (1) the attempts to define the field, (2) research on the individual and 

his/her traits, (3) the constraining and enabling roles of institutions and (4) performance metrics for social 

entrepreneurship. With view to the third point, Desa mentions a crucial factor which is widely accepted: 

that social entrepreneurs operate in a space which is created by market failure (Dees & Anderson, 2006; 

Mair & Martí, 2009; Zahra et al 2009; York et al., 2010). What Desa's analysis neglects is the growing 

interest in the processes and mechanisms of social entrepreneurship. What this overview lacks however, 

is an emerging focus on the processes and developments of social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2010). 

 

One of the common strands in academic research of social entrepreneurship is the notion of opportunity 

(Mair & Martí, 2006; Hockerts, 2006; Monllor, 2010; Smith et al., 2010; Desa, 2010; Desa & Kotha, 2004). 

Opportunity in this context encompasses the way in which the social entrepreneur recognises and 

exploits a mean to address an economic, social and/or environmental issue whilst generating income. 

What is often used to describe social entrepreneurs is their ability to see an opportunity that others 

perceive as solely a need or problem, acting on opportunities to improve systems, create solutions and 

invent new approaches (Seelos & Mair, 2005). 

 

Gundry et al. (2011) describe how the social nature of the opportunity is one of the key areas of 

differentiation between social and commercial entrepreneurship. Monllor (2010) analyses the source and 

discovery of social opportunities and describes a process that portrays how previous knowledge, 

networks, resources and alertness influence the exploitation of opportunities. Smith et al. (2010) on the 
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other hand conduct a discrete choice analysis of financial and social entrepreneurial opportunity attributes 

and find that prospective entrepreneurs “greatly valued both financial and social opportunity attributes”. 

The study was however conducted in a relatively artificial environment, surveying students with little 

actual experience but rather ideological interpretations, thus rendering the findings questionable in terms 

of realistic applicability. 

 

Resource mobilisation is another vital aspect within social entrepreneurship research - but even more so 

in practice (Desa, 2010). Since social entrepreneurs attempt to deliver what the market or institutions fail 

to they struggle to flourish in resource-constrained areas (Gundry et al., 2011; Monllor, 2010; Lettice & 

Parekh, 2010). The mobilisation of resources is hence an ongoing concern. With the objective of meeting 

the triple bottom line – socially beneficial, economically viable and environmentally responsible - the 

prospective financial return is often significantly lower than for conventional enterprises, if there is any at 

all (Lettice & Parekh, 2010). This renders traditional investment opportunities for start-up social 

entrepreneurial ventures redundant, effectively creating a gap between charitable and profitable funding 

mechanisms (Urban, 2008). 

 

Consequently the financial viability of social enterprises remains questionable to date. With the persisting 

vagueness of definition many self-acclaimed social enterprises are in fact charity organisations that strive 

to generate an income to decrease funder dependence (Murray et al., 2010). As a result few succeed in 

creating actual financial independence. One of the key attributes of social entrepreneurs is therefore to 

creatively and innovatively mobilise scarce resources. “Literature in the fields of business strategy and 

development emphasize the role of social capital and relational networks to access [...] needed 

information and resources” (Nwosu, forthcoming; Dacin et al., 2010). 

 

“Making do with what's at hand” is the paraphrase for bricolage, which describes the process of effectively 

sourcing, using, adapting and recombining resources such as human capital, materials, financial 

resources and other social capital (Gundry et al., 2011; Mair & Martí, 2009, Dacin et al., 2010). Monllor 

(2010) posits that this strategy is particularly “salient in developing countries, which possess 

environments characterized by scarcity of resources and institutions.” Bricolage is a valuable contribution 

to literature because it conceptualises activities in relation to concrete context, resources and capacities. 

It acknowledges the value of experimenting to reach and achieve objectives and describes the creative 

process of recombining existing resources. 

A new avenue of emerging interest is that entrepreneurship is increasingly acknowledged as a significant 

conduit to bring about solutions to the rising environmental challenges – sustainable entrepreneurship. 

There is growing consensus that fundamental and radical changes are needed to reduce – if not reverse - 

the ecologically degradation that current human behaviour via the economic system creates (Hall et al., 

2010; Cohen & Winn, 2007, p5; Dean & McMullen, 2007). With the same line of logic as the 
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entrepreneurship literature, this new strand of research argues that market and institutional imperfections 

create opportunities which entrepreneurs exploit through the creation and innovation of sustainable 

products and processes. These in turn ameliorate the environmental and social pressures and contribute 

to the achievement of sustainable development goals (Seelos & Mair, 2006; Cohen & Winn, 2007). 

 

Hall et al. (2010) separate social from sustainable entrepreneurship, arguing that it differs by 

concentrating on a specific category of social needs rather than on sustainable development. However, 

Seelos & Mair (2006) reasonably argue that 'social needs' and its interpretation largely depends on 

personal and cultural values, and individual views of what constitutes a 'better world' (p12). This 

normative, practical and dynamic view is the same as for sustainability, since it is in essence about 

“enhancing the possibilities for improvement in the quality of life for all people on the planet and it is about 

respecting and living within the limits of ecosystems.” (Baumgartner, 2011, p 785, Smith et al, 2010). 

Practically, both a ‘better life’ and sustainability are concerned with the improvement of life conditions. 

Given the growing environmental threats, it is reasonable to argue that environmental concerns become 

social concerns, too (Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004). 

 

Seelos & Mair put forward an explicit perspective of sustainable development through which social 

entrepreneurship ought to be viewed. In so doing, they argue that social entrepreneurship allows to look 

at efforts that address social needs and problems in an integrated way, which constitute positive and 

reinforcing development spirals (2006). Social entrepreneurship hence offers a solution-oriented 

approach that acknowledges the inter-connectedness of the three dimensions of economy, ecology and 

society. (Alvord et al., 2004; Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004; Dean & McMullen, 2007; Lettice & Parekh, 

2010). 

 

Overall then, social entrepreneurship is a new concept which attracts increasing attention across 

disciplines. It occurs predominantly in or because of institutional voids – caused by failure of markets, 

governments and social institutions. Social entrepreneurship aims to identify and exploit opportunities 

which are financially rewarding whilst meeting a social and/or environmental need. Resource mobilisation 

is a fundamental concern, since the creation of both financial, social and/or environmental value is more 

ambitious, less financially rewarding and mostly does not yet have sufficiently established infrastructure to 

support. That is why social entrepreneurs are seen to engage in bricolage, through which they creatively 

use existing resources in new ways to meet their needs. Finally, the notion of sustainable 

entrepreneurship is included in the review of social entrepreneurship, since increasingly, environmental 

and ecological objectives are merging with social goals. The normative and dynamic concept of 

sustainable development is thus deeply embedded in social entrepreneurship. 

 

2.2. Institutional voids, institutional entrepreneurship, institutional building. 
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Mair & Martí (2009) define institutions as “multifaceted, durable social structures, made of symbolic 

elements, social activities and material resources that stem from historical accretions of past practices 

and understandings.” In short, institutions are established rules, regulations, meanings, traditions, norms, 

values and beliefs which legitimize, control or determine action and behaviour (Desa, 2011, p3; Mair & 

Martí, 2009 p3). This can be in the form of formal institutions such as public and private organizations, 

laws and constitutions, or informal ones such as codes of conducts, taboos, traditions. In that sense laws 

and legislations, property rights, a brand, a band, the church but also a marriage are institutions since 

they set the conditions to constrain and/or enable values, action and behaviour. As Mair & Martí also 

state, institutions are omnipresent (2009). 

 

Institutions play vital roles because they shape social and economic realities (Desa, 2011). Specifically in 

less developed markets, their role is not only to create and guide efficient markets, but to be a platform 

that allows participation in the market in the first place (Mair & Martí, 2007). Mair & Martí (2007) have 

coined the term institutional void, describing the weakness, failure or complete absence of institutions, 

both formal and informal, including state, market, and social institutions (Mair, 2010; Monllor, 2010; 

Seelos & Mair, 2006). These situations prevent excluded population groups from participating in market 

activities which in turn hinders their economic and social development. Institutional voids thus cause, 

reinforce and perpetuate issues across poverty, health, education, ecological and environmental 

problems and wider structural inequalities. 

 

Mair & Martí argue that institutional voids are opportunity spaces where social entrepreneurs build new 

institutions (2009). By navigating social and institutional barriers (Robinson, 2009) social entrepreneurs 

blur boundaries between state, market and civil society (Mair, 2010; York et al., 2010), in fact creating 

new institutions and meanings themselves (Perrini & Vurro, 2009). Alter (2006) views social 

entrepreneurship as a new type of institution altogether. 

 

Institutional entrepreneurship describes actors who initiate and participate in the creation of new 

mechanisms, models, norms or patterns of behaviour and in the process mobilise and leverage resources 

and people to break with existing institutions (Battilana et al., 2009; Dacin et al., 2010). It is a process by 

which organized actors with sufficient resources create institutions when they see in them an opportunity 

to realize their interests (Mair & Martí, 2009). 

 

Battilana et al. (2011) propose a model for the process of institutional entrepreneurship to describe its 

emergence as implementation of change. They place the concept at the nexus institutional theory and 

organization studies, change agency and social movements. Further, they argue that it deserves 

centrality in the future of institutional theory because it firstly, enables an exploration of actor's degrees of 
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agency, no matter how institutionally embedded they are, and secondly, since it offers a foundation to 

develop a theory of action that accounts for embeddedness. Key activities in the implementation include 

articulation of vision and mobilisation of allies. Enabling conditions are the role of field-level conditions - 

context - and the role of the actors' social position. Challenges on the other hand are to develop and 

mobilise the support, as well as political opposition and other actors' institutional embeddedness. 

 

Institutional entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship are greatly overlapping. Both focus on 

changing existing or creating new institutions, whether intentionally or not. In social entrepreneurship, the 

perspective is often from the firm or individual and hence mostly focuses on internal aspects such as 

motivation, purpose and opportunity and on the for- and non-profit nature of an organisation. Institutional 

entrepreneurship has a wider contextual perspective, and considers agency and embeddedness of 

actors, as well as field-level factors, power relations and so forth. Institutional building is thus an 

interesting way to portray purpose-driven actors who start self-sustaining processes (Battilana, et al., 

2011). 

 

In summary, institutions are structured rules, norms, behaviour, habits, or values that grow into 

mechanisms which determine population groups' activities, traditions or customs. Institutions are 

omnipresent and shape reality across society. For this thesis they are of particular importance since their 

absence or failure is strongly related to social and environmental issues, predominantly found in less 

developed regions, including South Africa. However, these institutional voids also present opportunity 

spaces. Actors in these spaces who create, motivate or implement new or changed behaviour are 

institutional entrepreneurs. These are greatly overlapping with social entrepreneurs, particularly in cases 

where new institutional mechanisms are used for alleviation of social and environmental problems, whilst 

creating value. 

 

2.3. Innovation and social innovation. 

 

“Entrepreneurship, innovation and social change represent the ingredients of the social entrepreneurship 

formula.” (Perrini & Vurro, 2006) 

 

As commonly as innovativeness and social change-making is associated with social entrepreneurship, 

little literature has been found to examine these three concepts in depth (Hoogendorn, 2009; Alvord et al., 

2004). In order to better comprehend and analyse these the concept of innovation will be examined. To 

emphasise innovative behaviour that is socially and environmentally motivated social innovation is 

included. 
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Innovation is a term that is widely used across disciplines and which has almost become a mantra within 

business (Pol & Ville, 2009; Murray et al. 2010). But what exactly does it mean, how does it work and why 

is it so sought after? 

 

The ability to innovate is inherently rooted in and associated with entrepreneurship. That is, to creatively 

generate and implement a new idea through new combinations of existing resources, skills and 

knowledge aiming at market success (Fagerberg, 2003). The innovation-theorist Schumpeter described 

kinds of innovations as the following: new products, new methods of production, new sources of supply, 

exploitation of new markets and new ways to organize business (Schumpeter in Hellström, 2007; 

Fagerberg, 2003). The first two have been the most researched areas to date, particularly by the 

economic and business community motivated “by profit [...] or competitive business pressures” (Dawson 

& Daniel, 2010) as well as with a heavy focus on technological innovations to deliver new or improved 

products (Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010). 

 

Types of innovation and the studies thereof have resulted in a growing range of terminology used, roughly 

to be grouped into two categories. The first describes improvements and contains sustaining, 

incremental, marginal innovations. The second one refers to disruptive and radical innovations which 

describe fundamentally new alternatives (Hellström, 2007; Christensen et al., 2006; Gundry et al., 2011; 

Cohen & Winn, 2007; Fagerberg, 2003; Charitou & Markides, 2003). A subset of disruptive innovations 

which have been gaining increasing attention are catalytic innovations, which “provide good enough 

solutions to social challenges that are not effectively addressed by existing organizations using traditional 

approaches (Christensen et al., 2006; Gundry et al., 2011). 

 

Several inhibiting and enabling contextual factors of the innovation process have been identified. 

Inhibiting contextual factors are: uncertainty, unpredictability, non-linearity and inertia: societal resistance 

to new ways. Enabling contextual factors are absorptive capacity: openness and ongoing interaction with 

the environment and strategic learning (Fagerberg, 2003; Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; Smith et al., 2010). 

 

The realisation that innovation does not take place in isolation has broadened innovation studies to 

include systems approaches and networking theories as well as cross-sectoral and trans-disciplinary 

perspectives, all of which have gained in popularity (Smith et al., 2010; Howaldt & Schwarz, 2010; Pol & 

Ville, 2009). With the improved understanding of the systemic nature of innovation the analysis of 

linkages as well as communication and interaction potential within systems and networks have been 

emphasised, particularly its role for economic and social change (Fagerberg, 2003; Lettice & Parekh, 

2010). 
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“Modern society is now beginning to see - sometimes painfully - that the most critical challenges we face 

are also the ones which are most interconnected or systemic in nature. (The Helsinki Design Studio, 

Models for Systemic Change, p 19).” 

 

Emerging from theories of conventional innovation and social change and movements, there has been a 

growing interest in the phenomenon of social innovation, yet there too is little supporting literature (Lettice 

& Parekh, 2010; Mulgan et al., 2007; Murray et al., 2010). However, extensive literature on traditional, 

commercial innovation has already covered some of the fundamental characteristics, many of which can 

be directly applied to social innovation (Smith et al., 2010). The fundamental and striking difference 

between the two is that instead of being used as a competitive business tool to increase economic gain, 

social innovations aim at achieving a social and/or environmental goal. This makes it highly relevant to 

include in the discussion on social entrepreneurial innovation, since it may introduce findings that 

conventional innovation studies may have forgone. 

 

What makes socially motivated innovations different are their explicit focus on collectivity, sharedness 

and mutualism (Dawson & Daniel, 2010; SIE, 2012; Lettice & Parekh, 2010). A strongly emphasised 

feature is the joint effort and collective ownership of a process that is targeted at a common goal and 

vision. Groups develop a strategy together to tackle a common social need. The outcomes of the process 

of social innovation is often the establishment of new compelling social relationships, social institutions 

and even new social organisation at large (Mulgan et al., 2007; Murray et al., 2010). This is very much in 

line with theories of institutional entrepreneurship described earlier and again, strengthens understanding 

on innovative social entrepreneurship. 

 

As a result of the collective and mutual element there is an evident importance of alliances, coalitions, 

partnerships and networks when assessing social innovations. In fact, these are key success factors. 

Collaboration, openness and experimentation mark the creation of new capabilities and assets - which 

are often developed with, by and for the participants of a social innovation (Murray et al., 2010; SIE, 2012; 

Fagerberg, 2003). That way the boundaries between production and consumption often blur and 

challenge traditional mechanisms (Murray et al., 2010; SIE, 2013). 

 

Related to the above, another particular feature of social innovations is its interdisciplinary and cross-

sectoral nature. A “creative blending of ideas from multiple sources” or “the collective dynamic interplay 

across technical, social and economic and political dimensions” as well as “cutting across organisational, 

sectoral or disciplinary boundaries” are characteristics of the social innovation process (Dawson & Daniel, 

2010; Mulgan et al., 2007). As the research on conventional innovation uncovered, social innovations 

thrive through hybrids of diverse ideas, insights and knowledge (Mulgan et al., 2007; Fagerberg, 2003). 

 



 

13 

 

Finally, a relevant aspect of social innovations is that they encompass entire processes which begin with 

a purpose to meet a social and/or environmental need or goal, and end with actual implementations that 

prove to be effective. Although in some cases social innovations occur unintentionally, or in worse 

scenarios with negative, unexpected consequences - such as one could describe the invention of the 

nuclear bomb – it is only with an observable outcome and impact that one can coin an initiative, 

occurrence or phenomenon a social innovation. “Although some social innovations may be quite 

incremental in nature, many require fundamental and systemic transformations or change which 

challenge the status quo” (Lettice & Parekh, 2010; Mulgan et al., 2007). These in turn demand a shift in 

behavioural norms, attitudes and value systems which are related to drastic changes in political, 

economic and social systems (Alvord et al., 2004). Two characteristics and increasingly popular indicators 

for systemic change are scalability and replicability. Key qualities of catalytic innovations – those which 

are most correlated to social change – are their inherent ability to be replicated in other contexts, as well 

the ability to be scaled up. 

 

Dees & Anderson (2006) argue that there is merit in blending the two schools of thought of social 

entrepreneurship and social innovation. They argue that academia should focus on enterprising social 

innovation, which is where “social entrepreneurs carry out innovations that blend methods from the worlds 

of business and philanthropy to create social value that is sustainable and has the potential for large-

scale impact.” (Dees & Anderson, 2006, p12) 

 

To recap the important findings: innovations are broadly speaking 'new ideas that work', mostly in the 

form of new products, services, processes or models. Traditionally, innovation is a mean to increase 

competitiveness for economic gain. Enabling environments are open, dynamic and have communication 

linkages and networks. Recently, innovation is more viewed as a systemic concept, particularly in relation 

to social change. Social innovations on the other hand have explicit or implicit social and/or environmental 

purposes. They are marked by collective interest, shared ownership and mutualism and thus create new 

social relationships, organisations and institutions. Open collaboration and dynamic interactions thrive 

through networks, alliances and partnerships, especially when they are cross-sectoral and inter-

disciplinary. In that way social innovations create systemic change, or at least have the potential to 

through scalability and replicability. 

 

This chapter has provided a fundament of the academic discourse and different perspectives on 

innovation and social innovation, and their relevance to social entrepreneurship. The next section will 

derive an analytical framework based on these so that the research process remains aligned to the 

relevant concepts. 
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3. Analytical framework. 

 

The analytical framework emerges from the literature review and provides theoretical and practical 

guidance as to which themes to focus on and where to delineate the exploration. Innovation and 

institutional building are the variables through which the anchoring concept of social entrepreneurship will 

be examined. 

