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Abstract: The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a well-known
and comprehensive framework for sustainable development. However due to the overlapping
and interrelated nature of the goals, action towards one goal can positively or negatively
contribute to another.
Social innovation hubs including Impact Hub and Centre for Social Innovation use the SDGs
to support social entrepreneurs to have a positive impact. Document analysis and interviews
with 15 practitioners from these hubs informed the research on how the organizations
perceive and contribute to sustainability, how they integrate the SDGs, and the challenges
and benefits with using the SDGs. Based on that, this research has developed five
recommendations for social innovation hubs to: 1) Define Sustainability; 2) Enhance
Visioning; 3) Design co-creative programs; 4) Define Impact; and 5) Communicate Impact.
While other elements of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) could
be used to complement the SDGs, the Sustainability Principles (SPs) of the FSSD are
recommended as a definition for sustainability.
Keywords: Sustainable Development, Impact Hub, Sustainable Development Goals,
Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development, Social Innovation.
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Assumptions
Following are the main assumptions and biases in the research process that informed our
writing, and are not adopted as absolute objective truths:
1. The earth is complex and encompasses nested and interdependent systems. We
see the world from an “Ecologically Dominant logic where environmental and social interests
supersede economic interests” (Montabon, Pagell and Wu 2016).
2. Sustainability is best defined through sustainability principles derived from scientific laws
and knowledge of the socio-ecological system (Broman 2017; Robèrt et al. 2015).
3. Businesses are an important force in driving sustainability (Broman 2017; Robèrt et al. 2015;
Willard
2012).
4. Business development and continuity as well as financial feasibility do not have to conflict
with sustainable development.
5. Being financially viable is essential for businesses to operate.
6. All Impact Hubs operate independently. As entities within a decentralized social franchise
model these hubs provide their own products and services (Giudici et al. 2018).
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Executive Summary
Introduction
Businesses are at the forefront of many advancements enjoyed by society today. However, they
are also considered as a source of many issues in society (Porter and Kramer
2011). Pressure from markets, legislations, science and consumer is shifting the expected role
of business in support of more sustainable business practices (Willard 2012). According to
some researchers, this shift begins with the awareness that businesses are a part of the economic
system, which depends on the well-being society and the ecological system (socio-ecological
system). Therefore, businesses should not contribute to the systematic degradation of these
systems (Shrivastava, Ivanaj and Persson 2013; Broman and Robèrt 2015).
The quest by society of doing business differently has led to a new form of entrepreneurship,
called social entrepreneurship (Bosma et al. 2016). Social entrepreneurs are working to address
some of the most pressing social and environmental issues, in which sustainability can be used
as a key driver for innovation. They do this by the means of social innovation, which are
innovations designed to meet a specific social market failure or need, based on a social or
environmental issue (Nicholls 2015). Social entrepreneurs are at the forefront of social
enterprises, which are market-based organizations driven by social value creation rather than
only business value (Bosma et al. 2016).
Organizations specialized in entrepreneurial community building and social innovation are
called social innovation hubs. They mediate the needs of early stage social entrepreneurs,
helping them grow by connecting people, ideas and resources (Wittmayer and Avelino 2015;
Howells 2006). Some of these social innovation hubs have adopted the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a vision towards a sustainable future.
They guide social entrepreneurs to contribute to these goals using the SDGs as a vision and
framework to address social and environmental issues and to establish collaborations across
sectors (Impact Hub 2018; Centre for Social Innovation 2019).
The Sustainable Development Goals were established through an inclusive goal setting process
and act as a unique and unifying vision for sustainable development (Angelstam
2017). However, it may be viewed that the SDGs pose challenges in the way sustainable
development is perceived. The goals are fragmented according to sectors with no guidance of
how to deal with trade-offs and are not designed for concrete business analyses and planning
(Barbier and Burgess 2017). An increasing amount of scientific papers and reports call for the
acceptance of interlinkage between systems and their boundaries, with a call for a developing
model that shows how to manage business and society within a safe operating space (Steffen et
al. 2015; IPCC 2018).
The lack of a strategic approach from a systems perspective poses challenges for companies to
integrate the SDGs in their strategy and operations, leading to “cherry picking” certain goals
(UNDO and GRI 2018). As for social enterprises, it is found that social entrepreneurs perceive
sustainability not always holistically but rather focus on elements of the triple bottom line
(Lyons 2013). Frameworks for businesses to plan and innovate towards the SDGs more
holistically are still being explored and developed (WBCSD 2018; Richardson 2017).
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A framework that can be used to plan strategically towards sustainability by any scale
organization is the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The framework
unifies scientific proven elements and operational guidance to help organizations plan towards
sustainability. Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) is a systematic and purposeful
strategic planning approach. SSD incorporates an approach that supports organizations to phase
out and ultimately eliminate unsustainable systematic societal design flaws. This would support
a society in which earth’s resources are secured and human needs are respected. For this
research the FSSD and its elements were used to explore how strategic planning towards
sustainability is supported by selected social innovation hubs (Broman and Robèrt 2015; França
et al. 2012).

Purpose and Scope
The purpose of our research is to strengthen social entrepreneurs’ planning and innovation
towards sustainability. By providing practitioners of social innovation hubs with strategic
recommendations how to use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs towards sustainable
development. Our research therefore at diverse social innovation hubs based in Europe, Asia
and North America, who use the SDGs as a vision towards sustainability. These hubs were
selected from two social innovation hub networks, namely Impact Hub and Centre for Social
Innovation. The research question developed is as follows:
How can social innovation hubs strategically use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs
towards sustainable development?
To address the research question, the following research objectives were created:
1. Understand how sustainability is perceived by case study organizations, and how they
contribute to it.
2. Gain an understanding of how case study organizations use the SDGs to support social
entrepreneurs.
3. Gain an understanding of practical challenges and benefits social entrepreneurs
encounter while applying the SDGs.
4. Provide recommendations on how social innovation hubs could contribute more
strategically towards sustainability by integrating suitable elements of FSSD along with
currently adopted tools such as the SDGs in support of social entrepreneurs’
development.

Methods
We utilized the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) with the ABCD
procedure was used as our main conceptual framework, to help organize and analyse our results
and answer our research question, providing guidance to our strategic recommendations. The
overall research design was guided, in general, by a scheme proposed by Flowerdew and Martin
(2005). The process is iterative throughout the four sections (phases).
Phase A: Preparation and Secondary Data Collection: During the initial stages of research, we
reviewed secondary sources for potential topics of interest. This preliminary literature review
involved gaining knowledge of social innovation hubs, social entrepreneurship and
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sustainability. While conducting this literature review, we engaged in preliminary interviews to
refine our research question and this helped design our research objectives. Through an
iterative process of doing the literature review and exploratory interviews we defined our
scope.
Phase B: Primary Data Collection: For objective 1-3 we used semi-structured interviews
and document analysis, consisting mostly of online data (e.g. websites, year reports, blogs) and
open source documents referred to by interviewed case study organizations.
Phase C: Analysis phase and generation of results: Coding was conducted by a prescribed set
of colours correlating to the Five Level Model (5LM) of the FSSD. From this data we did
another
analysis
from
which
themes
emerged
on the
case
study
organizations’ general understanding of sustainability and
their
support
for
social
entrepreneurs towards planning for sustainability, as well as their level of involvement and
practical benefits and challenges using the SDGs. We found eight themes for objective 1, three
themes related to objective 2 and ten themes for objective 3. For objective 4 we used the ABCD
procedure based on the FSSD to sort our results into the four strategic planning stages (vision,
baseline, ideation and planning) to analyse how the SDGs are used to strategically plan towards
sustainability. Through analysis using the ABCD, this helped to develop five recommendation
on how social innovation hubs strategically can use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs.
Phase D: Thesis Report: The final phase of the research design involved structuring and
formatting into a final document. The IMRAD (Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion)
format was adopted, which is a standard for scientific papers. This report involved drafting
figures and tables to visualize data and conceptual frameworks.

Results
Objective 1: Perceptions and Contributions towards Sustainability
Case study organizations all have the SDGs as a vision, but some hubs do not use them actively
to explain their vision towards sustainability. Some hubs use the word ‘impact’ or triple bottom
line to make their entrepreneurs aware of sustainability. Most of the case study organizations
support social entrepreneurs with systems thinking by using certain language (e.g. ‘systemic
challenges’, ‘positive and negative impact’), various tools (e.g. root-cause map) and theories
(Theory of Change).
The Impact Hub’s community feels most supported by the organization with visibility and
credibility, gaining new ideas and learning about new trends and issues (Impact Report
2018). Some Impact Hubs stated that the main contribution of their organization is to create
collaborations to change the system, referring to SDG 17 (partnerships for the goals). The case
study organizations have acceleration programs that try to contribute to solutions for addressing
sustainability issues. Some programs are related to very specific sustainability themes, others
are more general incubation programs with a focus on social business modeling. Especially,
Climate Ventures which is focused on climate action (SDG 13) and has specialized programs.
The Impact Hubs use a list of questions to ask about social and environmental impact (incubator
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diagnostics). Center for Social Innovation referred to Future-Fit Business Benchmark to help
social entrepreneurs make their business operations more sustainable. The content provided in
the incubation and acceleration programs relate also to sustainable development, sometimes
very specific (principles of circular economy) and sometimes very broad (impact business
model canvas). Impact measurement is an important part but also a challenge by case study
organizations, for which tools are used to support entrepreneurs such as Impact Measurement
Project and an Impact Dashboard.
Objective 2: Using SDGs to Support Social Entrepreneurs
We found that most case study organizations have a special focus on specific number of SDGs,
based on local needs of society (related to expertise and/or sustainable issues), to scope the
impact of social entrepreneurs, and to group social entrepreneurs with similar concerns or target.
We further found that the SDGs are strategically used for communication and collaboration
purposes towards sustainability (e.g. storytelling and labelling of projects). Moreover, case
study organizations use or address the SDGs by incorporating them into different types of
programs (e.g. acceleration, events, competitions and digital platforms that social entrepreneurs
have access to).
Objective 3: Challenges and Benefits with adopting the SDGs
Challenges with using the SDGs: To measure impact, due to the variety and context of impact
and what progress entails (definitions of success), whilst the SDGs don’t cover this nor are
specific enough. To communicate clearly about sustainability and impact due to the number of
goals and their overlapping, interconnected nature. To work with as an operational framework
for entrepreneurs to guide their business operations towards sustainability, because of the broad
targets and indicators. To explain sustainability when there is a low level of familiarity with
the SDGs among the community. To guide the internal motivations of social enterprises
working towards the SDGs when influenced by external factors from the larger system.
Benefits with using the SDGs: To provide a common language on sustainability for a variety of
stakeholders. To connect local action to global impact using them to label businesses and the
sustainability issues they try to solve. To create opportunities to expand collaboration (local
and/or global partnerships), by using them as a marketing communication tool (e.g. for
promotions and joint programs). To communicate socio-economic value of business (e.g. goals,
outcomes, marketing), which could attract potential funding. To report and communicate on the
positive contribution of businesses towards the goals.
Objective 4: Synthesis of results: Analysis of the results and Recommendations to answer
Primary Research Question
Sorting and analysis of the results from objective 1-3 in a table with the four stages of the ABCD
procedure (vision, baseline, ideation and planning), revealed that the SDGs are mostly used by case
study organizations to support entrepreneurs in their awareness towards sustainability and
strengthening of their vision. They are also used for co-creation (ideation) and collaboration
with other stakeholders. The SDGs are not used by studied organizations to support
entrepreneurs with assessment, planning nor monitoring because of the broad and
incomprehensive nature of the targets and indicators provided by the framework.

ix

This analysis informed the creation of five recommendations referred to as Strategic
Recommendations, for social innovation hubs to use the SDGs strategically to support social
entrepreneurs towards sustainability.

Discussion
The results show that the SDGs seem to be used to inspire and connect entrepreneurs towards
sustainable development, however, the goals themselves are not directly useful operationally.
There also remains the difficulty to measure targets and indicators attached to each SDG.
However, the SDGs could be complimented by the FSSD and other tools. The above analysis
and results from our primary research indicated that the SDGs are not utilized as an operational
framework for business, because they do not provide concrete guidance on business planning
and analysis. While other elements of the FSSD could be used to complement the SDGs, we
recommend the SPs of the FSSD as a definition for sustainability.
The following are the five Strategic Recommendations for social innovation hubs to
strategically use the SDGs to help social entrepreneurs towards sustainable development:
1 Use a scientific, principle-based and holistic definition of sustainability to guide
concrete planning towards sustainable development in addition to adopting the SDGs.
2. Use the SDGs with a systems perspective to help social entrepreneurs strengthen their
vision and mission towards sustainability.
3. Use the SDGs to design programs and events in order to connect social entrepreneurs
and cross-sectoral stakeholders to identify sustainability issues and co-create business
ideas and solutions.
4. Use tools that help social entrepreneurs define and measure impact on an operational
level towards sustainability, which can be linked to their strategic goals and the SDGs.
5. Use the SDGs to communicate impact towards sustainability.

