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“Rather than support
dependency, social
entrepreneurial tools
such as microfinance
enable poor people to
develop their own
opportunities”

Social enterprise
a new tool in
the NGO sector?

Small, but perfectly formed?
There is evidence to suggest that there has been a steady rise in the number
of smaller UK NGOs. Nik Kafka explores what this means for the sector.
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Social enterprise is a buzzword at present. Government is excited,
social enterprise hubs and incubators are springing up – but is there
anything really new out there, and how does it relate to traditional
organisations working in international relief and development?
The UK Office of the Third Sector describes social
enterprise as:
“businesses with primarily social objectives whose
surpluses are principally reinvested for that
purpose in the business or community, rather than
being driven by the need to maximise profit for
shareholders and owners.”
This definition is a long way from the
traditional charity model of most UK NGOs,
but there are two aspects of social enterprise
particularly relevant to development
organisations.
1 Social enterprise as a funding model
In a sector reliant on constant fundraising,
sustainable funding is a crucial issue. Moving
beyond charity shops and seasonal gifts, a
social enterprise model asks how activities
central to an organisation’s mission can
generate income. These ensure sustainability,
but also scalability – the ability for projects to
expand based on limited investment funding
rather than ever-increasing grant funding.
Teach a Man to Fish, an international NGO
and Bond member, supports educational
institutions in developing entrepreneurial
activities – often in agriculture – as part of their
curricula. Students learn useful skills, their
products enter local markets, and activities
contribute to schools’ sustainability.
In Mozambique, Wings Like Eagles is
developing year-round commercial helicopter
services in order to locate and operate
disaster relief operations during the rainy

Additional information
UK Office of the Third Sector:
www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/third_sector/social_ente
rprise.aspx
Wings Like Eagles: www.wingslikeeagles.net
Teach a Man to Fish: www.teachamantofish.org.uk
Grameen Bank: www.grameenfoundation.org
Grameen Phone: www1.grameenphone.com
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season. As well as building indigenous
disaster relief capacity, the programme will
result in additional jobs, technical expertise,
and commercial infrastructure.
2 Enterprise as a tool for poverty alleviation
Rather than support dependency, social
entrepreneurial tools such as microfinance
enable poor people to develop their own
opportunities. Microfinance schemes are
already well known and used by
organisations from NGOs to social banks –
Grameen being the best known. With
capital available, other social companies
such as Grameen Phone can provide
further products and services tailored to
poor people.
Fairly traded goods are another area in which
NGOs support poor people to engage with
markets. Certified food products have the
highest profile in the UK, but craft and
clothing products are fairly traded by a range
of organisations. For UK consumers such
products represent a physical link to people
living in developing countries, as well as a
lifestyle choice that goes beyond the
donation of money to charity.

An evolutionary process
Aspects of social enterprise thinking have
always been present in the UK development
sector. The difference now is the evolution of
organisations whose business models are
based on generating sustainable income
through service delivery.
As new models evolve, ideas from such
organisations are going to affect the ways that
NGOs work, both in how they utilise markets
to provide sustainable social benefit, but also
in how they structure and fund themselves.
We are already seeing new funders appearing
with greater focus on social investment rather
than grant-giving.
Whilst social enterprise is certainly not the
development panacea that some might claim
it to be, it is a useful tool in the poverty
alleviation toolbox, and one which may well
become more, not less, important over time.

Get involved

While the sector’s household names
continue to grow ever larger, at the other
end of the spectrum there has been a
steady increase in the number of small UK
development charities being born each year.

If you are a small NGO and a Bond
member why not join the Small NGOs
Group. Log into the members’ area of the
website and go to the Groups Home
page. There is also a new resources
section especially for small NGOs.

Low cost flights, mobile phones, email
and internet have, however, created new
opportunities for ordinary people to build
and maintain relationships with communities
in the developing world. When you have
seen the needs of these communities firsthand, wanting to do something tangible to
help is the natural next step.

New charity registrations over the last 10
years reveal this trend clearly. From Uganda,
to India, to Brazil; the number of UK
registered charities with a focus on
developing countries has been rising
consistently.