 

The thesis sets out to explore how social entrepreneurship is innovative, and why this enables 

implementation of solutions that improve or change conditions through new institutions. Following 

research question frames the research and analysis: 

 

“How is social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa, innovative, and why does this lead to 

institutional building?” 

 

The core argument of this thesis is that social entrepreneurship is an innovative process that leads to 

institutional building. The focus is on environmentally oriented cases in the greater area of Cape Town, 

South Africa. Since the research aims at an area where formal and informal institutions are weak or failing 

and where resources are scarce, a context of institutional voids is expected. Key conceptual factors that 

support the framework are therefore institutional voids and bricolage to mobilise resources. Innovation 

takes place through novel products, services, processes and models - there is an evolution of these types 

along the social entrepreneurial process to demonstrate the sophistication of innovation. Institutional 

building takes place through changes in behaviour, norms and values that are inspired by the innovation. 

Expected outcomes in Cape Town are improved conditions in social, environmental and economic 

aspects.  

 

Figure 1 on the following page visualises how these concepts come together in the analytical framework 

to describe the social entrepreneurial process. The next chapter describes the methodology that 

complements the analytical framework. 
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4. Methodology. 

 

This chapter describes the research purpose, the underlying philosophy of science as well 

methodological approach, including tools and techniques used. It includes a description of the data 

collection and analysis process. 

 

4.1. Research purpose. The why. 

 

The thesis aims to provide in-depth explanations as to how the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship 

creates new solutions that address or overcome social, economic and ecological issues, especially in a 

less developed institutional environment. The research focuses on the nature of innovation within social 

entrepreneurship and investigates why new institutions are created that offer lasting solutions and change 

in greater Cape Town. 

 

Neither innovation nor institutional building have received much attention against the backdrop of social 

entrepreneurship, especially in less developed environments (Battilana et al 2009, p23; Mair & Schoen, 

2007). Innovation and institutional building thus offer intriguing theoretical grounding to gain knowledge 

about the process of social entrepreneurship in which new approaches to social and environmental 

issues are formalised, particularly in the complex and sensitive context of Cape Town, South Africa. By 

using an institutional perspective the potential for change and ongoing improvement can be understood. 

Investigating new institutions that are built from innovative social entrepreneurship can offer wider 

conclusions that benefit both the academic discourse and professional practitioners. 

 

Examination and description of both the early process of social entrepreneurial development as well as its 

context are key objectives to understand innovation (Smith et al, 2010). Social entrepreneurship is widely 

understood to be innovative, yet few empirical studies have explored to what extent this is true or have 

described the types of innovations that take place. Understanding how innovation occurs and may shed 

light on what types and how new institutions are built. Most research has looked at institutional building in 

the developed world. Less is known about social entrepreneurs that build institutions in contexts 

characterised by relatively immature institutional fabric (Mair & Martí, 2009, p4). Also, there remains a 

need for comparative research, particularly including institution building cases where failure offers new 

insights (Battilana et al., 2009, p29). 

 

Cape Town is an intriguing environment to carry out such research because it combines traits of 

developed and developing nations. It has mature infrastructures but also massive institutional failure that 

renders large population groups in dire needs. Extreme contrasts across cultural, political, economic and 
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ecological spectra offer a rich playground to explore. While government and private sector claim to 

actively support enterprise development and sustainable strategies there appears to be a disconnect to 

actors on the ground. Focusing on emerging social enterprises may indicate future and peripheral trends 

which in turn can inform new forms of legitimation for sustainable development (Hall et al, 2011, p2). 

 

By gaining this specific knowledge the broader aim of this thesis is to draw general conclusions that can 

predict and explain innovation and institutional building in different social entrepreneurial contexts, 

especially in resource-scarce environments. The purpose is to extend and strengthen theory on social 

entrepreneurship, innovation and institutional building and to create synergies from these three. This is 

how this thesis aims to contribute to the academic literature to further discourse and to inform practice. 

The target audience is the scholarly community of CBS, but also the greater Cape Townian community of 

social entrepreneurs and supporting networks. 

 

4.2. Philosophy of science. More meaning. 

 

This section discusses the philosophical foundations of this scientific inquiry. A positivist philosophy of 

science anchors the research problem, process, evidence and conclusions and attains coherence 

throughout. That way a rigorously scientific approach is taken that emphasises objectivity and which 

enables observations from a world that is based on physical laws and empirical evidence. “Philosophy of 

science informs us of the nature of the phenomenon examined (ontology) and methods for understanding 

it (epistemology).” (Bechara & Van de Ven). 

 

The roots of positivism - natural sciences - are the outset and inspiration of this thesis. Positivism is a 

philosophical movement that emerged in the beginning of the 19th century with main ideas from August 

Comte, Emile Durkheim and later from scientists and mathematicians from the Vienna Circle and Berlin 

School, to name but a few (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p21; Bechara & Van den Ven, p4). 

 

Because physical rules as found in natural sciences are equally valid for the realm of social sciences. 

Therefore the same scientific methods and tools are appropriate for scientific inquiries in social sciences. 

Hence, a strictly neutral, value-free approach to the objects of study, the research process and the 

interpretation of the data is taken (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p27). 

 

Ontologically, positivism is objective. This means that this thesis sets out that reality exists as an empirical 

world, independent of one's own cognition. Namely, the world of social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, 

South Africa is investigated to discover conclusions about one reality. Epistemologically, positivism is also 

objective, and stresses the correspondence between statements and reality through inductive verification 

and/or deductive falsification (Bechara & Van de Ven, p2, 3). In other words the primary source of 
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knowledge is gained through the researchers’ observations and experiences, using the senses. In so 

doing empirical patterns, relationships or irregularities are found. 

 

The ultimate goal of the thesis is thus to derive conclusions about the reality from concrete, empirical data 

which lead to rules or law-like statements that can be applied elsewhere (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p25). 

In so doing behaviour and events across social entrepreneurship can be explained and predicted (Babbie 

& Mouton, 2010, p27, Lehner & Kansikas, 2013). 

 

A positivist philosophy of science enables a truly critical reflection on the nature, structure and process of 

the scientific inquiry, and guides the researcher to achieve objective truth, meaning and interpretation 

(Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p20). Underlying belief systems through which theories, observations, meanings 

and results are interpreted, whether implicitly or explicitly, are therefore directed by rigorously scientific 

approach. 

 

Grounded in positivism, the goal of this research is to create meaningful and truthful knowledge based on 

observations and empirical evidence from the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship. Objective 

descriptions of empirical data that leads to interpretation on innovative behaviour will be focused on. 

Explanation of institutional building are seeked, as well as any causal relationship between the two. So 

that ultimately specific knowledge, evidence and meaning can be reach to expand the field of social 

entrepreneurship. 

 

4.3. Research approach. The how. 

 

“Various scholars have emphasised that the study of institutional entrepreneurship demands a rich, 

detailed and interpretive analysis of the particular context where it occurs (Mair & Martí, 2006, p8).” 

 

This section describes how the thesis project was methodologically approached. The research was 

empirical and demanded in-depth but also broad understanding of social entrepreneurship - including the 

actors' behaviour and activities that led to innovation and institutional building. A qualitative approach was 

best suited to answer the research question. 

 

Through qualitative methods and techniques the researcher gained comprehensive, deep and full insights 

into the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship, and was able to understand how innovation and 

institutional building took place and what their relationship were in each case. The researcher needed to 

really engage with the social entrepreneurs to understand past events, developments and influences to 

gain knowledge and meaning. To assess attitudes, opinions, decisions and behaviour of actors from their 

own perspective, the insider perspective is useful in qualitative research studies (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, 
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p309). While the individual social entrepreneurs were the primary source to get such knowledge, it were 

the actions and processes they inspired and enacted that had to be focused on. Qualitative research was 

hence most useful because it emphasises processes rather than only outcomes (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, 

p309). 

 

Quantitative research on the other hand, which traditionally was the dominant approach of positivism, 

would conduct studies through numeric and statistical analysis (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p27). This is 

useful in many instances, as when conducting research on large samples where different variables and 

factors can be quantified. For this particular study this would have been inappropriate since an in-depth 

understanding is required to answer the research question that is concerned with the quality and nature of 

social entrepreneurship. 

 

Moreover, it was important to accurately regard and portray the contexts of each social enterprise, that is, 

the settings where the actors and activities took place. Qualitative research is more concerned with 

gaining understanding of social action in terms of its specific context – the idiographic motive. That is how 

qualitative approaches enable researchers to make thick descriptions to infer meaning. In other words, 

the qualitative research took the specific circumstances into consideration where the social 

entrepreneurial processes were inspired and unfolded. 

 

The research approach was exploratory. An open and flexible strategy was used to enable ongoing 

consideration, reconsideration and refinement of the research problem, theories used, and the empirical 

data. Instead of planning each step along the way, the process was not structured in a most minuscule 

way. Rather, the research process was highly iterative and dynamic. Repeated review of literature, 

concepts, research question, framework and data reflect the exploratory nature of the research process 

all the way through to the final conclusion. 

 

Descriptive elements are mostly concerned with the 'what' and are used to provide accurate and valid 

representation of relevant observations, factors and theories. In-depth, narrative and story-telling type 

descriptions were applied to portray the context, the case studies, the journeys and processes that were 

undertaken by each actor and their unique circumstances and influencing factors that led to given 

outcomes of innovations and institutional building. 

 

Explanatory elements make sense of the relationship between innovation and the institutions created. 

Explanations are used to shed light on the broader view of social entrepreneurship, including the sources, 

the development, the failures and successes. Studies that are explanatory aim to understand the 

relationship between relevant variables and events within a research problem. Through explanation the 
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relationship among different innovations and institutional building was clarified and contributes to 

understanding causal links. 

 

Overall, to answer the research question a qualitative and exploratory approach was utilised to 

understand social entrepreneurship in its unique contexts and developments. Descriptions and 

explanations of innovation and institutional building complemented that so that conclusions could be 

reached which in turn can be generalized. 

 

4.4. Research design. The blueprint. 

 

A research design is the plan of how to carry out the research in order to solve the research problem. It 

identifies the appropriate methods, techniques and procedures to implement the research process. In 

order to gain interpretive understanding qualitative methods were required to explore social 

entrepreneurship, including descriptions of innovation and explanations of institutional building 

 

The qualitative research process was inductive, which entailed immersion in the natural settings of the 

objects studied, so that descriptions could be made and supporting evidence derived. This led to a 

gradual build up of hypothesis, conclusions and generalisations. The emphasis was on developing 

interpretations. Qualitative research designs also have great flexibility which allows to change or adapt 

the plan at any time, including the methodology, time frame and other aspects as and when necessary 

(Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p643). This was given special attention to ensure the options to alter parts 

throughout the process. 

 

A contextualist or holistic research strategy was implemented to describe and understand innovative 

events or institutional processes in their concrete contexts (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p273). The 

qualitative researcher was the main instrument and engaged in great detail with the object of the study so 

that factual understanding could be derived, which in turn led to authentic meaning. The overall plan was 

to carry out multiple case studies through personal, semi-structured interviews. 

 

Case studies are intensive investigations of a single unit which can involve individual people, groups, 

companies, events and even countries (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p280). In this thesis social 

entrepreneurship was the unit of analysis. Practically, this could be an initiative, a social enterprise 

organisation or an individual social entrepreneur, hence case studies were useful to cover all forms or 

entities and to engage with whoever was most appropriate. By carrying out multiple case studies 

comparisons could be made. Battilana et al. state that comparisons of multiple case studies on 

institutional entrepreneurship remain rare. And even more so, research has focused almost exclusively on 
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successful ones, whereas failures often carry as much if not more learnings (Battilana et al., 2009, p29). 

This thesis addresses this. 

 

The relevant population group was the community of environmentally oriented social enterprises in 

greater Cape Town, South Africa. A qualitative method was used to gain access to the research objects: 

purposive sampling. That means that a small number of cases were deliberately selected, based on the 

researcher's existing knowledge of the population group and the research aims (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, 

p166). A small number of different entities was most practical to portray the variety of initiatives that exist 

within the niche target group while still immersing into each case. 

 

Personal, semi-structured interviews were the primary data collection technique. Personal interviews are 

interactions between an interviewer and a respondent, in which the interviewer has a general plan of 

inquiry. The interviews were designed so that the interviewer could lead the overall direction of the 

interviews. These took place in a conversation-like process and they covered relevant topics and to gain 

the intended information. By leaving it semi-structured the interview process remained open and flexible 

so that unforeseen information could still be captured. The observations were captured in the form of 

transcripts and notes of the interviews. 

 

In preparation to the interviews preliminary and secondary research was carried out using mostly textual 

data about the cases in question. An example of a preliminary case summary can be viewed in the 

annex. This was done to gain as much knowledge as possible before engaging with the cases. The 

research was cross-sectional, which means that observations were undertaken only at one point in time. 

During these moments inferences were documented via the respondents about the how and why the 

social enterprises were founded, about important events and partners, as well as about major enabling or 

restraining factors. After the interviews further secondary research was conducted to corroborate 

statements and facts. 

 

To analyse the data a mix of qualitative methods were used throughout an iterative, dynamic and 

reflexive process. Progressive focusing, inductive reasoning and grounded theory were the key 

techniques to gradually refine observations and to improve definitions, concepts and theories (Schutt, 

2012). Textual data such as transcripts, notes and documents were saved and organised digitally and in 

hard copy to logically keep track of the developments. Traits of discourse analysis was used to find 

common terminologies and language to indicate underlying trends and intentions (Babbie & Mouton, 

2010, p641). 

 

Coding was used as an interpretive technique to organise the data and derive meaning. The data was 

read and demarcated into different categories. These segments were summarised, then aggregated and 
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corroborated. That way similarities and differences within and across cases crystallised, as well as 

relationships between different aspects. A typology was created according to the theory and conceptual 

framework as a system of classification (Schutt, 2012). 

 

In summary, multiple case studies were investigated through semi-structured, personal interviews. The 

research strategy was contextual and an inductive reasoning was applied throughout an iterative and 

reflexive process in which evidence and meaning was refined. The small sample of cases were 

purposively selected. Grounded theory and coding were used to analyse the findings to derive 

conclusions. 

 

4.5. Data collection. The what. 

 

Table 1. Data collection overview. 

Case Greenpop Trashback Open Africa FoodPods 

Interview date 30.11.2012 4.12.2012 19.12.2012 18.1.2013 

Interviewee Misha Andrew, Jonathan Noel Heinrich 

Time 40 minutes 1 hour 28 minutes 1 hour 38 minutes 1 hour 20 minutes 

Transcripts 9 pages 11 pages  10 pages 12 pages 

 

The data was collected by a team of two researchers1 over a period from November 28th, 2012 to 

February 8th, 2013 in the greater Cape Town area of South Africa. A total of eleven cases were 

interviewed only four were finally chosen. The data collection process began with preliminary research to 

gain an overview of the context, key local actors and background information on the scene of social 

entrepreneurship in South Africa. Several sources of published data on the cases were used - essentially 

as many as could be found - including videos. After the cases were selected secondary research was 

conducted on each case, guided by a template which was designed against the backdrop of theory and 

conceptual framework. In most cases this was limited to the information available on their websites and 

media reports. The primary data collection consisted of semi-structured, personal interviews which were 

recorded via a smartphone and during which observations were made and notes taken. Publicly available 

data was mainly sourced from the internet, and two internal databases from intermediaries were 

accessed for search and corroboration. 

                                                 
1 The thesis project began with two research partners. During the data collection we decided to split the project – but 

agreed to complete the data collection together. From then on we worked individually on the analysis and 
interpretation of the findings. Each thesis was thus written separately. Large parts of the intellectual property are 
shared. Due to the exploratory nature of the thesis however it is mostly the initial inspiration and the raw data that 
remained as the shared elements. That is why throughout the thesis mostly one researcher is referred to. 
Weaknesses and limitations in this chapter refers to this again. 
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A number of intermediaries were identified to help scout for cases2. First starting points were connections 

to informants, organisations and networks which the researchers had gained prior to the thesis project. 

These key intermediaries were the African Social Entrepreneurs Network (ASEN) which has an online 

directory of a growing number of social entrepreneurs; the Impumelelo Social Innovations Centre, a 

government agency which annually awards best-practice on community innovations; Heart Capital, a 

social enterprise and innovation incubator, accelerator and social investment broker; and UnLdt SA, the 

South African branch of the UK initiated UnLdt which regularly awards grants to social entrepreneurship 

initiatives. Additional websites that were used during the search for cases were of the South African 

Brewery (SAB) Innovation Awards; the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship; the 

Graduate School of Business at the University of Cape Town Graduate School of Business; and the Ernst 

& Young World Entrepreneur Awards. 

 

Working via established players in the field allowed to gain a sense of the local level of discourse, 

activities and the interpretation of social entrepreneurship. Secondly, it enabled the researchers to tap 

into additional sources from where to gain more information about cases. And finally of course, it aided 

the search for the cases. During this process following criteria emerged on which the cases were 

ultimately selected: 

 1. Proclaimed social enterprise. 

 2. Innovativeness. 

 3. 'Green' or environmental focus. 

These criteria were established to make sure that the social enterprise actors were familiar with the 

concept of social entrepreneurship, and explicitly categorized themselves as such; that the cases 

promised to have a minimum level of innovative behaviour that could be detected without having to 

undergo in-depth preliminary research; and that all cases had an explicit green or environmentally 

oriented mission. This latter criteria was added to portray the most incumbent trends that reflect the 

grassroots needs, issues and solutions of the sustainable development context in South Africa. Related to 

that was that the final selection was to portray the diversity of social entrepreneurship in Cape Town. 

Although the population universe, green social enterprises, appears to be a fairly small niche field, each 

case is very unique and differently cross-sectoral. Cases with very similar orientation were thus 

eliminated. Taking all that into account, the final choice then largely depended on the relevancy and detail 

of information received during the interviews. 

 

Practical requirements that influenced the choice of cases included accessibility, both in terms of 

geographical vicinity, and connectivity. Geographically, the cases were limited to the greater Cape Town 

area to ensure safe and swift reach by car. Basic media and communication channels were also needed, 

                                                 
2 Web-links are provided in the bibliography. 
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such as a web presence with some background information on the case, as well as a landline or cell 

phone number to set up time and place of the interview. Fluency in English was preferred to circumvent 

costs, time and inaccuracy related to translations from Afrikaans, Xhosa or Zulu3, but no translation 

happened to be required for the final sample of cases – all interviews were held in English. 

 

Once the cases were short-listed the founders were contacted via email. An example of a first email 

contact is attached in the annex in the form of a screenshot. The founders were targeted to ensure first-

hand, undiluted information. Each email briefly introduced the researchers, their background of CBS, a 

description of the research project, an explanation of the specific interest in the case, and the wish to 

conduct an interview - as well as an offer to provide additional information through follow-up emails or 

phone calls. See the annex for an example of first email contact. Upon positive response times and dates 

were agreed on. 