Conclusion
Through our research we attempted to understand the theoretical gap with using the SDGs in
practice, by understanding how social innovation hubs use the SDGs to support social
entrepreneurs in planning towards sustainability. We found that the SDGs serve as a common
language for sustainable development and are used by social innovation hubs to raise awareness,
and to help social entrepreneurs, vision and ideate towards sustainability. However,
practitioners stated that it is challenging to measure impact towards the SDGs and to use them
for assessment of impact. They do not use the SDGs for concrete planning and analysis towards
sustainability.
While the SDGs may be viewed as broad and ambitious aspiring goals, they provide a definition
for positive impact towards sustainability. However, many case study organizations do not
provide a systemic and science-based definition of sustainability which may lead to unintended
consequences while planning towards sustainability. Overall, the information gathered was
dealing with a novel area of study; where the SDGs may have the potential to improve the
impact of social entrepreneurs, as they attempt to (re)design the societal flaws established by
business as usual.
x

Abbreviations
BTH: Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (Blekinge Institute of Technology)
CSI: Centre for Social Innovation
GDP: Gross Domestic Product
HR: Human Resources
FSSD: Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
FTE: Full Time Employees
IMP: Impact Measurement Project
IMRAD: Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion
IPCC: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
NGO: Non-Governmental Organization
SDGs: Sustainable Development Goals
SPs: Sustainability Principles
SSD: Strategic Sustainable Development
UN: United Nations
UNDP: United Nations Development Programme
5LM: 5 Level Model

xi

Glossary
ABCD Procedure: A four step strategic planning procedure designed to implement the FSSD
in a real world, organizational context. See Appendix C.
Actions Level: The level in the 5LM which contains the concrete actions that are implemented
to move towards the overall vision of success.
Alignment: the correct arrangement or position of something in (positive) relation to something
else.
Backcasting: A planning method where users first build a vision of success in the future, and
then ask, “What do we need to do today and henceforth to reach the vision?”
Case Study Organization: Organization being studied. In case of this research, we have two
case study organizations- Impact Hub and Centre for Social Innovation.
Competitive Advantage: A condition or circumstance that puts a company in a favourable or
superior business position.
Complexity: The state of having many interconnected parts, with relations that are difficult to
understand and find an answer to.
Conceptual Framework: A mental model that allows people to simplify and categorize a
complex issue in a way that aids understanding.
Diagnostics: Distinctive symptoms or characteristics that serve as guidelines.
Entrepreneur: A person who sets up a business or businesses, taking on financial risks in the
hope of profit.
Feedback Loop: Channel or pathway formed by an 'effect' returning to its 'cause,' and
generating either more or less of the same effect.
Financial Sustainability:
Five Level Model (5LM): A model that aids in analysis, decision-making, and planning in
complex systems. It consists of five distinct, interrelated levels: System, Success, Strategic
Guidelines, Actions, and Tools.
Gross Domestic Product (GDP): An indicator of the size of an economy that measures the
total value of (formal) economic activities in a country, region, or an area being analysed.
Harvested Practices:
Indicators: Tools for assessing and communicating the results of a monitoring process.
Innovation: is either a new idea, creative thought, new imagination in form of device or method
or the application of better solutions that meet new requirements, unarticulated needs, or
existing market needs.
Innovation Intermediaries: Entities that attempt to meet the needs of early stage
entrepreneurs, to help them grow by connecting people, ideas and resources.
Interconnected: is being intertwined; connected at multiple points or levels.
Interrelated: is having a mutual or reciprocal relation or parallelism; correlative.
Intranet:
Misalignment: The incorrect arrangement or position of something in (negative) relation to
something else.
Principle: A basic condition that must be met for a system to continue in a certain state.
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Root Causes: It is the earliest, most basic, 'deepest', cause for either a condition or a fault or a
causal chain that leads to an outcome or effect of interest.
SDG 1- No Poverty: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
SDG 2- Zero Hunger: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote
sustainable agriculture.
SDG 3- Good Health and Well-Being: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at
all ages.
SDG 4- Quality Education: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all.
SDG 5- Gender Equality: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.
SDG 6- Clean Water and Sanitation: Ensure availability and sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all.
SDG 7- Affordable and Clean Energy: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and
modern energy for all.
SDG 8- Decent Work and Economic Growth: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.
SDG 9- Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure: Build a resilient infrastructure, promote
inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation.
SDG 10- Reduced Inequalities: Reduce inequalities within and among countries.
SDG 11- Sustainable Cities and Communities: Make cities and human settlements inclusive,
safe, resilient and sustainable.
SDG 12- Responsible Consumption and Production: Ensure sustainable consumption and
production patterns.
SDG 13- Climate Action: Take urgent action to combat climate change and all its impacts.
SDG 14- Life below Water: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine
resources for sustainable development.
SDG 15- Life on Land: Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems,
sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and
halt biodiversity loss.
SDG 16- Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for
sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and
inclusive institutions at all levels.
SDG 17- Partnerships for the Goals: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize
the global partnership for sustainable development.
Socio-Ecological System: The combined system that is made up of the biosphere, the human
society, and their complex interactions.
Social Entrepreneur: is an entrepreneur working to develop, fund and implement solutions to
solve problems or affect change related to social or ecological issues.
Social Enterprise: is a market-based organization driven by social (and ecological) value
creation rather than just financial value.
Social Innovation: is an innovation designed to address a social or environmental issue or to
meet a specific social market failure or need.
Social Innovation Hub
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Strategic Guidelines: Guidelines that are used to choose and prioritize concrete actions as a
part of an overall strategy to accomplish a goal.
Strategic Guidelines Level: The level in the 5LM that contains strategic guidelines which users
should use to prioritize actions towards the goal.
Success Level: The level in the 5LM where users define their vision.
Sustainable Development: The transition from the current, unsustainable society towards a
sustainable society, and continued development within sustainability constraints thereafter.
Sustainability Principles (SPs): The 8 basic principles for a sustainable society in the
biosphere, underpinned by scientific laws and knowledge. See Appendix C.
System: A set of interconnected parts whose behaviour depends on the characteristics of the
parts and the interactions between those parts.
Systemic Barriers: policies, practices or procedures that can restrict transition to a sustainable
society.
Systemic Drivers: policies, practices or procedures that can accelerate transition to a
sustainable society.
Systems Boundary: A boundary that separates a chosen system from its surroundings.
Systems Level: The level in the 5LM which contains the information about the system the users
are working in.
Systems Thinking: The organized study of systems, connections between different parts of a
system, their feedbacks, and their behaviours as a whole.
Tools Level: The level in the 5LM, which contains the tools which can be used to help users
reach success.
Trade-offs: A trade-off is where one thing increases, and another must decrease.
Triple Bottom Line: Social sustainability and ecological sustainability are also acknowledged
with equal importance as financial sustainability.
Unintended Consequences: They are outcomes that are not the ones foreseen and/or intended
by a purposeful action.
Value Chains: A value chain is a business model that describes the full range of essential and
interrelated activities needed to create a product or service, along with a competitive advantage.
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Master's Degree Thesis

1 Introduction
Businesses are largely at the forefront of many advancements enjoyed by society today, though
they are increasingly considered as perpetuating the root causes of many of the current social,
environmental and economic issues (Porter and Kramer 2011). It may be seen that continual
exploitation of natural and social systems, and the issues deriving from this, is largely due to
the expectations of businesses to pursue continuous growth in their operations and use financial
profit as a measure of success (McNall et at. 2011). It is considered that continuous growth is
inherently unsustainable, given the finite carrying capacity of the planet (Steffen et al. 2015;
IPCC 2018).
Traditionally, many businesses acknowledge an overlap of the economic, social and
environmental systems often described as the triple bottom line (McNall et al. 2011). In this
model businesses consider where social issues intersect with their business and are influencing
business value, referred to as shared value. In this model business comes first, negative effects
are usually not adequately incorporated by business, but rationalized by compensating
elsewhere (Porter and Kramer 2011; Future-Fit Foundation 2017). Though the expected role of
business has been shifting to support not only the economic but also the social and
environmental systems, by changing demands from markets, legislation and consumers
(Willard 2012, Worldwatch Institute 2003). Businesses are faced with re-evaluating their
relation towards society and the environment, because of the perceived imbalance between
these systems.
Businesses are part of the economy, their operations occur within society, which in turn exists
within boundaries of the Earth’s biosphere. When referring to the concept of society, this
involves social systems, such as the economy, politics, technology, and culture. The area where
life persists on Earth, including society, is called the biosphere (the environment). Together
society and the biosphere are called the socio-ecological system (Folke et al. 2016). This nested
systems perspective represents development based on system values. Doing business based on
system value, means that business should not hinder society’s development nor that of the
environment, but ideally contribute to its sustainable progress (Future Fit Foundation 2017;
Robèrt et al. 2018). From this perspective, contemporary businesses have the opportunity to
recognize a dependency on not only financial performance, but also on the wellbeing of humans
and sustainable management of natural resources. Figure 1 below represents the triple bottom
line and nested systems perspective.

Triple Bottom Line (shared value)
Nested Systems (system value)
Figure 1: Rethinking the triple bottom line through a systems lens (Future-Fit Foundation
2017)

1

1.1 Sustainability
The concept of sustainability may be described as continuing the social and ecological systems,
which are necessary for human existence (Barnosky et al. 2013). This requires that all human
activities respect the boundaries of people and the planet to maintain the basic conditions for
society’s adaptivity and the ecological carrying capacity (Steffen et al. 2015). These conditions
can act as boundaries and are referred to by some researchers as sustainability principles (Robèrt
et al. 2018; Missimer 2015). These principles represent the boundary conditions for human
activities to not erode the adaptive capacity of society nor consume natural resources in excess
of the ability of ecosystems to regenerate (Broman and Robèrt 2015). Thus, responsible
management of human and natural resources in these system boundaries are vital in order to
maintain our social and economic sustainability (Porter and Kramer 2011; Willard 2012).
Though many businesses increasingly exhaust resources and cause a decline in the supply of
access to resources available within the socio-ecological system, which has established a
systemic trajectory that leads society away from sustainability. This continual increase of
demands on social and ecological systems may be displayed through “the funnel metaphor”
(Broman and Robèrt 2015).

1.2 Funnel Metaphor
The funnel metaphor displays how current actions of organizations are systematically and
structurally depleting human and nature’s capacity to deal with negative impacts (Broman and
Robèrt 2015; Robèrt et al. 2018). The metaphor outlines through the narrowing funnel wall,
how businesses and society are increasingly faced with restrictions to their growth and
continuation, as seen in Figure 2. Examples of these restrictions experienced by businesses may
include changes in legislation, regulation and tax, resource availability and resource costs, but
also the risk of losing market share to competitors that adopt sustainability strategies (Broman
and Robèrt 2015).
It may be stated that organizations such as businesses are tasked with decisions that will move
society in the correct direction. As businesses have an opportunity to redesign systemic flaws
to reduce harm and improve regeneration of the socio-ecological system, avoiding the funnel to
further narrow down (Robèrt et al. 2018). This improvement of the direction of society, would
influence the development of a sustainability driven markets and opportunities for business.

Figure 2: Funnel metaphor (Parsons et al. 2017; adapted from Natural Step n.d.)
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Reducing the negative impacts of businesses on society and the biosphere through sustainable
development would give people and natural ecosystems more space to adapt and stay below
important risk thresholds (IPCC 2018; Worldwatch Institute 2003). With impending pressure
to reduce associated risks and improve profitability, there is a requirement from businesses to
become adaptable and proactive in their approach (Broman and Robèrt 2015).

1.3 Business Case for Sustainability and Innovation
Presenting a business case for sustainability involves more than traditional risk and cost
reductions (Shrivastava, Ivanaj and Persson 2013). It also involves businesses avoiding an
unsustainable trajectory (as displayed in Figure 3) by developing new business models that
encompass financial, ecological and social dimensions (Porter and Kramer 2011; França 2017;
Broman and Robèrt 2015).
In order for an organization to stay relevant it needs to continually alter their product and service
to continue their operations. It requires from businesses a form of renewing their processes,
which can be described as innovation (Baregheh et al. 2009). Innovation towards sustainability
could be self-beneficiary for businesses and society as improved and new products,
technologies, processes, and business models could serve society in a more sustainable way
(Nidumolu, Prahalad, and Rangaswamy 2009).
The process of being proactive towards sustainability would provide businesses with the
opportunity to pursue profit without compromising social and natural capital (França 2017;
Willard 2012). Businesses attempting to solve social and environmental issues in their value
chain in a systematic way provides new opportunities to focus on core business objectives such
as “reducing hiring and retention costs, improving productivity, reducing expenses at
manufacturing and commercial sites” (Willard 2012, 7). These examples display a competitive
advantage for businesses that innovate and strategically plan their operations towards
sustainability.