For more information about the Bond
Effectiveness Programme, go to the
Sector page of the website and
click on the Bond Effectiveness
Programme link.

Unaware of, or unconvinced by advocacy,
what are the opportunities for this small but
highly motivated group of people to really
engage in development that will affect the
communities they care about?

As a sector we cannot afford to ignore
why this is happening, and what the
consequences might be.
A risky business
The small NGO community is rightly proud
of its role in fostering innovation, trumpeting
forgotten causes, and its deep
understanding of beneficiaries. Nonetheless,
while newcomers with fresh ideas should be
a boost for the sector, a rapid proliferation of
new and inexperienced organisations also
brings clear risks.
New organisations, starting from scratch,
will almost inevitably make many of the
same mistakes that have been made time
and again before. In a sector under internal
and external pressure to focus on quality
and effectiveness, there is a collective duty
to ensure that funds are used well.
Small can be beautiful, yet in part the growth
in new charities also highlights failings by
leading organisations in the sector to make
the case publicly for their theories of change,
or to provide sufficient opportunities for
genuine engagement by the most interested
individuals.

Why is this different?
The examples above show NGOs brokering
and investing in relationships and
opportunities that stimulate markets to
achieve social ends. Such thinking moves
beyond the traditional, bureaucratic logic of
time-bound projects. It sees NGOs as
catalysts of social change, introducing relevant
external knowledge and finance at points
where they can leverage opportunities for
sustainable social benefit. It recognises that
markets can support positive social outcomes
in a way that grant-funding cannot, and it
often exposes organisations to the disciplines
of focus and relevance that come with
operating within a market.

Something interesting is happening in
international development in the UK.

Advocacy versus targeted service delivery

• Girls Beekeeping at Lwak Girls Secondary School,
Kenya © Teach A Man To Fish

Written by Ian Steed and Mark Corbin.
Ian Steed is a manager of the Humanitarian Centre, a
Cambridge network of individuals and organisations
working in relief and development. Mark Corbin has just
finished an internship with the Humanitarian Centre.
For more information: www.humanitariancentre.org
Email: ian.steed@humanitariancentre.org

bond.org.uk

Many in the sector have made a strategic
shift into advocacy work, yet new charities
more often target service delivery led
approaches to international development.
Arguments for why this strategy is more
effective take place with other established
players in the sector. Meanwhile, efforts to
convince the broader public of the merits of
advocacy lose out in the face of a
competitive fundraising environment –
‘sponsor a child’ is a far easier sell than
‘sponsor a lobbying workshop’.

bond.org.uk

Graph: Multi country breakdown
New UK charities registering
230

230

220

220

210

210

200

200

190

190

180

180

170

170

160

160

150

150

140

140

130

130

120

120

110

110

100

100

90

90

80

80

70

70

60

60

50

50

40

40

30

30

20

20

10

10

0

0
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

India

Uganda

Brazil

Nik Kafka is Managing Director at
Teach A Man To Fish. For more information:

www.teachamantofish.org.uk

There are not many. To go beyond
campaigning or donating and have an
influence on making change happen, you
either need to find a job in the sector, or
start your own NGO.
There has to be a better way.
Collaboration maximises learning
If effective organisations implementing quality
development programs are what we as a
sector want to see, then we need to think
about how we work.
We need to be clear that our internal theories
of change match the story we sell to the
public. We need to collaborate effectively to
ensure that the learnings and best practices
of the most established organisations filter
down to the newest.
We need smaller organisations to find the
time to be part of the dialogue and explore
forms of cooperation that maximise their
synergies. We need larger organisations to
find ways to harness the energy,
connections and ideas of the individuals out
there who want to be part of development,
with or without them.
All of which underlines the important role that
an effective Bond can and should play in
catalysing and leading such change in how
we think about our work and how we work
together.
If we can make progress on the above
challenges, we can continue to ensure that
the large number of small NGOs represent
a force for innovation and a voice for the
forgotten – not evidence that individuals
passionate about development are being
left to do their own thing by an overprofessionalised sector that has forgotten
its roots.
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