 

The interviews took place at the offices or at the site of the case, in neutral public spaces or at the studio 

of one of the researchers. In one case the interviewee preferred to come to the researcher's working 

space in Woodstock due to convenience, in another the respondents did not have their own designated 

office space so they came to Woodstock, too. In a third case the social enterprise office in Newlands was 

too loud, so a coffee shop nearby was relocated to. The last case was situated in the community of 

Philippi. 

 

Each interview was prepared with a case description, which included the preliminary research findings on 

the research areas, summarised and in a resembling order as the interview keywords were laid out. An 

example of this is included in the annex. The keywords were designed to guide the semi-structured 

interview to ensure that all key topics and questions needed to answer the research question were 

covered. They were inspired by and reflected the analytical framework. Leaving the questions open-

ended allowed for spontaneity to guide the interview in an open, flexible manner during which both the 

intended information and unexpected information could be captured. The annex includes the script for the 

semi-structured interviews. 

 

The keywords were designed into three parts - the semi-structured interview script with keywords is 

provided in the annex. The interviews all started with summary of the research purpose and content, a 

brief introduction of both researchers, a simple overview of the parts of questions that would be asked, as 

well as asking whether recordings were allowed. This was followed by a brief description of the case as 

understood by the researcher with an invitation to correct or add. The second and main part was focused 

around the key concepts, based on the analytical framework. The final part was for general questions on 

                                                 
3 Although large population groups speak many different dialects, these three languages cover most of the areas first 

languages. 
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personal impressions, learning lessons, and to leave space for questions from the respondents. The 

shortest interview lasted 40 minutes, and the longest one 1 hour and 40 minutes. 

 

For every interview one researcher was assigned to lead the interview, while the other one observed and 

took notes. These two roles rotated depending on who felt more comfortable with the case. Each 

interview was recorded and transcribed afterwards. That way there were always two sets of interview 

notes: the transcripts and the live handwritten notes. Both, a transcript and digitalised notes can be 

assessed in the appendix. Having a second researcher observe also aided the interviewer since she 

could remind to stay on topic, or to go back if certain aspects were missed, or to reformulate if the 

respondent seemed to not understand the questions correctly and the interviewer missed it. 

 

The data collection resulted in a total of five hours and eight minutes of interviewing. This was transcribed 

into 42 pages, in addition to several notebooks and loose pages of notes. Everything was systematically 

reviewed and evaluated to distil similarities and differences. Colour coding along keywords and key 

themes was used. Common themes were summarised and tabulated to get a categorical overview of 

main factors. The overall goal was to thoroughly understand the context, the development and outcomes 

of the social entrepreneurial undertakings. To gain thick descriptions of each case there was ongoing 

iteration between the data, theory and the analytical framework. Themes that independently emerged 

from the data were also organised in tables and influenced more direct analysis of innovation and 

institutional building. 

 

4.6. Validity and reliability. Ensuring scientific evidence. 

 

Validity is concerned with the extent to which the empirical measure adequately reflects the real meaning 

of the concept. Reliability is concerned with the quality of a measurement method. Both concepts are 

fundamental to the natural and social sciences to gather meaningful and truthful data and hence 

conclusive findings. Especially with a positivist philosophical foundation, validity and reliability are crucial 

since strictly scientific, neutral, objective methods shall be applied. Several techniques were therefore 

included in the research design and strategy to achieve scientific legitimacy and value. 

 

One of the most common ways of enhancing validity and reliability is triangulation. This means that 

multiple methods, sources and even researchers are used to get beyond personal biases that may stem 

from single methodologies. In this study, triangulation was applied in two ways. Firstly, several sources of 

data were used to cross-check statements and facts, using published information from third parties, 

including videos and magazines, and also the cases websites. This took place both prior to the primary 

data collection, as well as afterwards. Secondly, while one researcher conducted the interview and 
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recorded it to later transcribe it, the other one took field notes and was able to observe. That way two 

interpretations were available to compare for each case. This reduced error and bias. 

 

Generally, qualitative designs tend to have an advantage over quantitative designs due to their flexibility 

because it increases control and freedom in the research process. As a result continuous 

conceptualisation throughout the research project increases validity since all theoretical and practical 

elements were incrementally improved (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p309). Inter-subjectivity is also useful, 

meaning that researchers gain the trust and rapport to get close to the subjects. In this research process 

all of the final four cases and their main actors had already been encountered before, every time in 

professional and collaborative environments4. This means that there was already a certain level of trust 

and credibility between the interviewees and the interviewers. Having gained trustworthiness reliability is 

increased because the objects are more likely to respond openly and truthfully. 

 

Another mean to achieve reliability and validity is transparency. There are two ways through which 

transparency is attained. Firstly, an honest and true account of limitations and weaknesses will be 

included in the final discussion. As a positivist thesis, neutrality and objectivity are imperative to the 

researcher. So by genuinely acknowledging shortcomings or other complications, the reader can better 

and more meaningfully interpret findings and arguments. Secondly, this thesis gives detailed annexes to 

demonstrate elements that were used to offer relevant background information and to portray in more 

depth the process that was undertaken. Also, a cd will be handed in that contains all raw data and 

additional supportive elements. Since none of the respondents requested anonymity the thesis will be 

published via the CBS www. studenttheses.cbs.dk so that it can be scrutinised and peer-reviewed. That 

way the entire thesis process can be traced and replicated by other researchers and should yield similar, 

or ideally, identical results. By rendering the methodology more or less completely transparent reliability 

and validity is improved. The annex includes the semi-structured interview script, a preliminary case 

summary and a screenprint of one of the initial e-mail contacts. 

 

To summarise, this thesis achieves validity and reliability in a number of ways. The two main strategies 

were triangulation and transparency. Triangulation and transparency contribute to reliability and 

replicability of the thesis. Credibility, through inter-subjectivity in combination with flexibility and 

continuous conceptualisation enhanced validity. 

 

4.7. Ethics. Respecting rights and privacy. 

 

                                                 
4  I met Greenpop, Foodpod and Trashback through the internship at Heart Capital and Open Africa was one of the 

keynote speakers at an ASEN event I worked on. 
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Ethical issues can arise during a research process. This is particularly true in the Capetonian context, 

where local complexities permeate the local society across politics, economics and culture, especially 

sensitivity around race and class. While a scientist has the right to search for truth, this should not come 

at the expense of the rights of other individuals (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p520). To prevent any harm 

done to participants of the research project a few aspects were carefully considered in advance and 

included in the process to ensure the highest level of ethics possible. 

 

From the beginning of every interaction with potential informants and respondents the research purpose 

was explicitly, honestly and transparently stated. All emails, conversations and phone calls started with an 

introduction that included information about the purpose, the researchers background and contact details 

and the intended outcomes, as well as an offer to provide more information if required. 

 

At the very start of each interview the respondents were explicitly informed that the interview was 

voluntary, and that they could stop the process at any time. Secondly, they were asked whether 

recordings were permitted. They were informed that recordings would be used as transcripts and used for 

university documentation. 

 

Thirdly, confidentiality of sensitive information was promised to prevent external harm. Anonymity was 

offered to protect the identity and privacy of all respondents but none of the interviewees asked for it. 

 

Finally, the analysis and reporting process conforms to the ethical obligations to both, the objects of 

study, here the social entrepreneurs themselves, and the colleagues in the scientific community such as 

fellow researchers and again social entrepreneurs (Babbie & Mouton, 2010, p526). To do so the 

weaknesses and limitations will be stated as best as to the authors capabilities. All data, information and 

findings as well as the methodology and techniques of analysis are available upon request. 

 

4.8. Weaknesses and limitations. Acknowledging shortcomings. 

 

There are a number of weaknesses and limitations in the research methodology which influences the 

strengths and accuracy of the data and results. The most drastic ones are that the data collection took 

place very early, before the analytical framework was refined, and that the key concept of institutional 

building was introduced very late in the research process. This leads to a weaker correspondence 

between theory, framework and empirical data, as can be seen in a discrepancy between the interview 

script and the final framework. 

 

The data collection took place at a time when the analytical framework and research question was not 

nearly solidified. This made the data collection less efficient, since the semi-structured interviews included 
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questions which in hindsight were too broad. Due to lack of experience at times it was challenging for 

both researchers to firmly direct and lead the interviews to get maximum insights. This is partly why only 

four out of eleven cases were selected in the end, due to incompleteness and irrelevance of some of the 

data. 

 

Another weakness in the methodology is that the concept of institutional building was only included in the 

analytical framework after the data collection, towards the end of the research process. This constitutes a 

flaw since the currently used theory was not accounted for during the data collection. All findings on 

institutional building are therefore secondary interpretations of the researcher, rather than being based on 

direct, concrete empirical evidence gained first-hand from respondents. 

 

Additional limitations are that the small sample is very one-sided in terms of demographics. All 

respondents are from a similar social class, have similar ages and the same gender. Notably, all 

respondents are young, educated white South African males, with only one outlier in age where the 

respondent is a more senior citizen. Unfortunately, this is precisely the contested supremacist profile, 

namely a patriarchal, economically and racially privileged South African prototype. This may skew results 

since views and experiences portrayed are, statistically seen, of a privileged minority. On the other hand it 

contributes to the view that there is an engaged and dedicated population group that aims to overcome 

inequality and poverty, despite being privileged. 

 

The fact that this sample was found and interacted with was due to existing networks of the researchers. 

Practical limitations of communication and infrastructure, such as web presence and phone access 

limited the scout for more demographically diverse social enterprises. While there certainly are many 

social entrepreneurial initiatives as I can now confirm, few can easily be found and contacted. There is 

also a threat of bias because each of the cases had been interacted with before. The established levels of 

trust may influence the researchers interpretation and the way the cases are portrayed. Here again, the 

positivist philosophy motivated a critical view and emphasis on objectivity and neutrality to circumvent that 

bias throughout the research process and analysis. 

 

Finally, as mentioned in a footnote above, the research project started out in a partnership between two 

CBS students. During the data collection a decision was made to separate. The data collection was 

completed together. From then on analysis, interpretation and writing continued individually. This 

impacted the study in several ways. It led to a compromise in the choice of cases, as well as on the focus 

of the data collection, and added time pressure to collect the data. Rather than refining theory and 

framework and pursuing individuals genuine interests, the interview questions, preliminary framework as 

well as data was compromised on both sides. However, since this is a qualitative and exploratory study, 

the flexibility mentioned above allowed to overcome and compensate for this. 
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5. Analysis. 
 

This analysis chapter describes and explains the findings of the data collected. The findings are divided 

into following sections: overview of the South African and Cape Town context, description of the 

institutional void, overview of case profiles including focus on innovation and institutional building 

attributes, and a comparison of cases through commonalities and differences. The chapter ends with a 

revised analytical framework to lead into the discussion of wider interpretation and evaluation of the 

findings. 

 

5.1. South African context. Rainbow nation with apartheid legacy. 

 

South Africa is the largest economy on the African continent with a gross domestic product (GDP) of 

$384.3 billion and a gross national income (GNI) per capita of $7,6105. Its population of over 50 million is 

home to a vast variety of cultures, nationalities and tribes, and to a rich biodiversity and wildlife. It has a 

relatively stable and multiracial democracy with a vibrant civil society. A successful transition from the 

apartheid regime in 1994 has given the country a modern and progressive constitutional and institutional 

design (World Bank, 2013). South Africa's main economic sectors are in services with 68.1%, industry 

29.3% and agriculture with 2.6%. The largest industry is in mining, with South Africa being the world's 

largest producer of platinum, gold and chromium (UNDP South Africa, CIA Fact Book). 

 

Despite its economic success the 'rainbow' nation has a legacy of apartheid that poses a real hindrance 

to inclusive and sustainable development. Little progress has been made over the past 18 years in the 

living standards of the poor majority, including provision of adequate education, health services, jobs and 

infrastructure (Urban, 2008; World Bank, 2013). It has one of the highest levels of inequality on the globe 

and remains deeply divided with glaring socio-economic disparity (Urban, 2008; World Bank, 2013). 

 

One apartheid related reason for limited social progress is the spatial barrier or spatial apartheid. The 

particular layout of urban and peri-urban areas preserves the segregation of population groups along 

racial lines and economic opportunities. Poverty pockets remain entrenched among the black population 

and mostly so in townships and informal settlements, which now, under post-apartheid, are referred to as 

previously disadvantaged communities6. These isolated areas are usually near urban centres, mostly as a 

result of rural poor who migrate to cities in the hope for economic opportunities (World Bank, 2013). 

                                                 
5 GNI using the Atlas method in current US$ http://data.worldbank.org/country/south-africa 
6 It is helpful to give some semantic and historical explanations here to demonstrate the effects of the apartheid 

legacy: Townships were areas created by the apartheid government for population groups that were forcibly evicted 
from their properties, mostly from urban areas that suddenly were designated 'white-only'. Informal settlements, areas 
where living is illegal even today, are often sprawling around or next to townships. Poor planning and construction by 

http://data.worldbank.org/country/south-africa
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On national policy level South Africa has very progressive - although controversial - legislations. The 

introduction of broad based black economic empowerment (BBBEE) and corporate social investments 

(CSI) constitute proactive frameworks for more equal income distribution and black people's formal 

participation in the economy (NGO Pulse). The frameworks make large corporate funds available for 

social initiatives and enterprise development - theoretically both should cover social enterprises - but 

access to these is often associated to high levels of red tape (GEM, 2011). 

 

5.2. Cape Town. Africa's most European city. 

 

Cape Town is one of South Africa's major cities and economic centres. It is a multicultural city and a very 

popular destination for tourists, immigrants and expatriates. Biggest sectors are in financial and business 

services, real estate and manufacturing. High growth in agriculture and emerging niche industries in high-

tech - particularly around mobile technologies - international call centres and media make Cape Town the 

most entrepreneurial city in South Africa (Leader, 2008). 

 

Cape Town is the legislative capital of the country and the provincial capital of the Western Cape. The 

Western Cape is the only province governed by the Democratic Alliance (DA), the opposition of the ruling 

African National Congress (ANC). The ANC is highly contested and debate is often around corruption and 

massive service delivery failure, particularly in education (News24, 2013). While much of this is true for 

the DA too one of the differentiations between the two parties is that the DA has an explicit green focus, 

making the Western Cape the most inviting province for green initiatives (Leader, 2008; DA, 2013). 

 

The liberal and relatively safe city centre is predominantly inhabited by wealthy and white inhabitants and 

conceals a much larger and more diverse population. “Cape Town exhibits a stark polarity between 

blackness, poverty and dispersal on one hand, and whiteness, wealth and centrality on the other. Each of 

the disconnects that so vividly mark the physical city are traceable to institutional, political and market 

failures that are harder to pinpoint but no less real in their effects.” (Future Cape Town, 2013). The annex 

includes a map of greater Cape Town that locates each case. 

 

5.3. Case overview. Environmental and social initiatives. 

 

                                                                                                                                                          
apartheid social engineers has led to concentration camp like situations that still exist today. Therefore both physical 
and psychological effects can be witnessed. Today, politically correct terms for townships are previously 
disadvantaged communities. Wikipedia is a great source for more information. 
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The following section describes each case and its activities, with a first description of innovation and 

institutional building features. This will be expanded on in later sections. To begin with a table portrays the 

key profile facts about the four cases investigated. 

 

Table 2. Case overview. 

Name 
Founded 
in 

Problem, issue 
Vision, 
mission, 
purpose 

Target audience 
Activities 
  

Greenpop 2010 

Climate change, 
global warming, 
social inequality, 
lack of social 
cohesion, social 
inertia 

To inspire a 
greener, more 
conscious, 
inclusive 
movement 

Schools, 
communities, 
public spaces, 
youth, volunteers, 
corporates, nature 

Tree planting 
projects, green 
events, education, 
social media, 
volontourism, 
activation 

Trashback 2011 

Pollution, 
unemployment, 
lack of 
infrastructure for 
waste 
management 

To create a 
replicable and 
scalable system 
for informal 
waste 
management 

Inhabitants of 
informal 
settlements 
Imizamo Yethu, 
local retailers and 
businesses 

Community stand, 
intermediary between 
retailers and informal 
community for 
voucher system, 
clothing recycling, 
social and 
educational outreach 

Open 
Africa 1995 

Rural 
unemployment, 
national non-
competitiveness, 
environmental 
and climate 
crisis 

Tourism as 
trade 
development 
across African 
rural regions to 
safeguard and 
value flora, 
fauna and 
heritage 

Rural African 
communities, 
tourists, travellers, 
visitors, 
corporates and 
funders 

Creation of routes 
across Southern 
Africa, uplifting rural 
communities through 
self-discovery of their 
capacities, 
connecting with 
networks, tools, 
website, 
conservation 
partnerships to 
protect environment 

Foodpods 2011 
Food insecurity, 
unemployment 

To create a 
proven, 
sustainable 
model that 
addresses food 
insecurity at a 
large scale 

Community 
around Philippi, 
including 
franchisees, 
community 
centres, local and 
international 
investors 

Operation of a hub, 
supplying and 
training franchisees, 
managing a seedling 
nursery, running the 
agent model 

 

 

5.3.1. Greenpop. Treevolution. 

Greenpop is a social enterprise that started in 2010 in Cape Town. Currently, Greenpop consists of eight 

permanent staff members, three of which are the founding members. Greenpop does urban greening and 
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reforestation projects. Greenpop organises volunteers to plant trees in predominantly previously 

underprivileged schools and communities that are under-greened. Currently, Greenpop operates these 

programmes: 

● School Trees: Planting indigenous and fruit trees in under-greened schools, crèches and 

community centres. 

● Reforestation projects (Zambia, planning for Madagascar): Organisation of reforestation projects 

where volunteers plant trees in deforested areas and have fun doing it. 

● Organisation of special  events: Festivals, trips, camps, including music, arts and more. 

● Sales: Beaded tree key hangers, and trees planted in the form of gift certificates to generate 

income. 

 

Greenpop plants trees regularly and hosts various events to raise funds, trees, awareness, volunteers 

and more. Events take half a day or up to several weeks, such as the Zambia reforestation campaign, 

and are often combined with festivals, concerts, workshops and more. Greenpop also focuses on 

connecting different population groups of different economic and cultural backgrounds during plant days, 

thus creating better social cohesion and bridging divides in a country where segregation and racial issues 

are omnipresent. 