1.4 Social Innovation
Innovations that either address a social or environmental issue or meet a specific social market
failure or need, can be described as social innovation (Nicholls 2015). A further definition of
social innovation involves creating new social relations for doing things differently (Kemp et
al. 2015). Essentially, the concept of social innovation can include both new relations and
designs to address social and environmental issues. Another key element associated within
social innovation involves creating social value that is aimed at establishing positive social
change, examples are creating social equity, community wellbeing and environmental
sustainability (Coburn 2018). The process of creating social value involves generating public
benefit instead of directing solely towards private value for investors and entrepreneurs
(Majumdar et al. 2015). The quest by society of doing business differently has led to a new
form of business pursuing social value called social enterprises (Bosma et al. 2016).
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1.5 Social Enterprises and Social Entrepreneurs
Social enterprises are market-based organizations driven by social value creation rather than
private (financial) value, generally identified with people led by strong ideals and who want to
make a change (Hockerts 2007; Bosma et al. 2016). These environmentally and socially
oriented organizations attempt to extend the definition of success as more than simply
generating financial gains. This form of organization has received increase amounts of attention
from policy makers, researchers and investors (Dickel, Hörisch, and Ritter 2018). An example
of a social enterprise includes the Grameen Bank. This Bangladesh based organization provides
social innovation through microfinancing, in order to alleviate poverty and create social value
(Phills et al. 2008). This example outlines how individuals and groups are establishing social
enterprises to redefine success for business and how business relates to the socio-ecological
system. The initiators of social enterprises are considered social entrepreneurs (Bosma et al.
2016).
Social entrepreneurs are working to address some of the most pressing social and environmental
issues, placing social innovation at the core of their business model (Bosma et al. 2016). Social
entrepreneurs may contribute towards transformative change by creating new products and
services that serve people in a ‘better’ way (Hockerts 2007; Kemp et al. 2015). In order to
actualize potential solutions, social entrepreneurs often require business development support
from external experts and organizations.

1.6 Social Innovation Hubs
A general challenge for starting entrepreneurs often includes venturing from an idea to a
functioning organization. Social innovation hubs are entities specialized in community building
and social innovation and attempt to meet the needs of early stage social entrepreneurs, to help
them grow by connecting people, ideas and resources (Howells 2006; Carrera and Granelli
2009; Casson, Della, and Giusta 2007). These hubs create conditions to convene, collaborate
and facilitate social innovation and social entrepreneurial activity (Friederici and Toivonen
2015; Wittmayer and Avelino 2015; Howells 2006). According to Friederici and Toivonen
(2015) innovation hubs have the following features:
x Collaborative communities with entrepreneurial individuals
x Diverse members with heterogeneous knowledge
x Facilitate creativity and collaboration in physical and digital space
x Localizing global entrepreneurial culture
There are social innovation hubs who have adopted the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) as a vision of success. This may involve communicating the impact
of social enterprises towards the SDGs and collaboration with institutions and corporates to act
towards the goals (Impact Hub 2018; Centre for Social Innovation 2019).
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1.6.1 Incorporating the Sustainable Development Goals
It was stated by the United Nations Development Program that social entrepreneurs are
important in order to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals. The UN sees social
entrepreneurship as an important driver of innovation towards more sustainable systems (UNDP
2018). Social innovation hubs such as Impact Hub and the Centre for Social Innovation’s
Climate Ventures attempt to communicate the impact of their social enterprise communities
through the lens of the SDGs (Impact Hub 2018; Centre for Social Innovation 2019). The
following table outlines a description of both Impact Hub and Centre for Social Innovation.
Table 1: Social innovation hubs working with the SDGs: Impact Hub & Centre for Social
Innovation
Impact Hub
Impact Hub was founded in London, by people who were critical of the economic system, and wanted
to facilitate change by empowering entrepreneurs to do business more sustainably (Bachmann 2014).
The Impact Hub Global network currently exists with over 100 social innovation hubs in cities all
around the world and claims to have one of the “world’s largest networks for social entrepreneurs”
(Impact Hub n.d.). The hubs often consist of co-workplaces with business incubation, acceleration
programs and events related to entrepreneurship. Impact Hub stated that around 60% of the
community within all Impact Hubs consist of social enterprises, which focus more on social and
environmental value creation than financial gains (Impact Hub n.d.; Impact Hub 2018).
In 2017 Impact Hub Global developed a new strategy, in which the organization “will amplify
collaboration and entrepreneurial innovation around the United Nation Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), boosting impact at scale through Impact Hubs, partners, and allied networks” (Impact
Hub 2018). Impact Hub views the SDGs as a global framework across all sectors to implement
innovative and sustainable solutions for complex and critical challenges in the socio-ecological
system (Impact Hub n.d.). Through research from Wittmayer et al. (2015), it was stated that Impact
Hubs provide transformative social innovation “through social entrepreneurial solutions (e.g.
products, services, concepts) rather than governmental policies or regulations.” This approach
incorporates the focus on business and social innovation.
Centre for Social Innovation: Climate Ventures
The Centre for Social Innovation (CSI) operates as a social enterprise that provides services
categorized as a social innovation hub. These services provided include: coworking, a community
network, and acceleration services to social entrepreneurs and innovators (Centre for Social
Innovation 2019). These services are provided in Toronto (Canada) and New York (United States)
with four hubs in total (Centre for Social Innovation 2019). The Centre for Social Innovation provides
an initiative known as Climate Ventures, nested within one of their Toronto location’s, CSI Spadina.
This initiative was established to “respond to the many ways in which the climate crisis intersects
with the social and environmental challenges.” (Centre for Social Innovation 2019). With a focus on
addressing the SDGs, Climate Ventures stated that “the UN Sustainable Development Goals, can
provide (Climate Ventures members) with the right framework to work across sectors to stop global
warming and build a better world” (Centre for Social Innovation 2019).
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1.6.2 The Sustainable Development Goals
In January 2013, the United Nations established an open working group that consulted a range
of stakeholders including governments, civil society actors, the scientific community and
representatives of business (Littlewood and Holt 2018). From this initiative, the Sustainable
Development Goals were established through an inclusive goal setting process and act as a
unique and unifying vision for sustainable development (Biermann et al. 2017, Angelstam
2017). They represent an overarching framework for global sustainable development,
comprising of 17 international development goals, 169 specific targets and 243 indicators, with
an intention of achieving those targets by 2030 (UNDP n.d.; Moldan, Hák and Janoušková
2016). The SDGs are considered “a global framework of action and language that will help
companies communicate more consistently and effectively with stakeholders about their impact
and performance.” (UN Global Compact, GRI and WBCSD 2015)
However, it may be viewed that the SDGs pose challenges in the way sustainable development
is perceived. The goals are fragmented and formulated within sectors, as if a goal either
contributes to the sustainability of the economic, social or environmental system, with no
guidance of how to deal with tradeoffs (Barbier and Burgess 2017; Selomane et al. 2019).
Furthermore, the SDGs are not goals designed as an operational framework for concrete
analyses and planning, but rather well-written scenarios on desirable outcomes along 17 areas
(Krellenberg et al. 2019; Selomane et al. 2019). An increasing amount of scientific papers and
reports call for the acceptance of interlinkage between systems and their boundaries, with a call
for developing a model that shows how to manage business and society within a safe operating
space (Barbier and Burgess 2017; Steffen et al. 2015; IPCC 2018).
As goals, the SDGs are broad, interconnected and the success in reaching sustainable outcomes
depends on the way they are perceived (United Nations n.d.; Barbier and Burgess 2017).
Therefore, organizations should be conscious of “how solutions to one SDG will impact others,
when implemented.” (Angelstam 2017, 9) While contributing to one or more SDG, alignment
with one goal may leave room for misalignment with another. For example, businesses can
contribute to economic growth and industrial manufacturing based on GDP (SDG 8 and 9) but
could negatively affect the environment by doing so (SDG 15) (Moldan, Hák and Janoušková
2016). From a systems perspective, addressing the SDGs requires not only a fundamental
change in current production patterns, but also a structural change in the way innovation and
growth are perceived and designed (Vallejo et al. 2019). Businesses who want to contribute to
the SDGs should not only look at positive outcomes (do the right thing), but also operate
sustainably itself (doing things right) (Sorg 2018).
Some researchers emphasize a nested model for the SDGs instead of the triple bottom line to
understand their interconnectedness (Rockström and Sukhdev 2016). The economy is part of
society, and both are part of Earth’s nature, also called the biosphere. It is found that to fulfill
society’s need on Earth’s natural resources sustainably, society has to act within certain
planetary boundaries (Supriatna 2018; Folke et al. 2016).
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Figure 3: Illustration of Nested SDGs
Source: Folke et al. (2016)
The lack of a systems perspective poses challenges for companies to integrate the SDGs in their
company's strategy and operations, leading to “cherry picking” certain goals. An example is
that some companies only focus on SDGs and targets that are easy to report on, rather than the
most pressing matters for business to address or change (UNDO and GRI 2018). In addition, it
is found by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development and researchers that many
of the leading companies in the world have a deficient strategic integration and operational goal
setting towards the SDGs (WBCSD 2018; Richardson 2017).
Many institutes and organizations claim that social enterprises are positive agents contributing
to the SDGs, while using the SDGs to communicate their impact (UNDP 2018; Powell 2017;
Ward n.d.; Impact Hub 2018). Unlike financial performance, measuring social impact is rather
complex (Lyons 2013). It is found that social entrepreneurs perceive sustainability not always
in a holistic way but rather focus on elements of the Triple Bottom Line, such as only social
and economic aspects (Piccarozzi 2017). Frameworks to plan and innovate towards the SDGs
more holistically are still being explored and developed (Krellenberg, et al. 2019;
Apostolopoulos et al. 2018; Muff et al. 2017).

1.7 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD)
1.7.1 Strategic Sustainable Development
Strategic Sustainable Development (SSD) is a systematic and purposeful strategic planning
approach, that supports organizations to phase out and ultimately eliminate unsustainable
systematic societal design flaws (Robèrt et al. 2018; Broman and Robèrt 2015). This would
support a society in which Earth’s resources are secured and human needs are respected
(Broman and Robèrt 2015).
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1.7.2 Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development
The concept of SSD has been compiled into a comprehensive, inclusive and overarching
framework called the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). The 5 Level
Model (5LM) is used to structure the SSD into the FSSD. The 5LM interconnects key elements
of SSD into certain categories; namely the systems, success, strategic guidelines, actions and
tools needed for strategic planning towards sustainability.
Part of the FSSD is a systems perspective, which notions society as a system that is nested
within the Earth’s biosphere (Broman and Robèrt 2015). It is found that systems thinking could
improve entrepreneur’s awareness and ideation towards sustainable development (França 2017;
Dzombak et al. 2014; Blankenship, Kulhavý, and Lagneryd 2007). Adopting a systems
perspective allows organizations to have a wider perspective helpful to navigate complexity,
such as seeing the influence on and of all stakeholders involved and possible unintended
outcomes that may arise (Broman and Robèrt 2015; França et al. 2012).

1.7.3

Sustainability Principles

The FSSD has a success-based definition of sustainability, known as the Sustainability
Principles (SPs), which are scientifically grounded principles and represent boundary
conditions for human activities, to avoid eroding the adaptive capacity of society nor ecological
regenerative capacity (Broman and Robèrt 2015; Missimer 2015; Robèrt et al. 2018). To
address the underlying cause of systemic flaws and to avoid new ones, problems should be
corrected at the root (system level).
In an ecologically sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematic increasing
1. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust;
2. concentrations of substances produced by society;
3. physical degradation;
In a socially sustainable society, people are not subject to structural obstacles to:
4. Health;
5. Influence;
6. Competence;
7. Impartiality;
8. Meaning-making.
These eight SPs (see Appendix C) provide a foundation for any initiative or goal can comply
with, in order to plan towards sustainability (Robèrt et al. 2018). The SPs can be used for
backcasting planning. Backcasting is a strategic planning method that starts with defining a
desirable future, with the consideration of what steps are required to reach that vision. Other
than forecasting, this allows to avert short-term, dominating trends, often seen as part of the
problem that needs to be solved in the long-term (Robèrt 2000).
In addition, the FSSD contains strategic guidelines through which companies can prioritize
sustainable ideas or actions to have impact, serve flexible stepping stones for other actions as
well as provide a viable return on investment. Considering an action as a flexible stepping stone
allows to deal with tradeoffs in a more strategic way, as the action or idea can be used to perceive
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a goal towards a situation where the tradeoff problem in question does no longer exist (Broman
and Robèrt 2015)

1.7.4 ABCD Procedure
The FSSD uses an operational procedure to strategically plan towards sustainable development,
which is known as the ABCD-method. This is a procedure in which organizations carry out
backcasting planning and redesign for sustainability, whiles also using the sustainability
principles as boundary conditions to create a vision, assess current reality, and ideate towards a
sustainable future, see also Appendix D (Robèrt et al. 2018; Broman and Robèrt 2015; França
et al. 2012). The ABCD procedure also propagates for the co-creation of visions and ideas
.
1.7.5 Justification
For our research, using the FSSD has played a central role as it provided a suite of tools to
explore how strategic planning towards sustainability is supported by selected social innovation
hubs. We used the definition of sustainability according to the principles and nested systemperspective to see if these organizations have a holistic and systemic view on sustainable
development. When planning towards the SDGs it may be considered significant for social
entrepreneurs to incorporate a system thinking perspective, in order to avoid unintended
consequences when providing products and services that address the SDGs. The definition of
strategic planning (long-term with boundary conditions, co-creativity, guidelines etc.) from the
FSSD was used to see in what way social innovation hubs use the SDGs to help social
entrepreneurs strategically plan towards sustainability.
We chose to work with the FSSD as a framework for sustainable development because it defines
the full scope of social and ecological sustainability using the SPs. Furthermore, we needed a
generic and operational framework to analyse planning and business development support
provided by case study organizations.
Whereas the SDGs arguably do not provide a clear definition of sustainability nor a structure
for generic or operational planning. The FSSD may compliment the SDG as it is designed to
put any concept or tool for sustainable development in relation to the full scope of sustainability.