 

Several aspects suggest innovative behaviour of Greenpop. The first was the initial idea to use trees and 

tree-planting as a product and service. The second is how cross-disciplinary elements – music festivals, 

corporate partnerships, social media campaigns - are continuously combined, recombined and reinvented 

in a process to effectively mobilise volunteers and partners to raise funds and trees. Greenpop 

differentiates itself from other environmental and social actors in the space by positioning itself as 'agency 

for change' and 'sustainable business'. Greenpop has achieved a competitive edge through strategic use 

of media, especially social media.. 

 

Greenpop has become well established in the local community of social and environmental but also 

economic actors. Ongoing relationships have been established between the private sector, target 

beneficiaries such as schools in previously disadvantaged areas and areas threatened by deforestation. 

That means that Greenpop has a vast network that it engages, connecting schools and other community 

spaces, including children, students and pan-African community leaders and activists, as well as 

corporate players and established brands. Also, as proactive voice in the South African media landscape 

Greenpop advocates environmental awareness and action and collaborates with diverse like-minded 

initiatives and organisations. Finally, through its campaigns and fundraising activities that are mostly 

targeted at central Cape Town youth Greenpop has become a strong presence in the cultural scene. 

 

5.3.2. Trashback. Rewards for rubbish. 
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Founded in August, September of 2011, Trashback is developing an informal recycling and waste 

management system. Its main area of operation is in the sprawling informal settlement Imizamo Yethu in 

Hout Bay. Trashback consists of one full-time staff, three part-timers and around 600 participants. Past 

and current projects are: 

● uphinda-phindo! Incentive scheme in which top recycling participants are rewarded through a 

voucher system. 

● UrBin clothing: Collecting clothes to stimulate the informal market through public drop-off places, 

which are sold at reduced cost to local community vendors. The rewards are used to fund 

voucher rewards. 

● Enrichment: Outreach events for youth to experience beautiful sights and activities around Cape 

Town that otherwise are not possible for them. 

 

Trashback runs its waste management initiative in Imizamo Yethu. Participants are motivated to bring 

recyclable materials and are rewarded with vouchers. These can be exchanged in local shops and 

retailers. The vouchers are cross-subsidised by second-hand clothes that are donated around Cape 

Town and sponsored by local retailers. Trashback has also carried out a number of educational and 

social interventions with a youth focus, introducing the concept of recycling at schools and community 

centres. 

 

Trashback has effectively positioned itself into the social entrepreneurship space between two 

competitors: a non-profit, volunteer-based recycling initiative, and fully commercial recycling business. 

With its unique and innovative system of vouchers and fingerprints7 to profile and reward the participants - 

which in turn benefit local businesses - Trashback has found a potentially scalable and replicable 

business model to address waste recycling in and with informal settlements. 

 

To date Trashback has integrated its activities with those of its partner, a local recycling centre in Imizamo 

Yethu. As a result recycling habits of the community members have already changed. The motivation to 

recycle has increased and perspectives of littering, waste, resources and recycling have been broadened. 

This is true for children and more senior participants, who grasp the opportunity to increase their income 

and change attitudes and values. Particularly if Trashback's social and educational side-projects are 

integrated and formalised more thoroughly, Trashback could be regarded as a new, embedded 

institutional player in Imizamo Yethu. 

 

5.3.3. Open Africa. Life enriching journeys. 

                                                 
7 To learn more about the project and partner behind the finger print technology visit http://www.broccoliproject.org/ 

http://www.broccoliproject.org/
http://www.broccoliproject.org/
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Open Africa was founded in 1995 – the 'oldest' case analysed - and currently consists of a staff of nine 

and a total estimate of 28,000 participants. It uses tourism as an economic platform to create and sustain 

jobs for rural communities throughout Southern Africa. Current activities/projects: 

● Routes: 63 routes across 6 African countries, 2,400 participating businesses, 28,000 people 

employed. 

● Empowerment: Relationship building with rural communities, inspiring and enabling them to 

rediscover and mutually teach inherent cultural, natural, traditional capabilities such as arts and 

crafts, including beading, cotton wheel spinning, iron smelting and forging, oil making, salt, clay 

and leather works and more8. 

● Website: Connects travellers with participants, in the form of service and products. Commissions 

for high-end tourism. Promotes tourism as a form of trade. 

 

Open Africa is built on an innovative model that links rural communities and the tourism industry. The core 

novel idea was to package rural African travel routes as a product for tourism and to combine this with the 

service of recruiting, simultaneously uplifting and internationally promoting rural communities. In so doing 

Open Africa promotes trade, environmental awareness and empowerment. The growth number of travel 

routes and participants and an Ashoka fellowship award are testament to the successful model (Ashoka, 

2012). 

 

Open Africa is a pioneer in the institutionalisation of the African tourism sector. Over 2,400 mostly rural 

businesses officially participate and over 28,000 people are employed through Open Africa's travel 

routes. With a methodology of engaging, uplifting and empowering communities, Open Africa has directly 

changed attitudes and habits of thousands of people. By encouraging communities to identify, promote 

and manage own cultural and natural resources, rural actors are entrepreneurially, ecologically and 

culturally motivated to engage with an international audience and marketplace. 

 

5.3.4. FoodPods. Plant, eat, repeat. 

FoodPods was founded in 2011, and is located in Philippi, a township of greater Cape Town. FoodPods 

addresses food security and unemployment in disadvantaged communities. It runs a full circle model – or 

completely governed value chain - in which a nursery grows seedlings, in which grassroots entrepreneurs 

are trained in a hub and supplied with in-house grown vegetables, and from where sales are coordinated. 

That way franchisees start and run small-scale, agri-businesses that in turn supply their families and 

neighbourhoods with fresh, organic vegetables. Currently, FoodPods consists of following elements: 

● Seedling nursery: Growing vegetables and trees. 

● Hub: The training, market and sales place. 

● Franchisees: Farm-shops in communities, managed by trained micro-agribusiness entrepreneurs. 

                                                 
8 For more info visit http://www.openafrica.org/blog/entry/Nsami-Heritage-Festival-reviving-cultural-tourism  

http://www.openafrica.org/blog/entry/Nsami-Heritage-Festival-reviving-cultural-tourism
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● Agents: Runners who sell ready-grown vegetables. 

● foodpods: one foodpod unit holds 100 vegetable crates. 

 

FoodPods is in a strong up-scale and expansion phase after having tested all separate components of 

activities. FoodPods currently operates a hub, where the seedling nursery grows in 5,000 crates and 

3,000 trees. From there trainings take place and the vegetable crates that are harvest-ready are 

distributed to the franchisees. The franchisees operate a foodpod each, use vegetables to feed their own 

households and sell excess produce to immediate neighbours. Additionally, agents sell bunches of 

vegetables in the streets of communities. 

 

The first innovation was to use shipping pallets as affordable and contained way of growing vegetables. 

This little creative idea has evolved into the complex hub-and-spoke model that makes up FoodPods 

today. This includes the hub, the seedling nursery, the franchisee training, the market demand, the agent 

element, and so on.  Each of the elements have been proven to work, yet the overall model is still being 

refined to perfection. The model promises to be the first urban, agri-farming system which is a value chain 

in which every component and actor is financially viable financial. That means that it may be a disruptive 

innovation that can fundamentally change the way current food systems are set-up.  

 

In its short time being FoodPods has become very much embedded in the local community and created 

strong ties to numerous entities and individuals. Already several direct and indirect behaviour and lifestyle 

changes have been catalysed in the local community. Direct examples are all the micro-entrepreneurs 

who have created own jobs through farm-shops and/or street selling. Also, the accessibility of fresh and 

nutrient-rich vegetables in the community enables people to buy healthier food for less money and with 

less travel time and expenses. This means that effectively, the community members increase their 

disposable income and, very importantly, retain the money in the community. 

 

The subsequent section focuses on the the observations that support the notion that greater Cape Town 

constitutes institutional voids for social entrepreneurial actors. 

 

5.4. Institutional voids. Scarcity of infrastructure, resources, support. 

 

There are three main observations that show why social entrepreneurship operates in institutional voids in 

greater Cape Town.  

 

The first refers to the fact that all target audiences are in previously disadvantaged areas or informal 

settlements where structural poverty and inequality are underlying factors for wider needs and issues 

(NDP, 2012). For example, Greenpop targets under-greened areas, where trees and vegetation are 
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lacking. Large parts of previously disadvantaged communities were forcibly located in the Cape Flats 

where extremely sandy ground and heavy wind creates desolate environments. Trashback operates in 

Imizamo Yethu. The informal settlement has grown rapidly over the past, putting additional strain on 

infrastructure needs such as electricity, water and sanitation but has also increased criminal activity in 

greater Hout Bay9. Moreover, FoodPods is located in Philippi, a township that like most others requires 

disproportionate time and expenses for inhabitants to travel to access food and shops. Local, more 

accessible ones offer very limited choices and often of questionable quality. Open Africa targets 

impoverished rural areas - effectively most of the African countryside. This demonstrates that every single 

target audience is characterised by inequality that keeps audiences from overcoming poverty, and wider 

associated issues, many of which are exacerbated by spatial apartheid. 

 

Secondly, all social entrepreneurial target areas are marked by a lack of effective formal institutions and 

infrastructure to address inequality and poverty. As mentioned, the government and market mechanisms 

are failing in their approaches to overcome the problem areas. As a result insufficient basic service 

delivery across electricity, clean water, transport, sanitation, food security, education, health, housing and 

financial services and so on are prevalent (news24, 2013). The National Development Plan, compiled by 

a governmental agency, admits that “high corruption levels frustrate society’s ability to operate fairly and 

efficiently, and the state’s ability to deliver on its development mandate.” (NDP, 2012, p59).  

 

To support the notion of market and government failure it is worth mentioning that all respondents have 

been in touch with or still are corresponding with government agencies or departments, yet either none or 

no significant support have been received to date.  

 

“We did get a grant for Zambia but that really was a tenth of the capital that was needed to make the 

project happen. […] I write proposals constantly, and some have to do with governments, and they 

actually commit to xyz and it never comes through.” (Misha, Greenpop). 

 

“Government: there is lots of talk, but I can't say that I've received any support from the government.” 

(Heinrich, FoodPods). 

 

From a private sector perspective, despite the BBBEE and CSI legislations few actors on the ground are 

able to access appropriate funds or other support (GEM, 2011). As example of inequality that permeates 

the financial sector specifically, the World Bank states that challenges for inclusion is stifled by highly 

uneven access to and use of financial services and the concentrated ownership structure of the banking 

                                                 
9 Following website offers some insight into Imizamo Yethi’s development: 

http://wp.wpi.edu/capetown/homepage/projects/p2009/mapping-planning/project-components/background/responses-
to-the-informal-settlement-in-hout-bay/ 

http://wp.wpi.edu/capetown/homepage/projects/p2009/mapping-planning/project-components/background/responses-to-the-informal-settlement-in-hout-bay/
http://wp.wpi.edu/capetown/homepage/projects/p2009/mapping-planning/project-components/background/responses-to-the-informal-settlement-in-hout-bay/
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sector. Although financial services seem strong the aggregate picture masks significant inequalities in 

access, reflecting the duality of the South African system (World Bank, 2013). 

 

Third, the lack of infrastructure in turn makes operations difficult because it stifles logistics and 

communication of the social enterprise actors. Road names and concrete addresses are often non-

existent. Phone connectivity is technically bad, and on top of that phones are often used across 

households, making connecting with individuals highly time and energy consuming so that operations 

become challenging and lengthy. 

 

“I had somebody in Namibia who travelled 5,000 km in ten days [to connect with participants]. And some 

of them are not even within reach of information technology.” (Noel, Open Africa) 

 

Finally, a recurring theme is that financing mechanisms for social entrepreneurship are inchoate still. 

Despite falling into a gap between charities and commercial enterprises (Urban, 2008) donors often only 

fund for project specific outcomes. This means that besides struggling to access funds, it is difficult to 

generate or save up sufficient capital required to meet overhead costs of human resources and venue, for 

instance. This puts social entrepreneurial actors under sometimes severe pressure to sustain activities 

(Hockerts, 2006). 

 

Overall, the local government, market institutions are clearly failing or insufficient in their reach, 

perpetuating severe problems around poverty and inequality, which are highly related to the apartheid 

legacy of class and race. These institutional voids are opportunity spaces from which social 

entrepreneurial actors discover opportunities (Seelos & Mair, 2010, p6). While these voids present 

inspiration for innovative solutions they also represent real challenges to the social enterprises. 

 

Conclusions on innovation and institutional building are described in the following sections. 

 

5.5. Innovation. Novelty. 

 

The empirical data shows that social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa, is indeed innovative. 

Innovations took place across products, services, processes and models and were always 

environmentally inspired (Hellstrom, 2007; Christensen, et al, 2006; Gundry et al, 2001; Cohen & Winn, 

2007; Fagerberg, 2009; Charitou & Markides, Gerlach, 2003). Table 3 gives an overview and comparison 

of the innovations in product, service, process and models. 
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Table 3. Innovation. 

Innovation Greenpop Trashback Open Africa FoodPods 

Product 

Yes. Tree as a product, 
delivers feel-good, do-
good experience, with or 
without actually doing it. 

Yes. Waste material 
as recyclables and 
valuable products. 

Yes. Off-track 
travel routes. 

Yes. Low-cost, 
accessible nutritious 
vegetables. 

Service  

Yes. Organising events 
around tree planting, for 
companies as outing, 
tourists as experiences, 
schools as learning, 
individuals as experience. 

Yes. Waste 
management. 

Yes. Recruiter and 
promoter. 

Yes. Trains 
franchisees and 
growers, supply of 
vegetables, governs 
full circle operations. 

Process 

Yes. Media driven 
mobilisation of volunteers, 
raising trees and  
awareness, linking 
corporates, schools, 
youth, artists. 

Yes. Linking 
community 
participants, retailers 
and shops to carry 
out and rewarding 
waste recycling. 

Yes. 
Empowerment and 
linking to tourism 
as trade 
development. 

Yes. Training,growing,  
supplying, sales, 
governance. Circular 
process. 

Model  

Yes. Income generation 
through product sales and 
grants to subsidise 
social/environmental 
activities, a hybrid model. 

No.If proof of viability 
is achieved, yes. So 
far hybrid traits and 
intermediary role. 

Yes. Linking 
tourism, 
empowerment and 
conservation. 
Intermediary role. 

Yes. Replicable and 
scalable business 
model to grow and 
sell vegetables. 
Governs entire value 
chain  

 

5.5.1. Product and service innovation: Value creation. 

Of the four social enterprises investigated all portray innovations in products and/or services through 

which they create value for and with the target groups (Mair & Schoen, 2007; Gundry et al, 2011, p3; 

Cohen & Winn, 2007). Empirical data shows that all innovations stem from an idea - an identified 

opportunity - which is environmentally and socially motivated. The opportunity invariably consists of 

valuing something in the environment that the market previously had not valued, quantified monetarily or 

accounted for (Hellstorm, 2007, p3). 

 

Greenpop's innovation lies in introducing trees as valuable product, and related to that tree-planting as 

worthy service that improves public spaces through greening and beautification. Trashback established a 

waste recycling management service that provides income or an equivalent to participants and reduces 

pollution since it views and treats waste material like a valuable product: recyclables. Open Africa offers 

off-track travel routes as a novel product which is accompanied by a service of recruiting and empowering 

participants, whilst promoting them via their website. For many participants this has dramatically changed 

lives through new income opportunities and changed perspectives on their natural surroundings. 

FoodPods' low-cost, accessible and nutritious vegetables are novel products that are combined with a 

comprehensive service offering of training, supply and sales of vegetables. When scaled up and 

replicated further, this could pose serious competition to major, global retailers. Viewed from an 
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ecological and social point of view, FoodPods may be able to offer a large scale solution to food 

insecurity and unemployment. 

 

5.5.2. Process innovation: Bricolage. 

Innovative processes were invariably created in all cases to deliver or implement the new service and 

product ideas. New ideas or discovered opportunities only become innovations once they are 

successfully implemented (Fagerberg, 2003, p3). Since the implementation takes place in institutional 

voids the processes are highly mediated by bricolage (Mair & Martí, Gundry et al). The data shows that 

new relationships with local actors are formed along the process. Bricolage processes thus enabled 

implementation of innovative ideas and invariably led to new relationships. 

 

Cape Town's culturally diverse and socio-economically complex setting demands unconventional and 

emphatic approaches to engage with and connect to informal actors. And indeed, each case exhibits 

great degrees of creativity, resourcefulness, improvisation and adaptability to mobilise support (Desa, 

2011; Gundry et al, 2011; Mair & Martí). During its first year Greenpop was able to continuously borrow 

vehicles from within their wider social network to carry out tree-plants. Also, today Greenpop runs print-

free campaigns where instead of paper and posters it uses chalk and spray paint for guerilla style 

marketing – next to digital promotions. FoodPods has been awarded a lease to a significant piece of land 

that is now its headquarter, including gardening tools and equipment – all for free, given by a local 

partner. Local partners also support and carry out training processes, eroding language and cultural 

barriers and taking on substantial workload. Trashback has created relationships through which it can 

make use of the fingerprint technology5, as well as streamlining activities with the local recycling centre so 

that they take on collecting recyclables, handing out awards and capturing statistics. The partner also 

significantly aids Trashback via word-of-mouth promotion, the strongest and mostly only channel to 

achieve exposure in informal areas. These examples demonstrate how bricolage behaviour and mind-

sets have helped each case to mobilise substantial resources, whether skills such as languages, 

equipment and even land, as well as better access to participants and other capital. 

 

“We got our first vehicle a year after we started. We planted 5,500 trees on borrowed tires. We paid for 

the fuel and everything else. We borrowed over 16 vehicles ongoing over that time. That gives you an 

idea: people are stuck in a mind-set, 'I don't have this' - have you asked? The worst thing that's going to 

happen in life is they say no, and then you just knock on another door.” (Misha, Greenpop) 

 

5.5.3. Model innovation. Combining product, service and process. 

In Greenpop and Trashback's case a hybrid model has been crafted where income-generation – or in 

Trashback's case equivalents in the form of clothing and sponsored vouchers - allows to subsidise other 

activities (Alter, 2006). Open Africa has an overall innovative model; however – like Trashback – it missed 
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the opportunity to integrate a financial fee into it. Both are fully dependent on grants and donors, hence 

they have an innovative non-profit model in which they act as intermediary (Alter, 2006). FoodPods is the 

only case that portrays a fully viable business model that appears to be financially self-sustaining through 

a value chain that truly generates value along each step – from nursery, to hub, to franchisees, to agent 

component. 

 

Despite differences, what emerged from the data as a key similarity is that each strongly depends on the 

take-on of participants to implement and spread the solutions to create value. Only with others to work 

with, the solution can lead to improvement and change. They thus all have a networked-model (Mulgan, 

et al. 2007; Murray et al, 2010), or a value network: value networks are “proactively developed to create 

social value and its appropriation by the target group” (Mair & Schoen, 2007, p4). 