1.8 Purpose of the study
Through literature review various issues were identified as to how the SDGs operate as a
framework for sustainable development. Exclusively integrating the SDGs as a framework
when planning towards sustainability may involve aligning with one of the 17 goals while
leaving room for misalignment with another. This scenario often exists with a lack of guidance
on how to deal with tradeoffs (Biermann et al. 2017). This is lack of a systems perspective is
attributed to the SDGs (Angelstam 2017; Biermann et al. 2017).
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There are also concerns about how to measure progress toward the SDGs. There is a demand
for the development of measurement tools towards the targets on local, national, regional and
global levels and across sectors (Lu et al. 2015). The work of Krellenberg et al. (2019) exposed
challenges some cities faced in developing indicators for tracking progress toward the SDGs.
The SDGs have a total of 169 specific targets. However, 91 of these targets lack detailed
specification (Lu et al. 2015). With a lack of clear monitoring systems, there are various barriers
in acquiring data on businesses progress towards the SDGs.
These issues reveal a gap in knowledge shared by respective academic and non-academic
stakeholders on how planning and innovation towards the SDGs could be done in a more
systematic and strategic manner. The purpose of our research is to attempt closing this gap by
first finding if the concerns expressed are also valid claims in the social
innovation/entrepreneurship field. However, there was also a need to analyze the sustainability
perceptions in this field o gauge how they contribute to this agenda. The research purpose is
further pursued by evaluating existing SDGs related practices to support social entrepreneurs
as well as gathering insights about SDGs related challenges faced by social entrepreneurs.
Besides using some conventional methods, a few FSSD concepts are analytically applied to
improve clarity of information (5LM) and as a strategic planning lens (ABCD). The framework
is also objectively considered to operationally remedy some identified SDGs related challenges.
This was done to achieve final target, which was to present a set strategic SDGs related
practices, including those that could potential resolve some challenges. These recommended
practices are provided to directly support case study organizations and to other social innovation
hubs who want to contribute to sustainability by adopting the SDGs.
The overall goal of our research is to contribute to transdisciplinary work by advancing
knowledge that could support both academic and non-academic stakeholders in the field of
social innovation/entrepreneurship.
1.8.1 Research Question
Through our literature review it was discovered that various researchers have cited several gaps
related to the use of the SDGs. We developed our research question to support exploration
towards how social innovation hubs currently use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs.
Furthermore, our research focuses on the challenges and the perceived benefits in the process
of adopting the SDGs in this field. Research Question:
How can social innovation hubs strategically use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs
towards sustainable development?
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1.8.2 Objectives
To address the research question, the following research objectives were created to:
1 Understand how sustainability is perceived by case study organizations, and how they
contribute to it.
2 Gain an understanding of how case study organizations use the SDGs to support social
entrepreneurs.
3 Gain an understanding of practical challenges and benefits social entrepreneurs
encounter while applying the SDGs.
4 Provide recommendations on how social innovation hubs could contribute more
strategically towards sustainability by integrating the suitable elements of FSSD along
with currently adopted tools such as the SDGs in support of social entrepreneurs’
development.

1.9 Scope
The scope of our research was created by assessing theoretical gaps in our topic of interest.
Through literature it was discovered that a minimal amount of research is available that outlines
the unintended consequences and difficulties of using SDGs in a practical context. Furthermore,
the amount of research discussing social innovation hubs using the SDGs to inform planning
was found to be minimal. Therefore, a scope was developed that highlighted social innovation
hubs which adopted the SDGs as a vision for sustainability, while supporting social
entrepreneurs to work towards the SDGs. This form of research may add value towards
organizations supporting local initiatives to aspire towards global goals surrounding
sustainability.
There are many social innovation hubs in the world, while the exact number of hubs is unknown.
We conducted research within two social innovation hub networks. As entities within a
decentralized social franchise model, the hubs in these networks provide their own products and
services (Giudici et al. 2018). One of these includes the Impact Hub network consisting of over
100 local franchisees worldwide. The other network examined was the Centre for Social
Innovation, specifically their Climate Ventures initiative operating within their Spadina
location. Both networks offer coworking space and business incubating programs aimed
towards social entrepreneurs.
We worked with 14 social innovation hubs as our case study organizations. We conducted
primary research with current and former practitioners from 11 local Impact Hubs, these
locations included: Vienna (Austria), Yangon (Myanmar), Montreal (Canada), Jakarta
(Indonesia), San Francisco (USA), Inverness (Scotland), Yerevan (Armenia), King’s Cross
(UK), Budapest (Hungary), Basel and Bern (Switzerland). We also conducted an interview with
one practitioner from the Centre for Social Innovation in Toronto (Canada). Also, we
specifically conducted a document analysis based on two more Impact Hub locations Amsterdam (Netherlands) and Geneva (Switzerland) - that were referred to by other
practitioners but were not available for interviews.

11

The intention for including a wide range of social innovation hubs was to gain diverse
perspectives through data collection. Key insights were gathered from founders, as well as
incubation and acceleration program managers who participated in semi-structured interviews.
Case study organizations were chosen based on their availability for collaboration and interest
in the research outcome.
Theoretically, it is estimated that on average 2,240 members including social entrepreneurs are
represented by the 14 case study organizations. There are some 16,000 members within the
Impact Hub network, while 60% of members stated they value environmental and social instead
of solely financial returns (Impact Hub n.d). With over a 100 local Impact Hubs worldwide,
there is an estimated average of 160 members per local Impact Hub.
Figure 4 below displays three overlapping circles. The space in the middle represents social
innovation hubs using SDGs to support social entrepreneurs plan towards sustainability.

Figure 4: Research Territory
The research territory is illustrated as the middle of these three overlapping circles.
It may be viewed that the largest contribution from social innovation hubs involves the support
of multiple social entrepreneurs to scale into sustainable businesses. This may be considered a
key leverage point towards positive change because this is where social innovation hubs make
their largest contribution to society. Instead of reviewing how social innovation hubs
themselves contribute to strategic sustainable development, we chose to observe their influence
on social entrepreneurs. Thus, our scope to reviews how some social innovation hubs use the
SDGs as part of their planning support offered to support social entrepreneurs to plan towards
sustainability.
Social enterprises are usually early stage businesses who inherently aspire to contribute to
socio-ecological impact/sustainability through their expertise in various development areas.
These organizations therefore have the opportunity to contribute to sustainability at the farthest
or the most advanced stage (5) of the sustainability journey1, embracing models of different
objectives which may include being stable financially as well as contributing to sustainable
1

The sustainability journey entails the sustainability evolution of organisations as they walk through five stages namely;
Pre-Compliance, Compliance, Beyond Compliance, Integrated Strategy and Purpose/Passion. The last stage
(Purpose/Passion) is when being sustainability truly aligns with the values and vision of founders/CEO of an organisation
(Willard 2012)
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development through their entrepreneurial activities (Schaltegger and Wagner 2011; Willard
2012).
1.9.1

Limitations

A number of factors influenced the manner and extent to which our research was done. These
include time, availability of practitioners and ethical and procedural guidelines for certain
methods used.
Completion of the research project was expected to be done within a four-month period.
Therefore, careful decisions were made for amount of time to be spent on procedures such as
data collection, such as excluding interviewing social entrepreneurs and observations, and the
possibility of validating results. Thus, the entire research process design was largely constrained
by time.
Another constraining factor during our research was the availability of practitioners. This is
because we had the intention to gather extensive data from as many participants was possible
within the timeframe of this procedure. However, some targeted practitioners were
inconvenienced to participant during this period of the research.
Selection of certain methods required an evaluation of ethical issues. Measures had to be set in
place to manage ethical concerns. This also affected the number and combination of methods
considered to gather data extensively.
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2 Research Methods & Design
This section of the report outlines information about specific processes required to address our
research question by fulfilling the study objectives. The section therefore overviews the action
research approach, research design, methods deployed, including ethical considerations.

2.1 Research Approach: Case Studies
This research is based on a qualitative research approach. Qualitative research has been viewed
as an exploratory approach that usually involves investigating the way in which people make
sense of their own ideas and experiences (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). Our research
incorporated case studies, this approach often involves collecting data by studying individuals,
structures and processes (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). Using case studies as part of
the research design also provided the opportunity to determine in advance what evidence to
gather and analytical techniques would be appropriate to answer the research question (SavinBaden and Howell Major 2013).
Research focused directly on the experiences of individuals operating within social innovation
hubs through the cases of 11 local Impact Hubs and one location from the Centre for Social
Innovation. Our focus included receiving data through semi-formal interviews, and document
analysis. While interacting with Impact Hub and the Centre for Social Innovation, this was seen
to be a relevant form of research for providing descriptive information about professional
practices (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). Our approach excluded doing an in-depth
analysis of each case study locations context.
2.1.1 Collaborating organizations
In total, over 12 organizations were consulted during various stages of our research. This was
largely based on direct outreach and referrals of contacts within the Impact Hub and the Centre
for Social Innovation networks. As researchers we focused on contacts associated largely within
the Impact Hub network because of the extensive network, as described in the scope of this
study.

2.2 Research Design Model
The Flowerdew and Martin (2005) model was adopted as a guiding structure for our research
design. An advantage of adopting this model included visually outlining the aim, means and
expected outcomes for each of the incorporated methods. Having these various sections allowed
us to systematically address our research question through exploration of the objectives.
Although this design appears linear, the means towards our outcomes was an iterative process.
Table 2 outlines the main phases for our research design. In the subsequent section (methods)
each method within outlined phases illustrated in the table is discussed.
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Table 2: Model for Research Design adapted from Flowerdew and Martin (2005).

Phase (Aim)

Means (Method)

Intended Outcome

A.
Preparation
and Secondary
Data Collection

x

Literature review

x

Exploratory interviews

B. Primary data
collection

x

Using the 5LM based on
the FSSD as a guide to
develop and generate
questions

x

Semiinterviews

x

Document analysis

x
x

C. Analysis and
generation
of
results

D. Thesis report

x
x
x
x

x

Research proposal
○ Research scope
○ Research Question and Objectives

x

Interview questions and template for
document analysis that helped address the
research question and objectives.

x

Gathered qualitative data from interviews and
document analysis.

5LM based on FSSD
used for coding analysis

x

Interpreted and treated data leading into
results.

Analytical use of ABCD

x

Analyzing results from objective 1-3 with the
ABCD-method to derive recommendations.

x

Recommendations to social innovation hubs
as to the way they can improve their use of
SDGs to support social entrepreneurs to
contribute towards sustainability.

x

Final paper documented

structured

Report Design
Report Writing
Report Illustration
Conclusion

2.3 Methods
The following are a set of methods deployed during our research process. They were established
to gather and organize data that could address our research question. These serve as a means to
gain insight into how social innovation hubs provide services that impact sustainable
development. Below is a description of each phase, which represents a total of four aims for
qualitative research. Also, there is a description of each associated method within each phase
of the research design model.
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2.3.1 Phase A: Preparation and Secondary Data Collection
During the initial stages of research, we reviewed secondary sources for potential topics of
interest. This process involved using keywords such as: business, sustainability, sustainable
development goals, startups, innovation hubs, Impact Hub, social innovation and strategic
sustainable development. These searches along with group discussions led to exploring relevant
secondary sources through a literature review. This preliminary literature review involved
gaining knowledge of business incubating programs, sustainability and the Sustainable
Development Goals. While conducting this literature review, we engaged in preliminary
interviews to refine our research question and helped design our research objectives. The
iterative process between the initial interviews and literature review informed our research
scope.
Literature Review: As discussed above, the literature review was used to shape the context for
a qualitative research study. This analytical process is often used for finding concepts related to
conducted research (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013). This involved reading and
consolidating notes to gather secondary data from scientific journal articles. These sources were
found through online databases such as Google Scholar, ResearchGate Scopus, Elsevier, BTH
Summon among others. Examples of keywords included: innovation, facilitation, co-working
spaces, hubs, sustainable, sustainability tools, sustainability concepts, Impact Hubs, Sustainable
Development Goals, networking etc. The process of ‘snowballing’ as a search method was also
incorporated to discover various sources. This includes reviewing reference lists and citations
within many articles and reports in order to identify additional papers (Wohlin 2014). The
overall intention of this literature review was to view potential gaps within literature and view
connections between social innovation hubs, SDGs and social entrepreneurship.
Exploratory Interviews: In addition, we engaged in exploratory interviews to validate the
accuracy of data gathered through our initial research. According to Savin-Baden and Howell
Major (2013) unstructured interviews rely on spontaneous generation of questions. In total 3
exploratory interviews were conducted, with interviewees that either work or formerly worked
within the social innovation ecosystem. These exploratory interviews were mostly done via
digital communication platforms such as Skype and Zoom. The interviews involved gaining an
understanding of sustainability within social innovation hubs’ context and possible needs of
social entrepreneurs. As stated before, these interviews along with our literature review helped
inform the scope and our research question and objectives.

2.3.2 Phase B: Primary data collection
Collected primary data always adds to the existing store of social knowledge (Hox and Boeije
2005). However, to effectively address a specific research problem, the most suitable
procedures for extracting primary data is needed (Hox and Boeije 2005). Therefore, a
combination of methods was required to ensure thorough gathering relevant data needed for
further analysis that provided information for addressing the research objectives. Document
analysis and semi-structured interviews were used because they were a good complement to
each other for our research design. Between each other, they provided the procedural and logical
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linkages as data obtained from both sources could be easily coded into a template made of the
5LM categories and which as takes account of the study objectives (see appendix B) . Moreover,
an evaluation and a plan as to how they could be feasibly executed was well within the
boundaries (e.g. timeline) of the scope of this study.

Using the 5LM as a guide to develop questions for interviews and template for document
analysis. The 5 Level Model (5LM) was used to assist generating questions for semi-structured
interviews and a template for document analysis. The generic five level-model (5LM); is a
conceptual framework that helps to structure and facilitate relationships between actors in a
system on different levels (Robèrt et al. 2018, 26). This method was found appropriate for our
research because the generic 5LM can be used for planning in any complex system where there
is an intended success outcome (Waldron 2008). This structure helped categorize and inform
nine questions for semi-structured interviews. These questions were aimed at gaining insights
that related to the systems, success, strategic guidelines, actions and tools levels of the case
study organizations. The series of questions sorted within the 5LM can be found at Appendix
A.
Semi-structured Interviews: Semi-structured interviews were done to collect primary data for
further analysis. Semi-structured interviews involve the use of pre-determined questions and
follow-up questions in response to a participant’s comments or reactions (Savin-Baden and
Howell Major 2013). The highest amount of data emerged from our semi-structured interviews,
followed by our document analysis.
In general, the process involved interviewing practitioners who work or have worked within
case study organizations. They were suitable respondents for our semi-structured interviews
because of their extensive knowledge and experiences with incubation services and operations
of social innovation hubs. They were selected for the interviews based on the presumption that
they provide planning advice and assistance to social entrepreneurs whilst creating ideas and
redesigning operations.
We conducted 15 interviews with practitioners from 12 organizations. Two of the interviews
involved two practitioners each during the interview. Thus, in total, 17 former and current
practitioners were interviewed, including seven co-founders, three positions related to directing
programs, two Chief Executives, and five practitioners from other positions. The duration of
each conducted semi structured interviews took between 30 minutes to 2 hours. Specific
questions asked during these interviews can be found in Appendix A of this report. Below is
Table 3, containing the number of anonymous participants and their associated local case study
organization.
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Table 3: Conducted Semi-structured Interviews
Interview
No.
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Social Innovation Hubs

Interviewees

Impact Hub Budapest
Impact Hub Budapest
Impact Hub Basel
Impact Hub Basel
Impact Hub Yerevan
Impact Hub Yangon
Impact Hub Bern
Impact Hub Vienna
Impact Hub Montreal
Impact Hub Montreal
Impact Hub King's Cross
Impact Hub Jakarta
Impact Hub Inverness
Impact Hub San Francisco
Centre for Social Innovation Spadina

Practitioner 1
Practitioner 2
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 2
Practitioner 1 & 2
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 2
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1 & 2
Practitioner 1
Practitioner 1

The interviews were conducting online on Zoom, WhatsApp and Skype, with the assistance of
audio recording. After completion of each interview the audio file was uploaded to Temi; an
advanced speech recognition software (Temi 2019). Through this program, we were capable of
digitally transcribing interviews. After each interview was converted from audio to text through
Temi, we checked each transcription for any inconsistencies. For each interview, we digitally
transcribed through Temi and listened to the recordings in order to clarify all data collected
through interviews. This process was designed and applied to ensure that data via semistructured interviews was ethically threated for citing as credible results. It may be noted that
background noise, the volume of speech and accents had an influence on transcribing each
interview accurately.
Document Analysis: In combination with semi-structured interviews, our research incorporated
a document analysis. This document analysis included a total of 10, that encompassed eight
local Impact Hubs as well as gathering data on Impact Hub Global (the global headquarters)
and a document analysis of the Centre for Social Innovation. These locations were selected for
analysis because of either being involved in semi-structured interviews or recommended by
interviewees as organizations that had a known history with developing content related to the
SDGs. A limitation was the lack of access to internal documents and the inadequate content
related to the SDGs. The focus of this analysis included observing public records such as annual
reports and mission statements, as well as personal documents including blog posts, social
media posts and newsletters. Relevant data from documents reviewed was transferred into a
template structure made of the 5LM and our research objectives. Appendix B represents the
template with the emerged themes from our analysis.
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2.3.3 Phase C: Analysis phase and generation of results
The third phase of research design entailed analysis and generation of results. The outcome of
this phase involved interpreting data into a structure that directly supported understanding the
initial research objectives. The data represents a general understanding of how case study
organizations support their social entrepreneurs with planning towards sustainability, and the
extent to which the case study organizations use the SDGs. In addition, practical benefits and
challenges of using the SDGs were also collected. Through analysis of the results, the initial
research objectives were addressed, and a series of recommendations were created. Below are
the tools used to analyze data and to generate results.
5LM coding analysis: The 5LM consists of System, Success, Strategic Guidelines, Action and
Tools levels. It is a model that aids in analysis, decision-making, and planning in complex
systems (Robèrt et al. 2018, 260). The 5LM also facilitates a clear analysis by clarifying the
distinctions and interrelations between the elements of strategic planning (Robèrt et al. 2018,
29). It was therefore used for coding purposes because of the complex nature of the scope of
the study that caused methods to produce varying levels of data related to intersecting fields as
shown in figure 5. The 5LM reduced the difficulty of coding data from both transcribed text
and documents reviewed, as it provided structure to clarify information that directly addressed
research objectives 1, 2 and 3. In Table 4 below, an adapted 5LM describing how each level
relates to our research area.
Table 4: The FSSD applied to Case Study Organization
Level

Description

System

All-encompassing or broadest views/consideration of sustainability
as shared with social entrepreneurs

Success

Values upheld, including aspirations towards Goals and Scenarios
Descriptions that might also be communicated to social entrepreneurs

Strategic
Guidelines

Advice to entrepreneurs containing strategic measures that directly
inform decision making or help create a decision-making structure
toward a sustainable society.

Actions

Programs and other initiatives purposefully organized to support
social entrepreneurs contribute to sustainable development.

Tools

Techniques,
measurements,
monitoring,
approaches/tools to assist social entrepreneurs

management

Examples: SDGs, Life Cycle Assessment, Future Fit Business
Benchmark, Circular Economy, Forest Stewardship, Ecological
Footprint, Global Reporting Initiative.
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For each level displayed in the table above, data was appropriately coded as suiting the
description next to each level. Again, this was done to improve clarity of complex information
from all case study organizations.
Analytical use of ABCD: The strategic planning for sustainability methodology (ABCD) of the
FSSD was applied to facilitate analysis of findings that informed objective 1, 2 and 3. A generic
version of this methodology was used as a lens/structure to further investigate if the SDGs are
already been used strategically. The structure therefore categorized data under awareness and
vision creation, baseline assessment, ideation, and prioritization and developing a plan. We
generically used the ABCD Procedure because it possesses both strategic and operational
attributes for planning as it presents a step by step and iterative approach or guidelines. The
methodology was also used because each stage concretely outlines instructions, processes or
activities that logically connects to subsequent stages.
Therefore, many activities, tools and conceptual views from different case study organizations
were appropriately sorted into this structure accordingly (see table 7). This way of structuring
data informed our recommendations which mostly included strategic practices by the different
and individual case study organizations.
2.3.4 Phase D: Thesis Report
The final phase of the research design involved structuring and formatting into a final document.
The IMRAD (Introduction, Methods, Results and Discussion) format was adopted, which is a
standard for scientific papers. This report involved drafting figures and tables to visualize data
and conceptual frameworks.

2.4 Ethical Considerations
Certain measures were put in place while deploying methods to manage the possibility of
negatively affecting reputation of participants and avoiding causing any form of economic harm
to them. These measures were mostly about giving interviewees adequate information, ensuring
safe data storage, proper and effective presentation of data, as well as ensuring the participant
anonymity.
Before each interview, the interviewer made sure to verbally receive permission to record the
conversation. After interviews had been completed each interviewee was provided with a
consent form. They were encouraged to read information presented within this document prior
to appending their signatures to express consent that permitted further usage of the information
that they have provided as interviewees. Each participant was also informed about the
opportunity to withdraw her/his permission to use the data she/he has contributed via by
participating in an interview within two weeks after, in which case the material will be deleted.
They were also made to understand that their consent is based on them knowing about the nature
of the study as it was well explained in writing.
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Through the consent form, participants were also made to agree to not having any direct benefit
for participating in this research. Participants were guaranteed that their identity will remain
anonymous in any report on the results of this research. They also signed the form because they
were assured the data will be retained in secure locations only accessible by the research team
until the exam board confirms the results of this dissertation. Participant also appended their
signatures after reading that under the freedom of information legislation, they were entitled to
access the information they provided at any time while it is in storage as specified above. This
was also presented to them because signing a consent form should not be regarded as the end
but the start of an ongoing or continual negotiation process (Field and Morse 1992; Kvale 1996
Munhall 1988). Thus, they had the assurance that further clarification and more information
will be given should they freely to contact the research team.
A completed GDPR form was submitted to indicate the nature of data retrieved and the kind of
target research participants. We therefore ensured that communication tool/software used for
these online semi-structured interviews and for the transcribing process were in compliance
with GDPR standards.
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3 Results
This chapter is segmented into four main sections, with each of these sections containing
findings that focus on each of the four research objectives along with the overarching research
question. Each section is outlined in a linear order established through our research design while
addressing the research question and four main objectives. Furthermore, an additional section
was established to synthesize results in order to draft recommendations. Findings from all
utilized data collection methods are presented by using summaries, narratives, figures, lists,
along with tables.