 

Interestingly, each respondent was asked to reflect on own levels of innovation and did so by comparing 

themselves to competitors in the space. Generally, each one considered themselves as innovative 

because no other organisation, actor or entity carried out similar activities. This means that social 

entrepreneurial innovation was possible in Cape Town due to the immature institutional fabric where few 

other solutions and actors are present (Mair & Martí, 2009). This is supported by Urban's findings, which 

categorises social entrepreneurial activity in South Africa as “generally low” (Urban, 2008, p15). 

 

5.6. Institutional building. Changing behaviour and values. 

 

This section discusses the findings on institutional building. Table 4 offers an overview of the different 

traits that reflect institutional building that has been caused by the social entrepreneurial actors. 
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Table 4. Institutional building. 

Institutional 
building 

Greenpop Trashback Open Africa FoodPods 

New behaviour, 
norms, values, 

structures. 

Yes. Activities and 
values of caring, 
doing, planting and 
celebrating. 
 Stimulates 
culture of doing, 
awareness, 
celebrating of 
optimism. 

Yes. Seeing 
waste as value, 
teaching about 
it, spreads 
habits and 
culture of less 
littering and 
more recycling. 

Yes. Education, 
conservation, 
empowerment, pride. 
Culture of self-help, 
mutual teaching and 
valuing tradition and 
heritage. 

Yes. Better awareness 
and contribution to 
clean, safe 
environments, buying 
local, healthy 
vegetables to support 
community. Learning 
about health and 
agriculture. 

New formal and 
informal 

relationships 

Yes. Indirectly. 
Under-greened 
schools are linked 
with volunteers, 
 donors and 
corporate sponsors.

  

Yes. Direct links 
local 
businesses, 
shops and 
retailers with 
informal 
community 
participants. 

Yes.Direct and indirect 
links rural communities 
with tourists and 
travellers and via web-
platform. 

Yes.Direct and indirect 
links between and 
within informal 
communities and 
investors, NGO’s, 
restaurants and shops. 

Sustaining 
exchanges, 

resource flows 
  

  

Yes. Sales of 
commercial items and 
trees as well as 
sponsorships, grants 
ongoing to sustain 
tree-planting 
activities. 

Yes. Second 
hand clothing 
ongoing, 
voucher and 
reward system 
ongoing, 
recycling 
ongoing.  

Yes. Ongoing web-
promotion and route-
growth through 
travellers and tourists. 

Yes..Ongoingly 
through training, 
supply and sales 
through franchisees, 
agents, partners, 
customers. 

  

   
Embeddedness,  

ownership 

Yes. Not deeply 
embedded in target 
areas. Not much 
ownership required. 

Yes. 
Embeddedness 
and ownership 
depends on and 
through local 
recycling centre 
partner.  

Yes.  
 Through 
empowerment process 
and common goals of 
income-generation and 
wildlife conservation. 
Not very embedded. 
Depends mostly on 
ownership of 
participants. 

Yes. Very embedded 
and high levels of local 
ownership. Through 
common goals of job 
creation, food security 
and strong ties with 
each franchisee 
through training. 

 

 

“In organisational fields where problems are too complex for any one individual or organisation to handle 

but change is imperative, the necessary change can be jumpstarted by inter-organisational collaboration, 

which however requires a platform for distributed agency.” (Mair & Martí, p7) 
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As the previous section describes, to implement lasting new solutions social entrepreneurial actors need 

local support and therefore they form alliances and collaborations (Dacin et al, 2010). Also, each social 

enterprise model is dependent on creating growing value networks of participants, whether these are to 

join Open Africa's routes, to volunteer in tree-planting, to become franchisees that grow and sell 

vegetables, or whether they are community inhabitants that recycle. To reach and acquire new 

participants local collaborations are crucial, and due to cultural differences challenging to create. Mair & 

Schoen explain that social value creation requires knowledge about, interaction, and relationships with 

target groups (2007, p11). Once established they contribute significantly to institutional building. 

 

“[Our partnership with the recycling centre] comprises six or seven relationships with them. And that's a 

very important relationship to us. If you lose the faith of the team - trust - then that's our link lost. So we 

had to work very hard to maintain that link and maintain that relationship and understand each other. 

Especially with the cultural difference. (Jonathan, Trashback) 

 

In the process of connecting with and mobilising local actors shared interests and common goals are 

discovered, clarified and strengthened. This is only achieved because the social entrepreneurial goals are 

aligned with the needs of the target audiences – or participants - whether explicit or implicit. Job creation 

and income generation, reduction of pollution, safeguarding biodiversity and wildlife, improving food 

security, beautification and greening of spaces as well as carbon-offsets are all goals that the 

collaborators had to buy into. Dacin et al. argue that the social mission provides an inherent measure of 

legitimacy, which is an important resource (2010, p10; Desa, 2011). 

 

“We work with people that are like-minded and have similar ideas. […] Those relationships are non-

financial, but they are productive in the sense of operations.” (Noel, Open Africa) 

 

Because social entrepreneurship directly addresses local communities' social, economic and ecological 

issues they are willing to collectively participate in the solutions to overcome these. Consequently social 

entrepreneurship nurtures relationships and processes between partners and with participants that are 

characterised by mutuality, reciprocity and collectively (Murray et al, Mulgan, SIE, 2012). 

 

Local partners buy into visions so social enterprise purpose and actions become embedded in the local 

context. The more actors take on ownership of activities, processes and outcomes – growing the value 

network - the stronger the social entrepreneurial institution building is. Embeddedness has two benefits: 

firstly it overcomes high levels of unpredictability, inertia, resistance or opposition (Preskill & Beer, 2012; 

Fagerberg, 2009). Secondly, this leads to legitimacy and local ownership which enhances institutional 

building (Desa, 2011; Battilana et al, 2011; Gundry et al, 2011). 

 



 

43 

 

Another vital finding is that every single social entrepreneurial process links formal and informal areas 

and actors. Open Africa nurtures new relationships between rural communities and international 

travellers. FoodPods creates close links between franchisees and customers in their immediate 

neighbourhood – which are further connected to investors, restaurants and markets who buy and use 

vegetables. Greenpop establishes a connection between volunteers – whether youth, corporate 

employees or tourists - and schools and other beneficiaries. Trashback creates a linkage between 

community participants, the community recycling centre and local shops and retailers. 

 

[Resources were mobilised through] local businesses, but more formal - like supermarket chains. In that 

sense it was more wealthier and formal sectors supporting that informal settlement.” (Andrew, Trashback) 

 

Because these relationships link the formal economy and informal areas through resource flows that 

translate environmental and social value – created by the innovative products and services - into 

economic value and vice versa, they stimulate upliftment and inclusive development. With these new 

activities local behaviour is changed, for instance daily gardening becomes part of daily life. This 

positively influences underlying attitudes and values, such as being induced to save recyclable materials 

rather than littering, or to keep public spaces clean because those spaces are now used to sell food and 

maintain fruit trees. In so doing change and transformation takes place that continues to sustain and 

expand the new structures and patterns in a virtuous cycle, or an upward spiral of positive habits (Dacin 

et al, 2010; Battilana, et al, 2011; Mair & Martí, 2009). Important here is that - rather than just mobilising 

resources - social entrepreneurship creates and embeds mechanisms to sustain resource flows that 

stakeholders take on further. This is how social entrepreneurship builds institutions that enable change 

and improvement. 

 

5.7. Comparing cases. Commonalities and differences. 

 

The previous paragraphs have highlighted key findings of the cases along institutional voids, innovation, 

bricolage and institutional building. The next section changes summaries  the observed commonalities 

and differences so that the analytical framework can be reviewed. Commonalities are in environmentally 

and socially motivated innovation, the use of bricolage and relationship building to mobilise and sustain 

resources, and the creation of value networks as vital part of the models, which include the target 

audiences and connections to formal economic actors. Differences in the models created are especially in 

terms of income-generation and financial viability, and vast differentiation is of course observed in the 

problem areas that each case tackles. 

 

5.7.1. Commonalities. 
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The first commonality is that all innovative products and services are environmentally and socially 

motivated. Moreover, innovative processes entail use of bricolage and lead to relationship building with 

the target audiences. All cases simultaneously address several environmental, social and economic 

issues at once. 

 

Open Africa, Trashback and FoodPods for instance increase disposable income and at the same time 

raise awareness and provide education to tackle conservation of biodiversity, decrease pollution and 

increase resource efficiency, respectively. Next to income generation and job creation FoodPods directly 

contributes to better food security. Each of these have far-reaching wider benefits, namely better access 

to health services and decreasing pollution and vulnerability to alcoholism, drug abuse and crime. 

Greenpop specifically combats climate change, beautifies spaces and adds to health and pride of place, 

whilst stimulating social cohesion by carrying out activities during which previously disadvantaged people 

and with more privileged people work together. 

 

Finally, although the business models in itself vary, each case is dependent on the uptake and spreading 

of innovative activities through participants who consequently constitute value networks (Mair & Schoen, 

2007). As mentioned Open Africa and Trashback require participants to carry out recycling and to offer 

services or skills along the route. Greenpop works with volunteers or through corporate outings to plant 

trees. FoodPods needs to work with community franchisees and running agents to grow, harvest and sell 

vegetables. 

 

5.7.2. Differences. 

Besides that commonality in models, there are also observed differences. Two are hybrids, where 

subsidisation of activities take place through donations in the form of money, trees and clothes. While 

Trashback and Open Africa are intermediaries, FoodPods governs its entire value chain. Greenpop is 

most successful in generating income through sales to cross-subsidise, whereas FoodPods is the only 

case that generates income through actual innovative activities and investments. Open Africa, Greenpop 

and Trashback are dependent on grants, in respectively diminishing order. Trashback is least dependent 

since their running costs are lowest. Greenpop is the only case that does not create jobs and raises 

income levels of target audiences. 

 

All cases' innovations have led to institutional building, through change in behaviour and value. However, 

outcomes and nature of new relationships differ. Greenpop has the weakest links with the target audience 

but relationships with corporate sponsors and volunteers are strong. FoodPods has strong ties with local 

actors, including franchisees and partners, and therefore has direct and evident effects on attitudes, 

income-levels and food security of participants. Trashback has a good relationship with one local partner 

who is crucial in sustaining activities and in connecting with and creating mandates for the local 
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participants. Open Africa has many relationships across Southern and Eastern Africa, but after strong 

initiation these relationships become dependent on participants to be sustained over time.  

 

The analysis has resulted in several findings that allow to revise the analytical framework. The changes 

will be introduced in figure 2 on the next page, with more in-depth discussion in the chapter that follows. 



 

46 

 
 



 

47 

 

5.8. Analytical framework. Revised. 

 

The analysis has resulted in a refined understanding of institutional voids, the nature of innovation, the 

bricolage process, the model created that lead to institutional building, as well as the outcome this so that 

the analytical framework is strengthened.  

 

As predicted, the data shows that Cape Town is indeed an institutional void because poverty and 

inequality persist on large scales. Secondly, the target areas are characterised by lacking infrastructure 

which makes operations difficult. Finally, there is a lack of market or state resources and mechanisms to 

support the actors in their undertakings. Despite this institutional absence of failures social 

entrepreneurship identifies opportunities from these void spaces.  

 

Understanding has also become more concrete on how social entrepreneurship is innovative, namely 

through environmentally inspired opportunities that create value. As initially expected in the preliminary 

framework, these are manifested in novel products and services.  

 

Also, the details of why and how bricolage takes place is clearer: it makes possible the implementation 

products and services. In the process new relationships are formed that support resource mobilisation 

and in so doing create value networks.  

 

The relationships - the value network - link formal and informal areas and actors, enabling value 

exchanges that influence activities, behaviour and values. Products, service, process innovation come 

together in new operational models that lead to institutional building. The details are discussed in the 

following chapter. 
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6. Discussion. 

 

The previous analysis has described how innovations occur in social entrepreneurship, how institutional 

voids necessitate the mediating role of bricolage and has indicated why that leads to institutional building. 

This chapter will dive deeper into these descriptions and evaluate the findings to reach meaningful 

conclusions. 

 

The revised framework visualises the logical trajectory that explain why and how social entrepreneurial 

innovation, mediated by bricolage, leads to institutional building, with an emphasis on the role of 

relationship building along the process. Three arguments formulate this in a causal manner. These will be 

evaluated in more depth. 

 
1. Sources of innovations lie in the appreciation and formal integration of something previously 

unvalued in the natural environment. 

2. The social entrepreneurial actors engage in relationship building processes that link formal and 

informal areas and through which value exchange and resource flows are enabled. 

3. Through collectivity, embeddedness and ownership the target audiences themselves sustain 

mechanisms to benefit from and expand the innovative activities, leading to changes in 

behaviour, norms and values - institutional building. 

 
 

6.1. Institutional voids. Opportunity spaces. 

 
The research reveals that social entrepreneurship in Cape Town takes place in institutional voids, which 

are simultaneously opportunity spaces for solutions (Mair & Martí, 2009). Institutional voids are apparent 

in three ways. As described in the previous chapter, firstly all target audiences are in areas and conditions 

where formal and informal institutions, including local and national government and market mechanisms, 

are failing to meet structural poverty and inequality. Secondly, the resource-scarce areas suffer from 

insufficient infrastructure, such as roads and connectivity (NDP, 2012), which affects the social 

entrepreneurial actors to carry out activities efficiently. Thirdly, the lack of funding and support from 

private sector and state poses a barrier for social entrepreneurial actors to access resources required. 

 

Nonetheless the cases investigated were able to identify innovations, proving that institutional voids are 

indeed opportunity spaces that hold solutions to address the issues. The following examples demonstrate 

how opportunities were identified. In its mission to combat climate change Greenpop targets under-

greened areas, including schools and general public spaces in previously disadvantaged communities 

and deforested areas. All of these are opportunities for tree-planting, whether on small or large scale. 

Open Africa tackles rural poverty and environmental degradation. Its solution is to bring tourists to rural 
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areas to stimulate trade and safeguard biodiversity. Since most rural African areas have relatively high 

levels of unemployment but also rich natural and unique traditional traits virtually all of Africa are 

opportunity spaces for eco-tourism to protect biodiversity to prevent erosion or exploitation. Another 

serious and very apparent structural issue caused by failed service delivery around Cape Town is the 

high level of pollution, particularly in townships. Seen from a different angle these pose enormous 

opportunity for spaces for Trashback to introduce waste management services. Also, townships are vast 

areas where unemployed people search for jobs and where better access to healthy food is required. 

Since South Africa's climate is mostly inducive for vegetable growing FoodPod has identified a huge area 

of promising future markets for growing and selling. 

 

6.2. Innovation as value creation. Inherent social entrepreneurial activity. 

 
1. Sources of innovations lie in the appreciation and formal integration of something previously 

unvalued in the natural environment. 

 

The source of innovations are all from environmentally motivated viewpoints, where ideas manifested 

through valuing something in the natural environment that current mechanisms do not (Cohen & Winn, 

2007). In Open Africa's case it is nature in all its abundance itself that attracts travellers and offers 

opportunities for locals to harness from traditional skills to engage in crafts for tourists for example. For 

FoodPods this means to harness the richness of nature's potential by growing vegetables in crates. For 

Greenpop trees have a multitude of values, including carbon dioxide offsets, beautification of spaces, re-

connection to nature. Trashback reverses the perspective and aims to decrease waste to landfill and 

increase resource efficiency to reduce strain on natural systems. 

 

Each case ascribes and announces a value onto these environmental aspects and creates mechanisms 

to translate, exchange or attract other forms of value. Greenpop offers tree certificates as gifts and people 

happily pay to have a tree planted in their name, or in the name of the giftee. As related service, 

organisations pay Greenpop to do tree-plants as team outings. For the wider cause of climate change 

combat and reforestation corporates and foundations give substantial funds for the often large 

productions and campaigns that Greenpop organises. In FoodPods' case there is a direct monetary 

exchange for the time and energy put into growing and selling vegetables, whereas Trashback gets 

retailers to sponsor vouchers and people from wealthier areas to donate their clothes, all knowing that it 

stimulates recycling. Open Africa creates the synergy between appreciation of natural abundance and 

services and products to enable visits to and experiences of it. 

 

Each of these innovative new services and products directly or indirectly create economic, ecological 

and/or social value. As a consequence, it demonstrates that value depends on what people ascribe to it. 
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And as the data shows this is precisely what innovative social entrepreneurship in greater Cape Town 

does: introducing, appreciating or reminding people of the inherent value in the natural environment, 

including trees and forests, potential to grow vegetables, flora, fauna and material waste. 

 

6.3. Bricolage as innovation. Relational process. 

 

2. Social entrepreneurial actors engage in relationship building processes that link formal and 

informal areas and through which value exchange and resource flows are enabled. 

  

The thesis demonstrates that bricolage is a vital factor in institutional voids. Each case has shown that 

their processes have high degrees of bricolage leading to relationship building to mobilise and sustain 

resources. Because of resource-scarcity alliances and networks become valuable resources that provide 

access to what is needed, whether that is information, skills such as language or equivalents to financial 

resources, such as cars, equipment and land. 

 

For example, Greenpop was able to use many vehicles for over a year – for free. Trashback had to 

connect to the local recycling center and local shops to access participants and to enable voucher 

exchanges. The recycling center continues the collection and data capturing of participants, and the 

shops continue the voucher exchanges. FoodPods required growing strong relationships with franchisees 

and communities at large to be able to gain legitimacy by community leaders, which in turn resulted in 

access to land, equipment and partners that even today train new staff to grow and sell vegetables. 

 

The cases thus demonstrate that bricolage, as a resourceful mindset and creative strategy can lead to 

substantial results, despite lacking resources and institutional support. The relationships portray three 

attributes: the social entrepreneurs create a network of relationships that include target audiences in 

informal areas and connect them with formal economic actors. The relationships are built on shared goals 

and interests, which creates legitimacy and ownership of the target audiences. And finally, because the 

relationships are reciprocal, that is mutually beneficial, the target audiences carry on the mechanisms of 

value exchanges and resource flows. The following section expands on why this leads to institutional 

building. 

 

6.4. New institutions. Transformed patterns and value systems. 

 

3. Through collectivity, embeddedness and ownership the target audiences themselves sustain 

mechanisms to benefit from and expand the innovative activities, leading to changes in 

behaviour, norms and values - institutional building. 
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The relationships are novel, reciprocal linkages between the target audiences in informal areas, and with 

formal economic actors, such as retailers, shops, corporates, even investors. That is how newly created 

value can flow from resource-scarce to resource-rich areas, and vice versa. These exchanges change 

daily activities, and thus overall behaviour patterns. Since social entrepreneurial actors simultaneously 

educate and create awareness they contribute to influence underlying norms and values. 