3.1 Perceptions and Contributions towards Sustainability
Objective 1: Understand how sustainability is perceived by case study organizations, and how
they contribute to it.
Data in this part of the results section is related to research objective 1, which is to investigate
how case study organizations are perceiving sustainability in supporting their entrepreneurs
towards sustainability. The findings are used to analyze how the concept of sustainability is
perceived by case study organizations in general and to inform research objective 4, which
sought for recommendations on how elements in the FSSD could be used with SDGs by social
innovation hubs to support their social entrepreneurs. The following are the key findings for
this objective:
¾ Operational definition of sustainability, systems thinking, community, support by social
innovation hubs.
¾ Programming and events, tools to measure sustainable development by social
innovation hubs, tools for sustainable development for social entrepreneurs.
Operational Definition of Sustainability
Both social innovation hub network organizations use the word ‘impact’ to describe
sustainability. They refer to environmental and social impact of business in their programs,
content and tools. As stated by Impact Hub Vienna “We look at impact; social and
environmental. The impact the organization has on its environment and impact they want to
make." (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna). Some hubs refer more to business growth and
financial sustainability of startups in terms of impact. As an interviewee says "Sustainable (for
the Hub's enterprises) means that you have to be there next year as well." (Practitioner 1, Impact
Hub Inverness).
It is also mentioned by some interviewees from Impact Hub that sustainability is not only
looking at the impact of business towards society, but also looking at sustainability at a personal
and organizational level. This concept is also referred to by Impact Hub Jakarta as the Three
Circle Concept, “We help them with self-discovery 'sustainable self' as nested in circles, where
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they build ventures (inner circle) that contribute to society as outer circle.” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub Jakarta)
Explaining sustainability: Most Impact Hubs answered that they use the Triple Bottom line as
a concept to explain sustainability to their entrepreneurs. Some Impact Hubs do not explicitly
use the word sustainability but refer to ‘positive social impact’ or the SDGs to address
sustainability. “We define sustainability using that of the SDGs” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub
Budapest).
Paradigm shift: Both Impact Hub and Climate Ventures see social entrepreneurship as a
paradigm shift in doing business. They refer it as a paradigm shift in which businesses serve
people and planet, accelerating towards the SDGs (Centre for Social Innovation 2019; Impact
Hub Global n.d.). “So, the ventures are not just trying to like green their operations, their
operations are trying to solve a specific problem. These enterprises, ventures build their supply
chains around solving the problem.” (Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation).
Guidelines and criteria: Every acceleration program has its own definition and criteria towards
social or environmental impact. Through our document analysis it was found that several Impact
Hubs are working on acceleration programs for the circular economy, which use the Ellen
MacArthurs Foundation guidelines (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Bern). The principles as stated
by the Ellen MacArthurs Foundation are “Principles: 1. Preserve and enhance natural capital
2. Optimize resource yield 3. Foster system effectiveness”, with guidelines such as “Circular
Economy Design, New Business Models, Reverse Cycles, Enablers and favorable system
conditions" (Ellen MacArthur Foundation n.d.).
Guidance can also be translated to advice, as an interviewee stated, “In the ideation phase we
advise them to focus on certain topics such as e-mobility, renewables or a more connected city.”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Basel).
Systems Thinking
References to systems change: From our document analysis we found that most Impact Hubs
refer to systems solutions and systems innovation as part of social innovation. “... we can do
more together to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals, convene courageous
conversations, and innovate around systemic challenges.” (Impact Hub Amsterdam 2017).
They see the SDGs as a medium to talk about sustainability issues and innovate around systemic
challenges. "We will amplify collaboration and entrepreneurial innovation around the Global
SDGs, boosting impact at scale through Impact Hubs, partners, and allied networks.” (Impact
Hub 2018).
On their website Climate Ventures states it places an emphasis on reducing greenhouse gases
(SDG 13: Climate Action) along with attempting to holistically addressing all SDGs (Centre
for Social Innovation 2019). Climate Ventures sees the climate crisis as an opportunity for
'human transformation' (Centre for Social Innovation 2019) "Climate Ventures is not just about
the climate and carbon emissions, it’s fundamentally about our profound relationship to the
earth, air, and water. We inhabit a finite world, and yet we pollute and exploit resources as
though we have many more Earth’s to burn through" (Centre for Social Innovation 2019).
Positive and negative impact: Some Impact Hubs guide their entrepreneurs explicitly about
positive and negative impact they can have. “Because if you're on the one side helping poor
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people, but on the other side for some reason polluting the environment. Then that's not
sustainable impact because it's creating impact on one side but creating something negative on
the other end.” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon).
Cross-sectoral collaborations: In interviews some Impact Hubs state the main contribution of
their organization is to create collaborations to change the system. “Our most significant
contribution is using the SDGs as a kind of glue that bring all the actors together in order to
solve more systemic challenges” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Montreal). Some Impact Hubs
refer to SDG 17 as their core business. An interviewee said, “our goal is focused on SDG 17”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Montreal). Impact Hub Geneva works towards SDG 17 by
facilitating partnerships between multinationals and social entrepreneurs with its international
Acceleration2030
program
(Impact
Hub
Geneva
2017).
An interviewee provided an example of how collaboration facilitated by Impact Hub resulted
in systems change; “Impact Hub Yerevan usually invites the government officials from the
Parliament to speak and did so during the fellowship. These groups raised a question. Why is
there no law for animal rights? And then she (the politician) was like, okay, I'm happy to speak
with you and work with you. She came to Impact Hub for several months and worked with these
five organizations; and today the law is at the last stage in Parliament, about to go into effect.”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yerevan).
Community
Type of entrepreneurs: As a network organization, social innovation hub’s existence is
depending on paid members as part of their business model. “An Impact Hub is nothing without
its members and enabling them to do good in (and for) the world is what keeps us going”
(Impact Hub Bern 2018). In their year report Impact Hub states that 60% of their community’s
businesses are focused on social and environmental impact, with 58% value creation on social
and environmental returns. An interviewee mentioned that, “There are two types of
entrepreneurs at Impact Hubs - impact driven entrepreneurs influenced by social need, and
finance driven entrepreneurs, influenced by market need. Around 60% of the entrepreneurs at
Impact Hub Vienna are impact driven/social entrepreneurs.” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
Vienna).
Support of community needs: When presenting the sustainability principles to one of the Impact
Hubs, an interviewee indicated that Impact Hub Vienna supports entrepreneurs mostly by
supporting influence, competence and meaning-making (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
In the 2018-year report of Impact Hub Global a study reveals that “the most important support
need of social entrepreneurs across all years was “feeling part of a larger community and
network” (Impact Hub Global 2018). Which includes peer-to-peer support, as mentioned by an
interviewee and report (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Budapest; Impact Hub Amsterdam 2017).
Besides providing a community, the following elements were mostly served: connecting
entrepreneurs with “advisors and experts”, enabling them with “visibility and credibility”, and
inspiring them with “gaining new ideas” and “learning about new issues and trends” (Impact
Hub Global 2018). While the following needs seem less fulfilled by Impact Hubs: “enabling a
possibility to obtain financial capital and funding”, “expand business geographically” and
“inspiring to start up a project” (Impact Hub Global 2018).
Challenges of entrepreneurs: Both social innovation hub organizations mentioned that startups
often struggle to raise money and keep financial sustainable. “Investors have limited
willingness to build relationships and take risks with early stage social entrepreneurs. Investors
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usually chose to invest in more mature social enterprises that are already having an impact or
have a proven business model” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna). Another financial
challenge that entrepreneurs face is having low margins on the products or services their
enterprise provides (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon; Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Basel). It
was also mentioned that social entrepreneurs sometimes do not prioritize financial and
operational viability of their enterprise over making social impact (Practitioner, Impact Hub
Yangon; Practitioner 1, Impact Hub King’s Cross). According to an interviewee, social
entrepreneurs need to start small and focus on the basics, like understanding scope of their
intended impact, setting up a business model and be operational (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
King’s Cross).

Support by Social Innovation Hubs
Impact Hubs provide the following products and services. "Impact Hub’s role is to provide
three things; spaces, a community of like-minded people, and programs or content that can
inspire or support the social entrepreneurs to work hand in hand in solving our society. By
equipping entrepreneurs with these, Impact Hub helps with sustainability” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub Jakarta).
Co-workplaces: One of the basic services provided by the social innovation hubs is to offer coworkplaces, a physical place where their members can work together (Impact Hub Global n.d.).
It also seems that some Impact Hubs use their space to showcase or launch ‘sustainable products
and services’ such as furniture and sustainable catering (Impact Hub Amsterdam n.d.; Impact
Hub Budapest 2016). Impact Hub Geneva refers on their website to an initiative that is called
“Sustainable Living Lab” in which is “an action-learning platform for accelerating the
transition to a sustainable future” (Impact Hub Geneva 2017).
Digital content: An important part of the social innovation hubs is offering digital content. We
found that most of the content on social media and blogs are about events that are offered by
the social innovation hubs. As for Impact Hubs, some Impact Hubs blog also about the
community, such as “female entrepreneurs” (Impact Hub Budapest 2018 and Bern n.d.) or topic
specific, (e.g. circular economy) about the concept and principles of “circular economy” and
“Our Emotions Fuel Business Success” about team work. These seem to be used to inspire and
inform members.
Digital platform: Impact Hub has a “Community app” in which members can “find jobs, find
peers working on the same SDGs, connect with like-minded companies, start or join a project
and discover routes into new markets” (Impact Hub Amsterdam 2018). “There was a big focus
at that time around the SDG goals. So, there are different groups on this platform all centered
around different topics of the SDG goals” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub King’s Cross).
There is also an intranet with content and digital passport, though we didn’t gain access to
analyze the content.
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Programming and Events
General incubation and acceleration programs: Impact Hub has three standard business
development programs: incubation, acceleration and scaling. These programs are tailored to the
needs of the entrepreneurs and the business development stages (Impact Hub Global 2018). For
the blueprint of incubation programs there are modules that focus on "Developing a sustainable
and scalable business model" based on Lean Canvas, testing assumptions, and for the module
"Measuring impact" the Theory of Change is used (see also the results-section ‘Tools for
Sustainable Development’). The blueprint for an acceleration program seems to focus on
strategic planning with long term vision and mission, market mapping (incl stakeholder
mapping, market landscape). The blueprint for scaling program seems to focus on systems
mapping with feedback loops. One interviewee describes the essence of what Impact Hub does
to support entrepreneurs with these programs: “Impact Hub guides entrepreneurs with their
business plan and models to ensure they meet certain standards” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
Vienna).
Climate Ventures offered several programs for entrepreneurs. One example of past programs
offered includes “Agents of Change: Climate Solutions”. This was described as “an accelerator
for early-stage social enterprises with promising products, services, and technologies that can
help reduce greenhouse gas emissions (Centre for Social Innovation 2019). This program
involved supporting social entrepreneurs with “business and impact model coaching, impact
measurement, peer circles, advisors, workspace, and membership at CSI" (ibid).
Acceleration programs towards sustainable solutions: We found that the social innovation hubs
have acceleration programs that try to solve sustainability issues. Examples include programs
offered through Climate Ventures, which focused on reducing greenhouse gas emissions
(Centre for Social Innovation 2019) and Impact Hub’s circular economy and social oriented
programs, such as Innovators for Children by Impact Hub Basel in collaboration with Impact
Hub Bucharest (Impact Hub Basel n.d.).
Social innovation hubs often work together with experts in the field to make these programs.
For instance, Impact Hub has a strategic partnership with WWF and UNDP. The joint business
modeling program by Impact Hub and WWF is an example how sustainability and innovation
expertise come together; “WWF acts as a challenger, providing expert input on environmental
issues”, and “Impact Hub also challenges ideas, while providing expert guidance on
innovation” (Frey et al. 2018).
Events and workshops: Through our document analysis we found numerous events organized
by Impact Hubs. Many Impact Hubs organize themed events with experts and community
sharing events, such as ‘Talkin trash' and the SkillShare Lunch by Impact Hub Basel (Impact
Hub Basel n.d.). Impact Hub Vienna also has HubClubs which “Provide a supportive and
positive peer-to-peer learning experience in which members are empowered to share, develop
and advance in their field of expertise/interest” (Impact Hub Vienna n.d.).
Workshops, masterclasses and coaching are also part of services some Impact Hubs offer to
support entrepreneurs. Except for general business development events – e.g. on HR, marketing,
funding opportunity - there are events which focus on social innovation and sustainability. For
instance, Impact Hub Amsterdam offers ‘Social transitions’ and “Art of Hosting”
masterclasses, both are focused on systemic change and personal leadership (Impact Hub
Amsterdam 2019).
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Tools to measure sustainable development by social innovation hubs
Incubation diagnostics: The main tool we found used by Impact Hub to assess (sustainable)
entrepreneurs’ business idea or model is their incubator diagnostics. These diagnostics are used
to assess startups who want to join an acceleration program and consist of a series of questions.
The questions are focusing mostly on business development and planning (e.g. revenue model,
roadmap, value proposition). “Based on that information, focus and milestones for the program
are suggested for the entrepreneurs” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
The first question is about the impact model of the startup, translated to social and
environmental impact (Impact Hub Bern n.d.). What is looked at for environmental or social
impact has not become clear, though an interview with Impact Hub Vienna reveals that social
impact is probably referred to as social value creation (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna). In
one case we found that entrepreneurs are asked to self-report their impact. "If they can prove
the impact that they're having and what they're trying to achieve, then that is fine" (Practitioner
1, Impact Hub King’s Cross).
Financial tools: Financial tools and measures are an important part in most incubation
programs; “Some programs try to ground dreams by preparing financials via making financial
projections and budgets to test feasibility/validation. This process usually tells whether it's
feasible and can be implemented” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Budapest). Some social
innovation hubs use expertise from outside to mentor on financial aspects, "Usually for
financial aspects, we are mentoring with a person from PWC who is very interested in social
entrepreneurship; so that they can come in and get financial advice from that person"
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon).
Impact measurement: Most social innovation hubs named Impact measurement as a challenge.
During one of the interviews with Impact Hub Basel, an interviewee explained that they are
looking at Impact Measurement Project. “You know, everyone has a different definition of what
impact can be and if it's a social impact it is usually very difficult to measure. … we are currently
using some of the frames defined by impact management project. … also to look at the investor
community, the social community, the NGO community and the civil society community. ...
Trying to basically baseline it into a language everyone can understand. They (impact
management project) basically set these kinds of tools for the public good, common good. And
we thought that's really good ... we want to be transparent about everything we do.”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Basel)
Table 5: Explanation levels of Impact Measurement and use of the SDGs by Impact
Management Project (Impact Management Project n.d.)
Impact Measurement Project (IMP) looks how to measure positive and negative outcomes of enterprises and investments.
There are four categories which are assessed, as the 'What' of IMP:
x
outcome in a period;
x
importance of outcome to stakeholders - Understanding which outcomes matter to stakeholders can help
enterprises and investors prioritize and tailor their efforts;
x
outcome threshold - The outcome threshold helps enterprises understand how their impact performance fares
against industry standards and peer benchmarks;
x
SDG target - macro-level insights into how their actions are contributing to, or detracting from, the globallyagreed goals (Impact Management Project n.d.).
SDGs are an important part on what to measure on a macro-level. IMP refers to three steps of understanding a contribution
to the SDGs - ‘consulting relevant stakeholders (identifying sustainability issues and activity themes), applying established
framework, measuring the issues and activity themes against the SDGs and SDG indicators)’ (Impact Management Project
n.d.).
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Climate Venture focuses on specific measurements related to environmental impact. An
interviewee stated that “... an amount of funding was still awarded along with provided
mentorship and measurement tools. Stated measurements include tracking greenhouse gas
emissions” (Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation). They also use an Impact Dashboard,
which is a tool that tracks social, environmental and financial impact and helps visualize the
efforts made by startups.
Tools to support sustainable development for social entrepreneurs
Interviewees referred to many tools they use to support business development for social
business. Impact Hub uses theories and tools that focus on social change and systems change.
Business Model Canvas: Many Impact Hub use the Business Model Canvas to develop new or
existing business models. It is a visual chart on a one-pager with categories that describe the
startup it’s value proposition, costumers, infrastructure and finance (Cowan n.d.). Impact Hub
Interviewees named many customized versions of this canvas with different purposes, such as
Lean Startup Canvas, Community Canvas, Impact Canvas (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Jakarta,
Practitioners 1 & 2 Impact Hub Budapest, Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Bern). The Centre for
Social Innovation’s Climate Ventures initiative uses a version called the Fact Gap Canvas,
which is designed to help understand a problem before acting on it (Papi n.d.).
Theory of Change: We found that Theory of Change is used as a ground theory for Impact Hub
“to cover the impact model” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna). Theory of Change works
with goal setting, backcasting and mapping what is missing and outcomes. It also has the
component of identifying assumptions and interventions (The Center for Theory of Change
2019). Together with other tools named before (e.g. Impact Canvas) its purpose is about what
change and impact means to the entrepreneurs and the social system they work in; “So a lot
focusing on guiding, the impact that people want to create, to finding out what impact means
for the people that they want to benefit from" (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon).
Systems mapping: We found in some form of systems mapping. Impact Hub King’s Cross uses
root cause map-to understand cause and effect, empathy map-to understand needs, and the
theory of change to guide the overall impact. The interviewee also mentioned that they use these
resources for "Making sure that, the enterprises understand the problem that they're trying to
solve through their business" (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub King’s Cross). Along the line of the
startup life cycle, Impact Hub’s programs incorporate mapping of the value chain and that of
systems (e.g. stakeholder map, organization’s systems and processes map with feedback loops)
(WWF & Impact Hub Global).
Future-Fit Business Benchmark: Climate Venture mentioned that they use the Future Fit
Benchmark which holistically addresses sustainability by using the sustainability principles of
the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development. The Future Fit Benchmark provides
companies with guidance towards social and environmental impact with operational goals,
positive pursuits and indicators to monitor progress. On their website they give guidance per
SDG (Future Fit Foundation n.d.).

28

3.2 Using SDGs to Support Social Entrepreneurs
Objective 2: Gain an understanding of how case study organizations use the SDGs to support
social entrepreneurs.
Data in this part of the results section is related to the second research objective, which is to
investigate how case study organizations support the planning of social entrepreneurs with the
SDGs. The findings are used to analyze how SDGs are incorporated by case study organizations
in general and to inform research objective 4, which sought for recommendations on how
elements in the FSSD could be used with SDGs by social innovation hubs to support their social
entrepreneurs. Some key findings for this objective are as follows:
¾ A special focus on specific number of SDGs by case study organizations
¾ SDGs are used strategically for communication purposes
¾ Case study organizations help address SDGs by incorporating them into different types
of programs e.g. acceleration, events, competitions and digital platforms that social
entrepreneurs may have access to.
Focus on some SDGs
Case study Impact Hubs predominantly focused on some SDGs regionally (Impact Hub 2017).
Chart 1 below shows the number of case study Impact Hubs focusing on a few SDGs.
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Chart 1: SDGs Targeted by Case Study Impact Hub
Adapted from Impact Hub Community Report (2017)
From the chart above, all twelve case study Impact Hubs address SDG 3, SDG, 4, SDG 8 and
SDG 10. Three of the twelve local Impact Hubs from Asia Pacific have an additional focus on
SDG 1 and SDG 2. Data gathered via interviews also confirmed this special interest in some
SDGs by individual local Impact Hubs as interviewees shared insights that rendered different
reasons for focusing on a selected number of SDGs.
Rationale 1 - Based on Local Needs: Findings showed that some SDGs have been targeted by
case study organizations because doing that helps to tackle certain national or community
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challenges. An interviewee said “We cocreated our focus on some SDGs. We don't focus on all,
but on those that are most relevant to our local needs. But we also recognize how the SDGs are
connected to each other” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Basel). More light is shed on the link
between SDGs and programs to resolve local problems when another respondent also gave
comments about how “A number of programs are designed based on local needs and therefore
programs could be pinned to relatable SDGs e.g. trying to increase knowledge about circular
economy is related to SDG 12. There's also interest in SDG 5 and 11 to mention a few”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Budapest).
There is evidence to show the existence of another dimension of choosing SDGs to satiate to
local needs as it is now known that specific SDGs could be focused on to support a thriving
industry. Findings captured how “Every Impact Hub is creating a community that is relevant to
its location. For Impact Hub Basel, health and pharma SDGs are focused on, as they are related
to industries that are prominent in the city. Impact Hub Basel focuses on SDG 3, SDG 4, SDG
12, SDG 5 and SDG 8. Impact Hub Basel, it’s activities and events are focused on these SDGs”
(Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Basel).
Rationale 2 - Help Scope Impact: Findings also reveal that adopting the SDGs also helps with
gauging the kind and scope of intended impact social entrepreneurs want to make. This is
evident in the comments of an interviewee explaining how “We know that's just forcing them
into one is not going to work or they will all choose SDG 13’. So, having those other two, it
helps CSI to understand actually where they're trying to create impact around climate action”
(Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation). More actively, another local Impact Hub helps
entrepreneurs incorporate the SDGs. An interviewee explained how they “try to link what
entrepreneurs do to which SDGs they contribute to and try to help them make visible impact”
(Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Montreal).
There was also a finding about how focusing on some SDGs helped the case study organizations
themselves embrace all other SDGs, which their social entrepreneurs may be working on. In
other words, all other SDGs were encompassed within the scope of work by focusing on a select
few. This is backed up when an interviewee said “For us we focus on 16 and 17 (strong
institutions and partnerships) to achieve the goals. However, we are pushing our community to
identify with the other SDGs and sustain it” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Montreal).
Rationale 3 - Grouping Based on Similar Focus on SDGs: Findings have also shown that the
SDGs are also used as system/guide for grouping entrepreneurs. An interviewee explained how
this is done to arrive at solutions in a way whereby the goals are adopted prior to arriving at the
solution. The interviewee mentioned that “We group social entrepreneurs with similar concerns
or target to an SDG for them to identify obstacles and creatively come up with solutions”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Jakarta).
The rationale for using the SDGs as a grouping system is again backed up by another
interviewee who explains it “As a way to organized people we actually ask people to choose
primary, secondary and tertiary so that we can organize them" (Practitioner 1, Centre for Social
Innovation). On the Global Digital Platform for Impact Hub both practitioners and
entrepreneurs are grouped using the SDGS. According to an interviewee “there are different
groups on this platform all centered around different topics of the SDG goals” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub King’s Cross).
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Communications
The SDGs are also used by case study organizations for communication and collaboration
purposes. Some interviewees shared insights about this benefit. Evidence of this is captured
when one of them said “Beyond social entrepreneurs we also look to educate the general public
about the SDGs by tagging them to the things e.g. events we do. Therefore, we share stories
about the SDGs via social media for people to understand it better” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
Basel). Similarity another interviewee spoke about how SDGs are included in their “manifesto,
our physical space and in our communications, although they are not the core of our
communications” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Bern). An interviewee commented about how the
SDGs can help to “connect stakeholders that are unlikely allies” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub
Basel). The SDGs are therefore also used to connect to stakeholder.
Programs Related to the SDGs
Findings also revealed how certain programs for entrepreneurs were purposefully designed to
also incorporate the SDGs. These are usually acceleration, competition, event and online
programs. Below in Table 6 are descriptions next to programs mentioned by interviewees and
noticed via documentary analysis.
Table 6: List of Various Case Study Programs Related to the SDGs
Programs
Accelerate 2030

Description
Impact Hub Geneva organizes every year an international in-depth scaling program for startups from Impact Hub
all over the world that work on solutions towards the SDGs. In a report about the Accelerate2030 2017 edition, the
SDGs are referred to as an opportunity for collaboration, and cross-sectoral collaboration as a means to reach the
SDGs. The program is designed with the SDGs in mind (Impact Hub Geneva 2017).

Climate Ventures

A process of encouraging social entrepreneurs to select specific SDGs. "As a way to organize people we actually
ask people to choose primary, secondary and tertiary (SDGs) so that we can organize the entrepreneurs. We know
that just forcing them into one is not going to work or the larger all choose SDG 13: Climate Action. So, having
those other two, it helps CSI to understand actually where they're trying to create impact around climate action."
(Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation).
Feeding the City is an accelerator program that Impact Hub Inverness and Impact Hub King’s Cross work on
together, that connects to some SDGs, especially SDG 2 and SDG 3. It is basically for “people who had an idea for
a business around the food system. And that could be anything from the production of food through to the processing,
through to the disposal of food packaging or food, any aspect of it” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Inverness).

Feeding the City

Social
Award
‘Munch
Matter’
+Acumen

Others

Impact

and

Social Impact Award; The idea to create awareness about social entrepreneurship and to support young entrepreneurs
(14 – 30 years) with create social initiatives or ventures from idea to implementation. On the website winners are
categorized by SDGs their idea/initiatives contribute to (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Budapest; Practitioner 1, Impact
Hub Yerevan).
“So, every month we choose an SDG both to focus on and we will have our like community lunch focused around
that and sometimes we invite different entrepreneurs to lead the talk” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub King's Cross).
“+Acumen is an online platform used to learn Designing for Environmental Sustainability and Social Impact. As
one of many other programs, it consists of different modules, including systems thinking, circular economy and lifecycle analysis etc. ... during the course of these programs we talked about the how the SDGs are covered by the
projects” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Budapest).
“We did some work around gathering people that were interested in specific SDGs, like if people were
interested in fisheries, overfishing and oceans components, they would maybe have cocktails or lunch
together or something” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub San Francisco).
“Aside from getting or entrepreneurs involved in this (global platform) we have different events about
the SDGs” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub King’s Cross).
“Impact Hub Basel is currently working on creating a community and organizes different programs and
events targeted at the SDGs that help social entrepreneurs tackling these SDGs’’ (Practitioner 1, Impact
Hub Basel).
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3.3 Challenges and Benefits with adopting the SDGs
Objective 3: Gain an understanding of practical challenges and benefits social entrepreneurs
encounter while applying the SDGs.
Challenges social entrepreneurs face while adopting the SDGs
The last aspect of research objective 3 third research objective was to obtain information about
some challenges faced by entrepreneurs in working the SDGs. The outlined findings are based
on shared insights of interviewees, including data derived via other methods deployed about
challenges faced by actors in the scope of this study. The findings are used to inform research
objective 4, which sought for recommendations on how elements in the FSSD could be used
with SDGs by social innovation hubs to support their social entrepreneurs. The key findings for
this objective are as follows:
¾
¾
¾
¾
¾

Impact Progress and Measurement
Number of goals and their overlapping, interconnected nature
Weak operational framework and applicability for entrepreneurs
Low level of awareness
Systemic Challenge

Impact Progress and Measurement: We found that measuring progress towards the SDGs in
order to improve communication of impact is a challenge for social entrepreneurs.
An interviewee mentioned that impact measurement was a challenge while supporting social
entrepreneurs due to the variety of impact they aimed to have. For example, impact
measurement for a farm would be very different from addressing plastic pollution. “You can
teach a general framework and come up with measures. But there is not like one to a set of
measures that you can apply across all social enterprises.” Impact measurement would be very
difficult if it relates to people’s wellbeing as, “You can measure how much you increase the
income of people. But mental wellbeing, that's not as clear cut to. It (challenges with measuring
impact) really depends on what you trying to address” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon).
Another interviewee acknowledged that it is difficult to measure success and failure in the initial
stages of incubation. Financial targets are rather used as milestones to measure impact for
incubation programs (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
Facing similar challenges another interviewee requested for “how do the SDGs provide an
impact measurement framework for them or how can we design impact measurement
frameworks that can translate into the kind of macro indicators of the SDGS?” (Practitioner 1,
Centre for Social Innovation). Many other interviewees also expressed the need for an impact
measurement tool as one of them said how incorporating the SDGs may provide a form of
financial incentives for entrepreneurs, if clear measurement of impact is possible. “SDGs might
be beneficial to raise funds if the impact they direct businesses to make were measurable”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Montreal).
Number of goals and their overlapping, interconnected nature: Some interviewees talk about
the interrelated and interconnected nature of the SDGs and the challenge to point out the sort of
impact (negative or positive). An interviewee also affirmed that "we acknowledge that there is
an overlap between some of them” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Basel). Another interviewee
mentioned that they tried to collaborate with experts who could help with both alignment and
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measurement of entrepreneurial actions towards the SDGs (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub
Montreal).
According to interviewees the number of goals also pose a challenge for social entrepreneurs
working towards sustainability. “Sometimes there is a bit of confusion as to what all using
SDGs entail. So, one person might interpret it one way and others another way” (Practitioner
1, Impact Hub King’s Cross). An interviewee from Impact Hub claimed that, “Nobody can hit
more than three targets (goals). By all means have 17 SDGs, but we make it very clear to
anybody who is trying to do something, that they have to concentrate on one, two or three of
them” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Inverness). An interviewee from the Climate Ventures
initiative said they ask social entrepreneurs to choose primary, secondary and tertiary SDGs to
understand their impact, "You have to have a limit or else people choose all the SDGs”
(Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation).