 

The innovations are aimed at common local objectives that also benefit the greater good. Because there 

are direct benefits for the target audiences – greener spaces, more food, cleaner communities, more 

tourism, higher income – they participate and take on ownership. Because these activities are also aimed 

at a greater social, environmental and economic good – combating climate change, decreasing poverty 

and food dependence, protecting natural wealth, catalysing inclusive and sustainable development - 

social entrepreneurs gain legitimacy. 

 

As soon as participants engage with the social entrepreneurial activities they also engage in value 

exchanges. Tree planting is time and energy given to add value in under-greened areas. Vegetables 

grown and sold result in income that is retained in the community. Jobs along the travel routes attract 

money for produces and services inspired by Open Africa. Participating in Trashback's recycling activity 

provides vouchers that can be used to shop. Because the participants carry out the activities they 

become embedded value exchanges. The continuation results in sustained mechanisms of resource flow. 

 

New activities influence behaviour. Especially when accompanied by awareness raising and education, 

as each case includes in its activities, this changes norms, patterns and underlying values. FoodPods has 

observed very evident lifestyle changes when formerly unemployed individuals suddenly are owners of 

veggie stalls, feeding their households with nutritious vegetables while making additional income and 

servicing their immediate communities. A remarkable and symbolic anecdote from FoodPods is about 

community members who overnight cleaned up a dreadful waste site by themselves when they realised 

that a franchisee set up a vegetable stall there. The need for clean, hygienic environments for food sales 

led to a collective effort to improve and maintain a space that beforehand was used as toilet, dead 

animals and worse. Positive changes in behaviour were also observed by Trashback who noticed better 

school attendance of children after their grandmother began recycling. The little extra disposable income 

allowed her to buy school books. Also, after outreach activities Trashback perceived that children were 

more aware about differences of recyclable and non-recyclable materials and had changed attitudes to 

littering. Moreover, Open Africa raises awareness and appreciation of tradition and natural abundance, 

leading to better conservation, cultural pride and economic activity. Greenpop mobilises hundreds of 

volunteers to travel, live and work manually planting trees – a direct and intense change of activities. 
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They also have positive outcomes on people via social media, spreading meat-free Mondays recipes and 

green competitions to win tickets to concerts, to also mention more peculiar examples. 

 

Since innovative and reciprocal activities are tied into value networks, social entrepreneurship creates 

changes in actions and attitudes on wide scales, ranging from a few to many thousands, as Open Africa's 

participants of over 28,000 proves. Social entrepreneurship builds institutions because it mobilises actors 

and supporters under common visions and for social and environmental objectives, despite race and 

class. It tackles local needs and contributes to greater good, across population groups and cultures. 

Organising and gathering hundreds of volunteers to plant a forest in Zambia over several weeks for 

instance are active attempts to contribute to reversal of global warming and natural degradation – 

although arguably marginal in face of annual industrial carbon dioxide emissions it has substantial 

outcomes on personal and local levels. Mobilising local shops to donate vouchers for cleaner 

environments is an equally value driven act that, when ongoing, leads to the building of a 'recycling 

intermediary institution'. It embeds new patterns of behaviour that over time may drastically change how 

organisations are shaped and how business takes place, thereby innovating operation models (Dacit et 

al., 2010, p9). 

 

What is notable in the Cape Town context is that each case automatically engages in a process of 

overcoming social divides by uniting diverse groups under their unique purposes. In so doing it stimulates 

more equal wealth distribution in greater Cape Town, actively by creating value flows, but also 

conceptually, because changed values and beliefs of equality are embedded into emerging norms and 

institutional structures. 

 

6.4.1. Extent of institutional building. Influences. 

The data implies that there are levels of resistance and political opposition to newly proposed products, 

services and behaviours (Battilana et al., 2011). Mostly, this can be ascribed to differences in habits, 

culture and traditions, like Open Africa participants' hesitation to join the network, or inertia of community 

members to start challenging training and daily work on vegetable crates. Despite people, groups and 

areas that simply are not interested or fail, generally resistance and doubt can be overcome through 

engaged relationship building. Ultimately of course, institutional building depends to great extents on the 

ownership and motivation of the target audiences and participants to carry out activities. The nature of the 

relationship with the social entrepreneurs influences this. 

 

The level of reciprocity of relationships correlates with the level of institutional building as follows: close 

and strong relationships appear to have greater effects on the embeddedness of institutions created. 

Weaker ties indicate less ownership created, but this does not restrict the quantity of relationships built. 

Therefore, Greenpop and Open Africa's institutions are large in terms of reach and exposure, whereas 



 

53 

 

Trashback and FoodPods have less numbers but more intense improvements and changes observed. 

Open Africa's vast network also includes strong ties, but these are much dependent on participants' own 

levels of commitment and motivation. 

 

In terms of inertia and resistance, wider macro-structures of government and markets pose real barriers 

to uptake of innovative solution that also alleviate environmental, economic and social issues. For 

instance the highly established distribution channels of large retailers are fundamentally more difficult to 

compete with for FoodPods. Or the lack of national decentralised waste management plants to make 

small-scale recycling profitable is to a degree out of Trashback’s control. Since most of the cases are 

fairly young, most having started over the last few years, it remains to be seen whether they can 

strengthen their models to upscale and replicate to a point that government and market take them 

serious, either for competition or cooperation. 

 

6.5. Answering the research question. Conclusions. 

 

The previous discussion has expanded on the findings of the data collection. These are the causally 

linked arguments which answer the research question: 

 

“How is social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa, innovative, and why does that lead to 

institutional building?” 

 

1. Sources of innovations lie in the appreciation and formal integration of something previously 

unvalued in the natural environment. 

2. The social entrepreneurial actors engage in relationship building processes that link formal and 

informal areas and through which value exchange and resource flows are enabled. 

3. Through collectivity, embeddedness and ownership the target audiences themselves sustain 

mechanisms to benefit from and expand the innovative activities, leading to changes in 

behaviour, norms and values - institutional building. 

 

To reformulate, social entrepreneurship in Cape Town demonstrates innovations in product, services, 

processes and models in opportunity spaces where resources are scarce. Opportunities to innovative 

products and services are discovered by social entrepreneurs who value natural and environmental 

aspects that the market fails to quantify. In the cases investigated this has resulted in provision of 

nutritious vegetables, recycling services, trees and tree-planting, job creation related to education on and 

appreciation of biodiversity and natural wealth at large. 
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To implement innovations bricolage is required to support mobilisation of resources and support which 

leads to new relationships. These relationships are reciprocal, constructive and legitimate, leading to 

institutional building. Institutional building takes place because new relationships grow into sustaining 

resource exchanges with and by local actors, leading to changes in activities, norms, values and 

structures in the targeted institutional voids. 

 

These new institutions effectively reorganise local informal activities and structures by introducing and 

transforming value flows. New relationships across formal and informal areas form mechanisms to sustain 

these flows and exchanges. They are reflected in novel actions, behaviours, values and norms that 

become embedded and formalised in the target audiences, all of which are previously disadvantaged 

communities. 

 

To summarise the answer to the research question, social entrepreneurship is innovative through the 

creation of novel products and services that create environmental, social and economic value. It also 

engages in innovative processes mediated by bricolage that create new relationships which link formal 

and informal, and which sustain value exchanges that lead to changes in behaviour, norms and values. 

Overall then, innovative product, services and processes culminate in innovative models that incorporate 

different activities, behaviour and values of various groups and actors which is why new institutions are 

built by social entrepreneurship. 

 

6.6. Usefulness of theories and concepts. Back to academia. 

 

The overarching concepts around social entrepreneurship, innovation and institutional building have 

provided the foundation for this research project. The scientific categorisation of innovation has been 

prone to subjectivity and institutional building would benefit from further use of established concepts. 

Nonetheless, the findings have evolved into a more nuanced view of concepts, including institutional 

voids, bricolage and social change. The empirical results are overall aligned with and further supported by 

other authors' findings. 

 

It has proven difficult to scientifically categorise and assess innovations. To some extent the classification 

of product, service, process and model are vague, which opposes the scientific neutral and factual 

positivist philosophy of this thesis. Depending on the viewpoint the innovation types could be interpreted 

as the same, as overlapping, or as this thesis has attempted as differentiated. Open Africa for example 

could be described as offering a new product of off-track rural African routes, a service of recruiting and 

empowering rural communities, which is also a process, and a model that combines the three elements. 

Alternatively, one could posit that only the process of empowering and recruiting is innovative, or that only 

the overall model is a true innovation. This line of reasoning can be applied to each case and thus 
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renders clear distinctions challenging. To stay true to the positivist approach the classifications have 

attempted to simplify each type into distinct units of product, service, process and model. That way more 

detailed comparisons between the cases could take place, and the innovations' significance in terms of 

overall outcomes could be assessed. 

 

Similarly, the description and explanation of institutional building could be strengthened by including 

additional established theory and concepts from institutional theory, such as agency, or expansion on 

embeddedness (Battilana et al., 2011). This was however decided to be beyond the scope of the paper. 

As a consequence the consideration, description and explanation of institutional building was applied with 

a focus on the causal relationship with innovation, namely the process of establishing relationships that 

sustain value exchanges and which link formal and informal. 

 

Mair & Schoen (2007) focus on how social entrepreneurship develops business models in developing 

economies. Their results highlight the creation of value networks that share a social vision, the 

importance of resource strategies, and a special approach to transfer value to the target groups. Each of 

these findings are applicable to the research results of this thesis: actors and partners are mobilised into 

a value network under a shared vision; the resource strategies of bricolage are what enable operations in 

institutional voids, whilst the value transfer to and through target audiences is what carries on institutional 

building. 

 

Dacin et al. describe the importance of relational resources. They explain how specifically in developing 

or transitional economies real value is created by the unique relationships formed between social 

entrepreneurs and their network members (p13, 2010). Also, resources are not mobilised to create 

competitive barriers, but as cooperative resources. This is complementary to theories which emphasise 

collectivity, mutuality and reciprocity of relationships in the innovation process (Mulgan et al., 2007; 

Murray et al., 2010; SIE, 2012). 

 

Innovation theory also shows that linkages, communication and interaction potential with different 

systems and networks is important (Preskill & Beer, 2013; Fagerberg, 2009; Lettice & Parekh, 2010). 

Similarly, inter-disciplinary and cross-sectoral participation enhances innovation potential and enables 

different actors to be tied together with different mandates to work towards common goals (Mulgan et al., 

2007; Murray et al., 2010). The ability of social entrepreneurs to link, communicate and interact with 

different groups from various disciplines and areas is how value networks with shared interests are 

established as part of innovative processes. 

 

Gundry et al. (2011) find in their study that innovation ecology associated with catalytic innovation is 

mediated by the role and degree of bricolage of social entrepreneurs. They claim that “social 
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entrepreneurs not only find creative solutions but also utilise their pre-existing knowledge and 

relationships to encourage stakeholders to take notice of these innovations and the impact they can have 

in driving long-term systemic change” (Gundry et al., 2011, p20). The findings of this thesis implies slightly 

differently that relationships are formed because of bricolage, such as when Trashback needed to 

connect to local shops and retailers, or FoodPods required local support to establish itself in the 

community of Philippi. Yet the overall sentiment of bricolage mediating innovation is the same and 

acknowledges the role relationships play in spreading or catalysing innovations. 

 

Desa (2011) examined the role of bricolage in mobilising and reconfiguring resources and comes to the 

conclusion that bricolage is a legitimising mechanism. However, while much of social entrepreneurship 

literature is concerned with resource mobilisation, this thesis emphasises that rather than just 

mobilisation, institutional building is about creating new, lasting channels of resource flows and 

mechanisms to sustain these (Gundry et al., 2011; Monllor, 2010; Lettice & Parekh, 2010). Embedding 

these flows and mechanisms into local contexts to continuously mobilise resources in turn enables 

scalability and replicability of spreading new value, solutions and norms, which indicates that these 

innovations and institutions create social change (Gundry et al., 2011; Alvord et al., 2004). 

 

Finally, more current information on the local context would be beneficial. Urban (2008) conducted a 

quantitative study on social entrepreneurship in South Africa in which the focus was on social 

entrepreneurial activity, but few other relevant studies were found. Although wider characteristics were 

provided in previous chapters, it would be useful to find additional literature that considers more in-depth 

developments of local social entrepreneurship, particularly in terms of local government support and 

intermediary organisations. 

 

The wider findings also imply a potential paradox: One of the biggest challenges for social 

entrepreneurship in greater Cape Town lies in the resource scarcity and limited access to infrastructure, 

funds and support. Despite growing awareness and growth in networks and intermediary organisations 

such as ASEN or Heart Capital who aim to conceptually and practically support social entrepreneurship, 

the actors in question still fall into a funding and investment gap between charitable and profitable entities 

(GEM, 2011; Urban, 2008). However, this research reveals that much of the sources for innovation are 

related to bricolage - the ability and mindset to see and generate value and resources in voids, despite 

resource scarcity. Hence, if more funds and support were available, would that not be detrimental to 

bricolage behaviour and reciprocal relationship building, thus eradicating core innovative attributes of 

social entrepreneurship? 

 

Overall, the theories and literature used have been relevant and useful to explore, substantiate and 

analyse the empirical data. In return, the results contribute to theory, as discussed in the next section. 
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6.7. Contribution to theory. Adding to the discourse. 

 
This thesis contributes to, creates synergies with and complements existing theory in a number of ways. 

Overall, research informs streams of entrepreneurship, institutional entrepreneurship and institutional 

theory, as well as social innovation and change theory (Dacin et al., 2010; Battilana et al., 2009; Mair & 

Martí, 2009; Gundry et al., 2011; Murray et al., 2010; Mulgan et al., 2007; Desa, 2011, Alvord et al., 2004; 

Mair & Schoen, 2007). 

 
The findings on innovation, bricolage and institutional building are valuable to entrepreneurship literature, 

since they can be equally applied to commercial entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 2010). They contribute to 

better understanding on processes of relationship building to mobilise resources and distribute products 

and services. “Greater attention to external resources and creative mechanisms to circumvent barriers” 

through growth of valuable networks adds to greater understanding of entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 

2010). Finally, bricolage as process is a promising strategic tool for commercial entrepreneurship too. 

“While bricolage behaviours are traditionally spawned from ad-hoc intuitive processes and through 

research, they may also be developed into a more strategic tool.” (Gundry et al., 2011, p17) 

 

Much debate revolves around whether social entrepreneurship is a category of entrepreneurship or not 

(Dacin et al., 2010). But rather than contesting that social entrepreneurship is separate to 

entrepreneurship a unique classification that acknowledges the concept as also being a new type of 

institution should serve to raise attention and thus ameliorate support to the different challenges and 

possibilities associated with the concept (Monllor, 2010; Battilana et al., 2011). Rather than mutually 

exclusive, these views should exist next to each other to contribute to an improved understanding of both 

Dacin, et al., 2010). 

 
Studies on innovation benefit because the importance of relational resources, social capital and networks 

are described in detail, again in view of implementing and spreading innovations (Dacin et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, this thesis demonstrates the great overlap between social entrepreneurship and social 

innovation. By investigating the sources and processes of implementation this research project enhances 

understanding on collectivity, open collaboration and network-models through which social innovation is 

manifested (Mulgan, et al., 2007; Murray et al., 2010). 

 
Positioning social entrepreneurship as institutional building agent aids institution theory because it 

emphasises concepts of social and/or environmental opportunities and innovation as initiating and driving 

forces underlying institutional entrepreneurship and institutional change (Battilana et al., 2011). 

Considering individual and group motivation for structural changes around poverty, inequality and 
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environmental aspects may indicate the direction of institutional trends, both on a grassroots level and in 

more established arenas, including formal institutions. 

 
Moreover, social entrepreneurship as institution building agent also creates synergies with change theory 

(Battilana et al., 2011). Better understanding on scalable and replicable models – both for and non-profit - 

with the potential to transform local and wider contexts are fundamental in understanding how change 

can permeate economic, cultural, political and social change processes (Dacin et al., 2010). The potential 

of innovations to be catalytic and systematically transforming has been analysed in depth and from 

different fields. Seeing social entrepreneurship as institutional actor enables an integration of innovation 

and social/environmental improvement for systemic change (Alvord et al., 2004). 

 

Given the transformative and change inducing nature of social entrepreneurship - rather than 'just' 

alleviation of issues and welfare contribution – social entrepreneurship can firmly be situated into the 

extended view, in which they are seen as novel actors, new types of institutions, change agents and 

leaders that catalyse social transformation (Perrini & Vurro, 2009; Dacin et al., 2010; Gundry et al., 2011; 

Mair & Martí, 2011; Alter, 2006). Social entrepreneurship changes the conditions in which the problems 

are embedded and produces “small changes in the short term that reverberate through existing systems 

to catalyse large changes in the longer term” (Alvord et al., 2004, p4). 

 

Moreover, because social entrepreneurship tackles several interdependent and interrelated issues at a 

time it is an implementing agent of sustainable development – it is driven by sustainability (Urban, 2008, 

p6). “Balancing economic health, social equity and environmental resilience as integrative concept offers 

long-term perspective and provides long-term opportunities for win-win solutions” (Cohen & Winn, 2007, 

p6). Local actors are therefore rich sources of inspiration and empirical showcases for sustainable 

solutions that emanate from the grassroots. 

 
 

6.8. Methodology, framework, philosophy of science. Evaluating the backbone. 

 
 
The combination between the theories and concepts used, the analytical framework and the 

methodological tools and techniques of this thesis have been useful collect relevant empirical data and to 

analyse these. This has allowed to answer the research question and to reach wider conclusions and 

generalisable findings. 

 

Theories and concepts of social entrepreneurship and relevant, related concepts of bricolage, innovation 

and institutional building were visualised in the framework that describes the dynamic process of social 

entrepreneurship. The analysis of empirical data in turn has enabled an amelioration of the framework, in 
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turn leading to meaningful conclusions as discussed above. There are however some methodological 

limitations around the data collection, theory-building and framework as already described in previous 

chapters. 

 

The empirical data is drawn exclusively from sensory observations and neutral, factual and concrete 

insights to get most reliable results. Without the qualitative and exploratory approach and use of semi-

structured interviews it would have been very challenging to comprehend underlying environmental and 

social motivations to innovate. Similarly, without certain levels of openness and trust towards the 

researchers the respondents' intimate processes and dynamics of relationship building would not have 

been able to be captured. Finally, analysis and interpretation benefited substantially by the flexibility that 

the research was designed for. 

 
 
The exploratory approach and qualitative design of the study have also been useful because it has 

resulted in deep, meaningful and truthful insights about social entrepreneurship process by emphasising 

innovation and institutional building. In so doing it has created synergies with the concepts and expanded 

understanding of the role of institutional voids and bricolage as well. Borrowing from Mair & Schoen, the 

qualitative and exploratory multi-case study design “captures the complexity and richness of underlying 

phenomenon, detecting patterns and regularities across cases” (2007, p3). For example that natural 

abundance in its diversity was the smallest common denominator for each cases' inspiration and 

motivation to innovate was a key finding that would have been more difficult with different approaches. 

Specifically this common denominator of nature is expressed in the data as the great soil quality and the 

richness of South Africa's flora and fauna and vegetable growing potential and the role of trees to combat 

climate change. Another aspect that exemplifies this was uncovering the rather complicated combinations 

and hybrids of income-generation within and across cases, namely different combinations of grants, 

investments, subsidies, sales, donations and sponsorships. 

 

The approach has resulted in relevant insights into practitioners' developments, challenges and 

achievements. In line with exploratory and qualitative research, it offers wider meaning on solutions that 

are being created and implemented in greater Cape Town although the small sample is not statistically 

significant to reliably infer trends and patterns of the social entrepreneurial universe. With a larger sample 

one could have correlated types of innovation with reach of participants and with the kind of business 

model to substantiate the reach and strength of institutional building. Or it would be interesting to 

understand biggest trends within environmentally oriented social enterprise. Rather, this study portrays 

the diversity of solutions and enables a truthful representation of solutions of environmentally oriented 

social entrepreneurship, namely food security, climate change, biodiversity conservation and waste 

management. 
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Moreover, the fact that the primary sources were solely based on the social entrepreneurs renders the 

data prone to bias. Despite efforts to triangulate and substantiate statements, using inputs from other 

stakeholders may be a good way to prevent this in the future (Gundry et al., 2011, p18). Most 

triangulation could only be done through available information from the respondents’ websites. It is likely 

that their published information is equally biased like their own statements, thus reducing the benefit of 

triangulation. However, the published information has proven very useful to substantiate the knowledge 

gained during the interviews, and enabled to create fuller and more comprehensive understanding on the 

contexts, developments, activities and key concepts. 

 

Overall, albeit methodological limitations, this research project has succeeded in gathering empirical data 

that is relevant, reliable and which delivers new knowledge and sense-making. The transparency of the 

process, including public access to methodology and raw data, enhances reliability. While a replication of 

this thesis could include a more strategic data collection, the qualitative and explorative approach were 

appropriate to investigate concepts of social entrepreneurship, innovation and institutional building and 

resulted in valid and meaningful results and conclusions that can be generalised to benefit the academic 

discourse and practitioners.  
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7. Conclusion. 

 

This thesis set out to explore social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa. Specifically, the 

research question asked how social entrepreneurship is innovative and why this leads to institutional 

building. 

 

This thesis used an exploratory and qualitative research approach, comparing four environmentally-

oriented cases using semi-structured, personal interviews. The data collection took place between 

November 2011 and February 2012. It is anchored in a philosophy of science, using strictly scientific tools 

and methods and valuing objectivity, neutrality and factual data. The analysis used progressive focusing, 

inductive reasoning and grounded theory to analyse and interpret empirical evidence. Transparency and 

triangulation were used to enhance reliability and validity. 

 

The empirical data shows that social entrepreneurship in Cape Town is innovative through the creation of 

products, models, processes and models. Since greater Cape Town is a context where resources and 

enabling institutions are scarce, the implementation of innovations require bricolage behaviour. Bricolage 

leads to the innovative formation of new relationships that mobilise resources and support. These 

reciprocal alliances connect informal target audiences and formal economic actors and are based on 

shared social, environmental and economic interests. As a result social entrepreneurial initiatives gain 

legitimacy and create ownership with the target audiences. They participate in new activities, thus 

sustaining innovative value exchanges. The new activities influence behaviour, norms and values, which 

leads to institutional building. 

 

New institutions built through innovative social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa, directly 

contribute to an improvement in local contexts, through job creation, better access to nutritious food, 

decreasing pollution and greening public spaces. Indirectly social entrepreneurship adds to environmental 

education, raised awareness and better social cohesion. The empirical data therefore implies that social 

entrepreneurial actors are sustainable change agents because they contribute to improvement and 

positive change of local conditions on economic, social and environmental levels. 

 

The conclusions are in line with wider theory and literature, specifically in relation to social 

entrepreneurship, innovation and social innovation, as well as concepts of bricolage and institutional 

building. Due to its socially transforming qualities it should also be viewed as a new concept altogether. 

The combination of innovation and institutional building as key concepts has contributed to literature, 

since it provides in-depth insights into the sources and process of implementing innovations. Social 

entrepreneurship as institutional building agent is valuable, because it offers more contextual, opportunity 
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focused, relational and outcome oriented factors into the analysis, which is equally relevant for fields of 

entrepreneurship, institution theory, social change and sustainable development. 

 

Promising further research areas are manifold. One obvious research stream could be to understand in 

more depth how South African policies can close the gap between proactive frameworks such as BBBEE 

and CSI and ineffective implementation of support for social entrepreneurship. Similarly, a better 

understanding is needed on how international financial institutions, investors and private sector can 

strategically engage with innovative social entrepreneurial actors to overcome the paradox mentioned 

earlier. One specific research avenue may be whether corporate and private sector alliances could take 

on social entrepreneurial processes to further expand and upscale solutions. It would be necessary and 

interesting to find out at precisely what stages in the institutional building process legitimacy and local 

ownership are safeguarded against potentially conflicting commercial interests. Further research to 

explore more concrete differences between the types of innovation that emerge from less developed as 

opposed to developed regions, especially in the realm of environmental solutions would be useful. That 

way it may be revealed how global and local initiatives can collaborate to support each other and to 

accelerate uptake and impact of solutions. 
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Appendix I. Summary. 
 

This thesis explores environmentally-oriented social entrepreneurship in Cape Town, South Africa. The 

research question frames the study by asking how social entrepreneurship is innovative and why this 

leads to institutional building. The aim is to uncover and describe novel solutions social entrepreneurship 

creates and to explain why institutions are built along the process. 

 

To answer the research question a qualitative approach is applied that compares four cases using semi-

structured, personal interviews. The data collection took place in the greater metropolitan area of Cape 

Town, between November 2011 and February 2012. Anchored in a positivist philosophy of science the 

research process emphasises rigorous application of scientific tools and methods of sensory observations 

to objectively capture empirical data from the independently existing world. Triangulation and 

transparency enhance the validity and reliability of the study. Progressive focusing, inductive reasoning 

and grounded theory are used to analyse and interpret empirical evidence to reach meaningful 

conclusions and generalisations. 

 

The empirical data shows that social entrepreneurship in greater Cape Town is innovative since it 

identifies and implements new products, services, processes and models that create value, both financial 

and non-financial. These innovations are invariably inspired by aspects within nature’s abundance and 

the need to protect it. Innovative products and services that emerged from the data are sales of trees and 

tree-planting to combat climate change, community-based waste recycling management to reduce waste 

to landfill and pollution, off-track travel routes that stimulate tourism as trade whilst conserving 

biodiversity, and vegetable micro-businesses for food security and against unemployment. 

 

The data shows that this leads to institutional building because the innovations introduce new activities, 

behaviour and values to the target audiences, positively changing daily lives and structures. Informal 

communities and formal economic actors are united under common and legitimised goals, so ownership 

of the social entrepreneurial solutions is taken on. This leads to institutional building because innovative 

value exchanges are sustained and further distributed by the target audiences themselves. 

 

New institutions in Cape Town, South Africa, directly contribute to an improvement in local contexts, 

through job creation, better access to nutritious food, decreasing pollution, reforestation and greening of 

public spaces, as well as protection of natural wealth. Indirectly innovative social entrepreneurial 

institution building adds to environmental education, raised awareness and better social cohesion. 
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Appendix II. Screenshot. First email contact to respondent. 
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Appendix III. Interview script. Semi-structured 

 

General introduction 

1. Type of actor, organisation, movement 

2. Mission and vision 

3. History and development 

4. Current activities (social and/or environmental) 

5. Organisational structure 

 

Innovation process 

1. Context/external environment that triggered the initiative 

2. Need identification, inspiration, motivation 

3. Idea formulation and innovation 

4. Resources: available and needed (human, financial, social, etc.) 

5. Activities/actions undertaken to mobilise resources 

6. Stakeholders and valuable networks 

7. Creating collaboration: Partnerships and alliances   

8. Implementation: Piloting and testing 

9. Evaluation, assessment, refinement 

10. Survivability and viability 

11. Diffusion: Scalability and replicability 

12. Strategy applied 

13. Outcome   

14. Impact: Measurement and assessment 

15. Systemic change 

16. Sustainable development 

 

In-depth, personal insights and learning experiences 

1. Challenges: internally and externally 

2. Supporting and enabling factors: internally and externally 

3. Innovation process 

4. Innovativeness 

5. Competitiveness and differentiation 

6. Contribution to sustainable development 

7. Learning experiences 

8. Future objectives and strategy 
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Appendix IV. Preliminary research. Case 3: TrashBack. 
 

Profile 

Name of project: TrashBack – rewards for rubbish 

Location: Hout Bay Recycling (HBR), Cape Town 

Founded in: 2011 

Number of employees: 4 full-time permanent staff, volunteers?, participants: 590 

Legal entity: Social enterprise 

 

Organisational overview 

Vision and mission: Aims to change the perception of waste, changing apathy into action through a 

participatory approach by making the beneficiaries the actors and change-makers. 

Description of product, service, process: At the core of the TrashBack initiative lies our incentivised 

recycling project: uphinda-phindo! which operates in the Imizamo Yethu (IY) informal settlement and uses 

a unique voucher system enabled by the Broccoli Project (tracking and measuring funders investments). 

Participants from IY bring in recyclable materials and are rewarded with vouchers for their efforts, which 

can then be exchanged at local community stores. The vouchers ensure that: 

 

1. Participants are rewarded with beneficial items, such as food and clothing. 

2. Rewards are kept within the community, helping to stimulate the local economy. 

 

TrashBack is also running the UrBin project which focuses on stimulating the informal clothing market 

through the recycling of second hand clothes, through their orange clothing bins around town. 

The Uphinda-phindo!: TrashBack uphinda-phindo! is a project that incentivises disadvantaged 

communities to manage their own waste through recycling. When translated from isiXhosa to English, 

uphinda-phindo means ‘to repeat’, or the action of doing something over and over again. This 

encompasses TrashBack’s philosophy of encouraging a behavioural shift towards re-use and recycling. 

There are many benefits of incentivised recycling: 

 

1. More waste is recycled and thus less waste goes to landfill. 

2. Cleaner communities result, instilling pride and dignity and a greater sense of place. 

3. A cleaner community means a healthier community. 

4. It provides both informal and formal employment, contributing towards social upliftment. 

 

TrashBack’s uphinda-phindo! is not just giving handouts; instead, it acts as a platform to change apathy 

into action through an altered perception of waste. Communities are encouraged to take pride in their 

local environment and are rewarded for it. The current incentive scheme rewards top collectors for their 

efforts. When participants bring in a set volume of recyclables, they are issued with a certain number of 

points, which are registered under their personal profile on the uphinda-phindo! system. Participants that 

have the most points at the end of each collection period (currently run from Wednesday to Wednesday) 

are guaranteed a reward, with a predetermined number of rewards available for each collection period. 

The points of the rewarded Top Collectors are reset to zero, while the points of those who are not 

rewarded are carried over to the next collection period. TrashBack uphinda-phindo! rewards are 

distributed using TrashBack’s unique voucher system, which is enabled through the broccoli project. 

These vouchers can be redeemed at various local businesses and informal traders within the community, 

ensuring that: 

http://trashback.org/uphinda-phindo/
http://trashback.org/uphinda-phindo/
http://broccoliproject.org/
http://broccoliproject.org/
http://broccoliproject.org/
http://broccoliproject.org/
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1. Participants are rewarded with beneficial items, such as food and clothing. 

2. Rewards are kept within the community, helping to stimulate the local economy. 

 

Rewards consist of food, clothing, shopping vouchers, travel vouchers, stationary, airtime and high school 

textbooks. In summary, uphinda-phindo! gives community members the opportunity to translate rubbish 

into rewards, simply by bringing us items which were previously considered to be worthless. 

 

Target beneficiaries: The people living in the Imizamo Yethu community in Hout Bay. 

Value proposition: Recycling can bring new value to things previously considered as worthless, it creates 

cleaner communities, uplifts people and ensures that the rewards are kept within the community. 

Other initiatives: Cleaning the Daisies (social experiment collecting stompies. Target group: festival 

visitors) 

 

Activities/Context 

Partners, networks, communities, environment (support received): 

● Partnerships: The Broccoli Project (providing the unique voucher system and allows 

 investors to track and measure their investments/donations) and Mobiltrix (providing 

mobile reward system solutions) 

● Members of: Power of youth (?) and PETCO (plastic recycling) 

● Sponsored by: Hosken Consolidated Investments Ltd., Hubspace, Bulk SMS, Hout Bay 

Superspar, The Clothing Bank, Fish on the Rocks, Cape Town Group –travel & events, 

Hemporium, Scales incorporated 

 

Communication (channels, positioning): Website, Facebook, Twitter 

Financial viability (income sources): 

 

Potential Future objectives: 

Scalability: 

Replicability: 

Impact assessment (if, how): 

Scale (area and scope of impact and change, sustainable development): In measurable terms/impact: 

Total recyclables collected: 29.657 kg trash (+ kg measured for each week), rewards given out: R18.342. 

Between September 2011 and February 2012: Collected 415 cubic meters of recyclables. Registered 567 

participants which is 1 in 17 in the Imizamo Yethu community. Exchanged 1019 rewards worth R16.475, 

which is equivalent to a basic monthly salary for 1.46 people. 
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V. Interview transcript. Greenpop. 

 

Date: 30.November 2012  Place: Cape Town, Woodstock Exchange, Lilian's studio 

Interviewer: Lilian (L)   Interviewee: Misha (M)  Time: 40 minutes 

 

L: Greenpop is a social enterprise that is working to plant trees to kick off the treevolution. And you work a 

lot with communities and schools and also corporates through outings to generate awareness. How long 

have you been going? 

 

M: September 2010 started operating as an organisation, but at that point it was more of a one month 

campaign. Afterwards we were gonna go back to our jobs, I was at least freelancing and doing the 

random things I was doing. Our mission was to raise 1000 trees but we raised 1800 so we had to plant 

another 800. We also set up online platform people could purchase trees with certificate and coordinates 

where their tree was planted. 

 

We almost didn't want to close because people still were purchasing trees through it, it didn't seem like a 

bad thing. A few things came together as driver to maintain it: A lot of schools were contacting us and 

said “there is a school down the road that got trees, we also want trees.” Woolworths planted 1000 trees, 

so that was an eye opening opportunity that it was actually a marketable product. They didn't come to be 

there, just paid money to be there. We curated off the cuff a whole range of add-to-your basket sort of 

thing. We added green products where people could get a t-shirt, a video, a sustainability speech, and 

they just said yes cool, we'll take it. So it quickly became formalised. 

 

L: Let's zoom out again. So you quickly realised this accidental opportunity, but what was the context, the 

issue you wanted to address through it? 

 

M: It was really driven by personal needs. We were making a documentary for Volkswagen, driving over 

30.000 air miles so planting trees was our compensation and contribution to the environment. Secondly, I 

have been volunteering in informal, rural, disadvantaged communities – and there is such a stark contrast 

between underprivileged and privileged. It's so windy and sandy and there is just no greenery. So that 

compounded the issues. 

 

So it was just putting two and two together: Let's plant Trees for schools, and let's connect South Africans 

generally don't have the opportunity to do it. And let's bring our friends and our tribes together to do this 

clean, neutral act, together. There is so much resistance, I think it's kind of a natural resistance that 
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happens and it disallows for that collaborative, that cohesion to actually take place in South Africa. If 

you're an educated black person then all of a sudden it kind of becomes stimulated, but we need to 

actually collaborate and connect with people who aren't necessarily educated and are living on a 

breadline and who live in township areas – that cohesion just doesn't happen. 

 

L: OK so there was the personal motivation to make up for the CO2 emissions from driving, the 

opportunity to create cohesion, crossing racial lines and inequality... 

 

M: And also just understanding the landscape of what's happening in SA environmentally, and how it's 

driven politically, the whole apartheid thing: this is where you're gonna live, you don't have a choice here, 

and obviously lacking investments and... understanding that. 

 

L: Then it's all these needs, and then you found this opportunity of people suddenly buying the trees and 

also buying the add-ons such as buying a sustainability speech and so on. So when you first set out to do 

the campaign, from idea to vision of 'let's sell these trees', what kind of resources did you need? 

 

M: We needed to build our capacity, we needed to understand the horticultural space, the development 

space. It's quite a multi-business. We needed to adapt to popular culture. Because our message is very 

much about the movement, so it has to be cool, so we need to be like a brand, we need to be a like the 

Nike of the environment. And how do you that? We need to be media savy, you need to have design 

qualities and tick all these different boxes. Then we need to have the community engagement, which is 

not an easy thing. I've had relatively privileged upbringing, I've been fortunate enough to drive all the way 

from Cape Town to London. I feel like my mind is pretty open to connect with people. 

 

We needed to build systems – we just spent the last month looking at our systems as it is and said, let's 

just say all of these have failed, and build them up from start again. Cause essentially none of us had a 

degree in social development or environmental development – I mean I have a background in media and 

industrial design, Jeremy has a degree in property and finance, Lauren has a law and education 

background. Fortunately we had additional skill sets and we had a broader community or tribe that we 

were excited about pushing forward 

 

L: So essentially you realised what you needed most was capacity and skills? 

 

M: The human factor came first. The second thing that we needed was a vehicle. We were quite happy to 

live out of a shoebox and to continue to live out of a shoebox. But we needed hands and minds. That was 

the idea, and within the first month we had over 1,000 volunteers. 
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L: And how did you do that? 

 

M: We canvassed for people as far and wide as possible. We would set up these impromptu pop-ups, 

these were more sophisticated. We'd use astroturf and carpets and pot plants, we paint pictures and play 

music and we'd all wear Greenpop superhero cloaks and we'd tell people to come plant a tree with us. If 

you can’t buy a tree come and plant one with us. And people would say “ok cool, I never get opportunity 

to go into a township, this is 20k from my house, I don't actually realise what's going on here.” 

 

L: Essentially interaction, engaging people. 

 

M: As much as possible, one on one stuff. That really allowed us to connect with fellow South Africans 

who share the vision with us and maybe just didn't have the resources. 

I mean to be fair we got our first vehicle a year after we started. we planted 5,500 trees on borrowed tires. 

We paid for the fuel and everything else. We borrowed over 16 vehicles, ongoingly over that time. That 

gives you an idea: people are stuck in a mindset, “I don't have this, I don't have this, I don't have this” – 

have you asked? The worst thing that's gonna happen in life is they say no, and then you just knock on 

another door. 

 

L: If you look at the stakeholders, maybe you can define what you think are your stakeholders, and then 

describe the networks that were really valuable to you. 

 

M: Our stakeholders are beneficiaries, people who are receiving the trees. I'd say nature is one of our 

stakeholder as well – like when it comes to our reforestation projects. Our clients are our stakeholders 

because we try and maintain quite a solid working relationship with them, we try to engage as much as 

possible with them, we try to get them involved as much as possible. We no longer sell the sustainability 

talk, that's a must have and it comes with it, and we try to involve easy to adapt frameworks and ideas 

that you can relate to. So we don't just bring the green monster into the room. This is easy, you can 

change tomorrow, its very possible. Our volunteers are massive stakeholders. That can be a volunteer 

who hits like on Facebook, and to the point of becoming an ambassador where they mobilise their 

community, they raise trees, they come to events, they wear the t-shirts with pride, whatever the case 

may be. Internships and volunteer programmes that we run - a large part of it is not financial gain 

necessarily but that they are invested in social change. This is not our movement, this is their movement. 

 

L: Can you classify the networks, across university, friendships, corporates, which ones, if you can, are 

most valuable? 
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M: Our most adamant, important network that we leverage off is – I would say it's the trendy, young, 

popular culture, people 18-30, I would say probably 70% of funds that comes in to plant trees is from 

people, not from companies. The movement is being driven by the youth of today. It's kind of our 

generation, its the people that say cool how do I connect, how do I get more involved, what are the 

possibilities. And also, what is the spillover effect? I'm not saying we're driving it, but we're definitely part 

of this greater movement where you see all these social enterprises popping up, leveraging great minds 

and saying how can we be more innovative and take the social environmental space and turn it into a 

new kind of economy? As opposed to this very NGO, donor reliant... But actually we're all change makers 

in this situation, we can drive it. 

 

Extended friends, social media, we position ourselves as an agency almost, as opposed to a tree planting 

company. We're an agency. If anything happens we [inaudible] we try to enter as many competitions that 

relate to these things so that we can build a profile. We go to conferences that relate to climate change 

and sustainability. 

 

L: Very holistic approach to tackle all of it, not just planting trees. 

 

M: How many communications campaigns have I done, oh and education side of things is pretty 

expansive. We work with the African Natural Biodiversity institute, we're just finishing our second module, 

we're looking at developing more modules we're looking at a whole worksheet programme that we can 

interact with rural schools. That's relevant to micro tree nurseries, that's relevant to building homemade 

solar cookers. So we're just scratching the surface of a whole range of different areas to gain traction, to 

see where can we move forward with it. 

 

L: In terms of implementation, in your case probably not so much, but when implementing, rolling out, 

doing all these processes, did you have to pilot and test it or do you just go for it? 

 

M: We don't really, I mean we positioned it first time around as that, we called Zambia a pilot, because we 

did it for the first time. But six or four months later we would say its a successful projects, we now engage 

into first gear for 2013. 

 

L: How do you evaluate activities, processes, systems? 

 

M: I wouldn't say we have a specific evaluation process. When we do a project we treat it as a production 

and we do a production brief and see what went wrong, what potentially could be improved upon, then we 

build that in. So that next time we can go back to the production brief and don't have a whole new one 

because we have the existing one, we change the date, we change the production management team, 



 

77 

 

change whatever else needs to be put into place, revise the budget, and implement those feedback 

processes. 

 

L: In terms of viability, are you able to sustain yourself through the activities, through the sales and 

donations? 

 

M: We don't look at them as donations. We are not an NPO or PBO10. We are working on setting up a 

trust, which is going to be relevant to the education side of things and the sustainability, and that will have 

a director which might be one of the three of us. At the moment to be honest I haven't paid myself since 

may last year, but I live in my office and we feed our staff, so my food is covered, my rent is covered, I 

ride a bicycle so that is covered. 

 

L: Are you applying for institutional or government grants? 

 

M: We did get a grant for Zambia but that really was a tenth of the capital that was needed to make the 

project happen. At the moment we are building sweat equity to build the enterprise. I'm not saying we’re 

not gonna paying ourselves back when it comes to it. We're also looking at getting finance through the 

bank. Cool we've got cash in the bank. I'd rather say we have this amount of money in the bank to say 

would you give us finance. To say, look we have bigger pictures we'd like to work on. We'd like to have a 

green hub, we do volunteer placements that we can have all volunteers in house which its gonna be a 

capital generating opportunity. We'd also like to expose to greater propaganda in terms of green industry. 

If I have someone in-house we can make everything green, from breakfast, lunch and dinner to media 

exposure to waterworks and we have some really exciting ideas and we'd like to be able to push our 

agenda as far and wide as possible. Yes I could pay myself right now, but we're trying to keep as much 

money in the pot as possible so that we can build liquid capital to do bigger and better things. 

 

One of the things I'm so exciting about this: I've never been a consumer by nature, ok I have an iphone. 

But I can't remember the last time I walked into a shop and bought a product, like a jeans or whatever it 

is. What's interesting about this, people live beyond their needs, if you have a R30.00011 salary, don't 

spend it when you don't actually need to. And what's so beautiful about Greenpop is that people young 

and old, people say there is no margin on the trees, people buy a tree, they're buying hope, they buy an 

idea of I'm not going to consume, I'd rather add value to the world. Which is so great. I have enough shit 

                                                 
10 Non-profit organization. Public benefit organization. Similar to non-profit as it provides tax exemption for charitable 

or similar organisations. 

http://www.saica.co.za/integritax/2006/1457_The_current_rules_governing_public_benefit_organisations.htm  
10 
11 R30,000 equal about 16502.13DK at the time of writing. 

http://www.saica.co.za/integritax/2006/1457_The_current_rules_governing_public_benefit_organisations.htm
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in my life, that's what they're saying. Its such a great revolution, revelation. Its a whole new head-space 

for people to step into. I have enough stuff. All my friends have enough stuff. Friend's 50th birthday 

parties: Don't give me anything, give me a tree. Plant a forest on my behalf, that's the legacy. 

 

L: Diffusion, scalability and replicability have kind of being covered already. But what's your strategy? 

You're just going to go big? 

 

M: We're looking at various different models. It is difficult, because what's inherently valuable in our 

business – without sounding arrogant - is the spirit, its passion. And I can't license my passion but I can 

build a model. We have a whole list of of people throughout Africa coming to us and saying “can you 

come to our country and do what you're doing here?” We would love to expand but I can't pull myself out 

into two. Last night we were fortunate: my partner Lauren won in the enterprise pitch. And our next step is 

to open a branch in Johannesburg. Two of us need to live there and dance with the corporates. We can 

make measurable active change. We can go to the Transkei12 and go far and wide and extend ourselves 

throughout South Africa. 

 

I believe over the next year we'll get more traction in Joburg, we'll start getting a ball moving in Zambia 

and Madagascar, but we won't be doing anything specific until December 2013. We will look at getting as 

much traction as possible to go to Joburg and establish ourselves there. 

 

L: Impact, you've mentioned it already, what is your impact, what are the numbers, what's the outcome so 

far, how do you measure it? I know you have a tree counter on the website for instance. 

 

M: Essentially trees are the most tangible things one can look at. But the impact can sometimes be quite 

intangible. I mean trees are the most valuable component in providing mammals with oxygen. Case 

studies around the world speak about how trees provide a sense of pride, sense of place, beautification, 

drastically reduced crime rates. All these kind of drivers say we should be planting trees. But they all 

potentially quite intangible and if you go to a police station and say give me the crime statistics then and 

ten years later you go and say give me the crime then. But you need to start looking at it more holistically, 

because trees are also one part of it. You need to start a recycling plant, you need start removing graffiti, 

you need to look at more public art, then you can say this is the holistic solution. Its not just a tree planted 

on the side of the road. The tree is valubale but it's part of a greater idea. That's part of our impact. 

 

Our focus beneficiaries are schools, and each school has between 700 and 1.800 students in it, so we do 

a tally of each school, and each school we put into a spreadsheet, and that's how many trees we planted, 

                                                 
12 South-eastern coastal region in South Africa, “across the river kei”. 
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this is how many times we came back, this is the survival rate of the tree. I think there is like 910,000 

youth in around all of those schools. We planted 17,500 trees, majority of which is in urban areas, 

probably around 8.000 planted in forested areas. Then there is the extremely intangible, that's the 

movement, the green monster from earlier. A lot of people feel helpless, I'm an individual, I don't know 

what to do. But change is in your hands. 

Our treevolution is indicating that there is a non-conventional economy out there that you can get involved 

with as an individual. 

 

L: What's sustainable development to you? 

 

M: The word means growth on an ongoing basis. So in five years time investment from a time and 

financial perspective it will still be safe or in a hundred years from now - because it came from a forward 

thinking approach. Because all the nuts and bolts were put on. It wasn't about financial gain, no, it was 

about the greater picture, because it took the human factor, because it took the environmental, and it took 

the profit factor – all of these things into account, They are all mutually relevant on a 33.3%. Because if 

you're missing one of the thirds you're actually not getting sustainable development, because it's all part 

of it. 

 

L: In general, on a personal level, what have been the biggest challenges? Internally from an organisation 

point of view, externally, from the environment, outside people or institutions. 

 

M: Internally is that we're growing too fast and not knowing which direction to go, it has to do with the 

critical path. Mentorship is such an important thing. We were lucky and we get offered a lot of mentorship, 

but almost too much mentorship. It becomes exhaustive to us. We've gone through a bunch of different 

mentorship programs. There is just no end results. I don't think, there was nothing that came out of it. 

maybe I had some internal growth that happened, maybe my team had some internal growth, we got 

something off the table and talked about it, but most of the time I felt, we got to think about something but 

really, my time is so damn precious, and I never got something proper out of it. 

 

L: Out of personal interest, mentorship programmes where they personally focused or practically 

oriented? personal development or hands on? 

 

M: I think they were very much the same. Mostly for Greenpop but mostly the same. It's always looking at 

the model – which projects are the most critical? Then we tear those apart, then we put a plan in action, 

and what came out of it and did we actually go through with it. I have so many business plans, I can't 

even begin to tell you. I write proposals constantly, and some have to do with governments, and actually 

they commit to xyz and it never comes through. Then the next mentor comes to me and says I'm all about 
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impact I can make that happen, then we work on a business plan but there was never an investor. And it's 

just made me tear my whole business apart, which is maybe a good thing, but... 

 

L: What were the most positive factors, that were supportive and that enable you to actually to what you 

do? 

 

M: Some of the most enabling things for us is the internships and volunteers, the human resources 

component that allows me to pass on a lot of the workload, distribution. Without that we wouldn't be 

where we are today. Its such a great way for youth to be able to activate their head-space, they can 

understand how this business operates, it's been great for me to push myself into more of a directorship 

role as opposed to ticking all of the boxes myself. Because I'm never gonna be able to be a director 

unless I'm able to exchange the skills. I can make the bullet points for you and the headings and you 

need to fill these in and I can review with you at the end of the day and we can talk over it. For us that's 

hugely valuable. I think its part of social networks. I wouldn't say we hit the tipping point but it just takes 

over night and day and people are responsive and people wanna see it, they want to see it happening. I 

get so excited, to do it forever. 

 

L: Have you heard of social innovation? What does it mean to you? 

 

M: I look at it and would say being something that's positive, an innovation that's being we look at the 

resources we have and we maximize on them to make the change happen. 

 

L: If you look at other businesses and people in a similar space that you compare yourself to, how are you 

competitive, or how are you differentiating yourself from them? 

 

M: Competitive edge is probably our approach to the media and the marketing side of things. Not to say 

its the most important, but that definitely is our competitive edge. Second thing is our motivation to be as 

hands on as possible, so that we're not a delivery service, we develop relationships with our partners, we 

want this to work. And the third is we are pitching a movement. Its very much about people power, its 

about “come with me, this is the treevolution.” 

 

L: Learning experiences, personal? What would you wanna share with people who wanna join or start a 

treevolution? 

 

M: People are very apprehensive about what's happening about the world. People need to actually say I 

can make a difference. A few years ago a friends mom called me a human doing, not a human being. 

Then it resonated with me. I was fortunate enough to drive from Cape Town London profiling NGO's 
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along the way. It was an introduction into adulthood. And most of all the concept that everything is 

possible. Nothing is impossible, it just takes longer. The project we're on now, it really makes me feel 

there is no mountain too big. Its just a foot in front of another. And passion is my horse power. 

 

L: What about your future plans and big dreams? 

 

M: In the long-term we would like to have social change festivals. We're looking at like Rocking the 

Daisies, they are a festival and then they added the green. We want to be the green with the festival. We 

want 10,000 people to come to one space, talk and do environmental and social action and then be 

rewarded with a festival. Really encourage that head-space, the mind-space, the physical being all the 

way through, 70% change, 30% kissing and dancing and laughing. 

 

L: Thank you so much, that was great and I think we've got it all and we're doing good with time even. 
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VI. Interview notes. Foodpods, Heinrich, 17.1.2013. 
 

● Idea: used to freelance as big mountain guide and learned a lot about Africa' great soil quality but 

also about the food insecurity and the role of the community for well-being and survival. At high 

altitude he started playing with the idea. 

● Comes from a background in sports and science but always had a veggie garden. When he didn't 

have space he used the box with hessian and was impressed with the results. Another trip to 

Kilimanjaro and he realised that it was innovative and affordable way, but how to upscale? 

● Bounced ideas off Peter Shrimpton and won a competition that gave him R100,000 start capital 

● Now the next step is to take the FP concept to upscale to a sustainable model: tricky and year 1 

● Need: what works and what doesn't, how to train, hot to not have a break in income: idea of the 

Hub to rotate crates to sustain income 

● Create fp: franchisee has food security for his/her family and sells to 50 additional families 

● Heinrich was a virtual hub first, expanded to 10 pods each having 100 crates – still virtual 

● Through crate system the soil quality doesn't affect us. Now 2 franchisees with 100 in the 

community. Hub grows to 90% readiness FP buys crate when empty 

● 2 out of 4 franchisees failed, they only sold and made profit but didn't continue buying: hub can't 

be dependent on so few franchisees 

● Resources: started with little, price money was a good start, community great for wanting to step 

out of poverty, then social investors backed the hub. Other: land space provided by an NGO 

where even old equipment was kept. HR: Mama Rosie, a women association trains in beading 

The ladies joined the FP team. 

● Difficult and challenging: white guy to come in and say he's got a business opportunity 

● Need to identify an agent model: growing was effective but no people are available to sell. Agents 

undergoing training 

● Business: Seedlings, hub, sales, tree nursery 

● Stakeholders: Investor who can invest in each parts, areas. Investors willing to invest in SE 

because there is a lower return and higher risk 

● Heart Capital: social incubation center and investment brokers and sales 

● Trainers, operation managers, people running the hub and the community 

● Interesting system in which financial system directly translates into veggies, seedlings 

● Competitive: good prices, Philippi known as veggie township, higher nutrient level and quality 

● Networks: been growing, agents only entering model now, surrounding communities and mothers 

with their daughters, government is of no support, local business to invest in area and 

communication needs to be accepted by community to buy door to door. Building relationships is 
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very good. For instance: community cleaned up when FP came: common sense because working 

with food so community cleaned up huge pile of rubbish 

● Pilot/testing/refinement: spend days on the ground, working with hands, experience, seeing the 

challenges. For instance: 80% of Philippi is moving back to the Eastern Cape 

● When you see an opportunity go for it, monitor strictly, you've gotta do stuff quickly, you'll make 

mistakes but keep going and make mistakes faster 

● Got a guy helping, franchisees make sales sheets to see whether they get sufficient profit from 

what they need from crates 

● Agent challenge: disappear: model becomes more commercial 

● Challenge: people 

● Heart Capital developed a measurement system for impact. Stats are great but in the field you 

gotta focus on priority: food insecurity and unemployment. Stats can look awesome but garden 

doesn't look so great. Franchisees close relationships and feedbacks (for instance the lady 

whose brother died) 

● Partners: iKhaya le Themba: putting systems in place to make a massive hub, franchise. Rotary 

Club school: 400 crates to treat like a franchisee 

● FP itself not sustainable. It's the model that makes it sustainable. So any partner must become 

prat of the hub and bespoke model 

● Scaling: started with 1 pod with 70 crates, now new agent model with 10 new pods each month: 

then 5000 crates and 3000 trees. Now in upscale phase to take from pilot. Creating more income 

streams than F. It's looking good but still figuring it out 

● Money is coming back and speeding up. 

● Survivability: future, proven that foodpod can support 10 families = 50 people. Everything is 

proven but the hub and agent model 

● Impact: sustainable development: large picture. No contribution yet. No one has shown that small 

agri-sector or that food is growing itself. People will continue to grow if you show them how to. 

How: imagine they don't have money to pay for transport, fridge. But with larger hub 40 jobs, 

feeding 40 times 50 people, buying affordable, accessible, nutritious food. Big contribution. No 

one has done it yet... 

● What is sustainable development? Sustainability is a loosely used word. It can be greenwashing, 

such as recyclable or recycled? Gets me nuts. 

● Sustainable development: capital used for system/product that aids quality of life, value added 

and recuperates the money. Example: house not house with rent. Sustainable if covering 

maintenance, expenses, etc. 

● 1 add value, 2 develop itself. Little things are sustainable 

● innovation: model not growing method 
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● Systemic change: not yet, footprint not large enough. Community of Philippi on verge but we're 

just in upscale now. We have to start systemic change how people buy food, change behaviour, 

attitude, acceptance. Not too much pressure it should just happen naturally. Def needed. 

● Biggest challenges: make assumptions of people in poverty want to learn poverty line. Many live 

in poverty by choice, many don't. SA very complicated history. If someone earns 30 rand for a 

chicken and beer then they're happy with that. Can't generalize. It's business as usual it applies 

even on grassroot level. They want a shopping experience: create value. Price is what you pay, 

value is what you get. 

● Resources are always a challenge: scaling: everything escalates before matched income. 

Investment is just enough to keep doing but nothing properly. 

● SE must partner with people that'll back you through the long-term. If you don't have to worry 

about personal, financial you can push through and stay innovative and creative. Celebrate the 

small victories: some days are great others are not. Very much cause-driven. Heart Capital as 

incubator and as funding, testing ideas, backing 

● Have good people on the ground who do more than what's expected 

● To get away have an escape: climbing, spear fishing, kite surfing 

● Don't take it personally: you can get too attached 

● Long-term goal: proof of concept at the end of the year, then Hubs everywhere, FP to address 

food security on large scale, tick all boxes of true sustainable development, create jobs, food 

● whites outnumbered by 47 to 1 
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VII. Map of greater Cape Town. Case locations. 

 

 