Weak Operational Framework and Applicability for Entrepreneurs: It was also discovered that
the SDGs were used as an organizing framework but is not regarded as an operational
framework for business. “The SDGs themselves do not provide a framework for us to work
towards the solution” (Practitioner 1, Centre for Social Innovation). In addition, an interviewee
mentioned, “The SDGs were designed to address large problems in society that stakeholders
at different levels can contribute to. Social entrepreneurs in some cases are not sure how their
business solutions tackle the SDGs” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yerevan).
Another interviewee mentioned, “I don't think they have been written necessarily with
entrepreneurs in mind. So, most of them are the large holes, that need to be addressed by large
institutions. It might help if you have the SDGs defined for how entrepreneurs can contribute to
them through smaller scale contributions” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon). The view of
another interviewee also affirmed this remark, “at the national level they provide a lot of that
value. Like the governments working towards achieving the SDGs. But when you go down to
the practitioners that are on the ground working with marginalized populations or specific
projects, problems at the municipal or regional level how do they feed in?” (Practitioner 1,
Centre for Social Innovation). It was also mentioned by a respondent that a lot of the social
entrepreneurs intend to solve a very specific problem in society, without necessarily targeting
the SDGs. As the relationship between the specific problem and the impact needed for an SDG
was vague (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Yerevan).

Low Level of Awareness: Although Impact Hub Global has adopted the SDGs as a means of
awareness building (Impact Hub Global 2018), the degree to which the SDGs were known and
served as a common language is inconsistent across geographies. Some interviewees claimed
that the awareness about the SDGs was low in their localities. For example, an interviewee from
Switzerland said, "In Switzerland, the SDGs aren't super known" (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
Bern). A similar claim was made by another when an interviewee from Canada said that the
SDGs were not that well known in Montreal (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Montreal). Another
one from the United States said, "United States hasn't taken up to the SDGs in the same way
that I think a lot of the world have" (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub San Francisco). An interviewee
from Armenia also affirmed that the SDGs were not a common language in Armenia
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yerevan).
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Systemic Challenge: One respondent from Impact Hub Vienna responded that reaching the
SDGs is a systemic challenge. “Although the SDGs are well known and serve as a common
language in Austria, the systemic unsustainability in the current (socio-ecological) system
makes it challenging for Impact Hub to support social entrepreneurial innovations that attempt
to contribute towards the SDGs. The external factors from the larger system influence internal
motivations of social enterprises within the Impact Hub network that are working towards
SDGs” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).

Benefits social entrepreneurs receive while adopting the SDGs
Along with perceived challenges, the following section attempts to outline results addressing
research objective 3. Through document analysis and semi-structured interviews gathered
information displays current and potential perceived benefits for social entrepreneurs adopting
the SDGs These consolidated findings are in turn used to inform research objective:
¾ Common language to use with a variety of stakeholders (Communication)
¾ Connecting local actions to global impact (Network Awareness)
¾ Opportunity to expand collaboration (local and/or global partnerships) (Network
Awareness)
¾ Economic Incentives from Aligning with the SDGs (Financial)
Common language to use with a variety of stakeholders: During our document analysis we
found that Impact Hub incorporates the SDGs to talk about impact, which often describes
intended solutions towards social and economic development issues. An interviewee stated, “I
think the reason for adopting the SDGs at the core of Impact Hubs' work was made because of
a constant need for a greater understanding of what we meant when we talked about impact”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub San Francisco). Impact Hub Global stated that the SDGs provide a
common language to mobilize people and work together on sustainability issues. Impact Hub
Global sees social entrepreneurship as a paradigm shift in doing business. They refer it to as a
paradigm shift in which businesses serve people and planet. By stating this, Impact Hub believes
that the SDGs could be achieved faster (Impact Hub Global 2018).
Another recurrent pattern within the potential benefits with using the SDGs included
communicating awareness of global ecological and social issues. In many of these responses,
the SDGs served the role of providing clarity and awareness around global issues. This was
evident when an interviewee asserted that “the SDG`s give people a common language and
point of reference - it can help social entrepreneurs measure what areas they are impacting on,
and make them aware of other areas where they also could make a difference” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub Bern).
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Other similar benefits which affirm the success of the SDGs as a common language were
identified by some more interviewees:
x

x

x

x

“The SDGs are useful in communicating outside the impact bubble as almost everybody
in the realm of sustainability (i.e. municipalities, potential investors, corporations, etc.)
is aware about the SDGs” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
"I think that the kind of detail that goes into the SDGs allows for people to understand
and grasp what people are talking about when they think through sustainability and how
we can create a more sustainable environment, socially and environmentally."
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub San Francisco).
“The SDGs provide a helpful framework for the kind of impact that we want to create
in the world. And I think they were successful and that they're really kind of all
encompassing. They do kind of really hit on everything” (Practitioner 1, Centre for
Social Innovation).
“The SDGs are useful for reporting and communicating issues in society.” (Practitioner
1, Impact Hub Bern).

Connecting local actions to global impact: SDGs serve as a guideline for sustainable
development and provide entrepreneurs confirmation that pursuing social innovation connects
local actions and ideas to the global context. We found that Impact Hubs try to define how
social innovation contributes to reaching the SDGs. An interviewee stated “SDGs also help
explain the "impact" better. They also help validate ideas for social innovation” (Practitioner
1, Impact Hub Yangon).
Working with the SDGs makes entrepreneurs feel part of a larger movement, according to
interviewees; “As a framework that includes ecological and social values, it helps filter the
activities of entrepreneurs to identify how they are contributing to these systems” (Practitioner
1, Impact Hub Montreal). While another interviewee stated that “the SDGs serve as a
framework that put work (done by entrepreneurs) into context and helps connect local actions
to a global movement/goal” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Bern).
Some other interviewees also affirmed how SDGs help connect and validate local actions and
ideas to the global context, and serve a guideline of success for sustainable development:
x “It helps people to unite towards the same goal. To foster connectivity” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub Jakarta).
x "It is nice for entrepreneurs to be thinking about contributing to something bigger.”
(Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Kings Cross).
x “It gives entrepreneurs a sense of purpose, like bigger than their local context”, “It's
great to have (SDGs) as a guideline so to know that you're at least tackling something
(Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Basel).
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x

"It was a framework that allowed us to get people in the right frame of mind and
understanding how to talk about impact and sustainability” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
San Francisco).

Opportunity to expand local and global collaboration: Another overarching theme we found in
our collected data includes the opportunity for partnership and potential collaboration. There
was a large portion of respondents expressing the opportunity adopting the SDGs provides for
partnership with the United Nations and local stakeholders. An interviewee mentioned that their
local Impact Hub has a focus on Goal 17 - Partnerships to Achieve the Goals. "We want to see
the SDGs holistically, our focus for us, it is 16 and 17, that is peace and justice for strong
institutions and partnership to achieve the goals” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Montreal). This
outlines the relationship between expanding partnership and engaging with the SDGs. While an
interviewee mentioned, "benefits of working with the SDGs include the opportunity to work
with organizations like the UN” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Yangon). Another interviewee
confirmed that the SDGs gave them the opportunity to collaborate with the UN & UNDP
(Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Yerevan). An example of these partnerships associated with the
UNDP includes Impact Hub’s, Accelerate2030 initiative. Through our document analysis it was
stated by Impact Hub that Accelerate2030 has a special focus on SDG 17, connecting corporates
with social entrepreneurs (Impact Hub n.d.). They continue to state that collaborations can save
time to move “closer” to the SDGs (Impact Hub n.d.).
In a more general sense, several respondents stated that it could attract a wide range of local
partners. A majority of these responses included utilizing a global framework to provide these
location partnerships. “The SDGs can be better used if a number of them are selected to address
local needs. This can pull in a number of stakeholders to focus on them and truly create value
in tackling issues pointed out by the SDGs that are been focused on” (Practitioner 1, Impact
Hub Basel). Another interviewee also stated that initiatives would benefit from the idea of
“fostering connectivity” and continued to state “It helps people to unite towards (the) same
goal. Therefore, very helpful for developing collaborative work” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
Jakarta). This sentiment is mirrored from another interviewee, “Impact Hub uses SDGs in their
programming to attract a broader audience (including people not involved within the Impact
Hub Network)” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
Economic Incentives from Aligning with SDGs: While many respondents discussed financial
incentives as a major factor in their operations, several managers viewed the SDGs as an
opportunity to gain funding. Some interviewees expressed the presence of financial
opportunities associated with adopting the SDGs; Various interviewees confirmed that
alignment with various SDGs could improve partnerships and potential funding. An interviewee
mentioned “If you align with the SDGs, more funding options could open up” (Practitioner 1,
Impact Hub Montreal). Another interviewee affirmed “working with the SDGs brings the
potential for financial incentives. Some entrepreneurs work with the SDGs as they seek financial
benefits from a market opportunity, whereas the impact driven entrepreneurs do it to maximize
the social and ecological impact they can have” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Vienna).
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3.4 Synthesis of Results: Analysis of the Results in relation to Research
Question and Objectives
Objective 4: Provide recommendations on how social innovation hubs could contribute more
strategically towards sustainability by integrating the suitable elements of FSSD along with
currently adopted tools such as the SDGs in support of social entrepreneurs’ development.
This section involves expanded analysis by providing possible best practices as
recommendations that could help social innovation hubs strategically use the SDGs to support
social entrepreneurs towards sustainability. The outcome of this process involved compiling
data from the previous sections. Key findings for the objective are as follows:
¾ The SDGs are used by studied organizations to increase the sustainability awareness and
help entrepreneurs create their vision.
¾ The SDGs are also useful in designing co-creative ideation programs and to foster
collaborations.
¾ The SDGs are inadequately used by case study organizations to support social
entrepreneurs in the assessment of their business operations.
¾ The SDGs are inadequately used by case study organizations to help social
entrepreneurs prioritize and monitor the business actions and processes.
Guided by the structure of the 5LM (see Appendix B), we sorted how case study organizations
plan towards sustainability in general and use the SDGs. We found that the SDGs are used on
a system-level to express the contribution of social enterprises towards society and the
environment and possible systems solutions. The SDGs are further used as a vision of success
by most social innovation hubs, though most of them focus on specific SDGs to show the
expertise of their social entrepreneurs. We did not find any strategic guidelines nor direct
prioritization questions towards the SDGs.
Since we found no concrete strategic guidance for the use of the SDGs, therefore we generically
used the strategic planning approach (ABCD Procedure) to conduct our analysis. Data rendered
by previous research objectives was sorted and categorized into different stages of the ABCD,
to see how the SDGs are used in these stages. All existing practices, tools, experiences and
benefits perceived by individual case study organizations were gathered as seen below in Table
7. In other words, not all case study organizations have the practices, or the tools listed.
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Table 7: Analytical use of the ABCD: Categorization of all Actions, Tools and Benefits Related
to using the SDGs And Sustainability

A. Awareness
and creating a
vision

SDGs:
x
x
x
General:
x
x
x

B.
Baseline
Current State

SDGs:
x
x

Using the SDGs as a framework to communicate about sustainable development, and systemic solutions to
educate entrepreneurs with certain social and environmental values and see interconnectedness on
sustainability themes;
Using the SDGs as a vision of success for positive impact;
Using the SDGs to make entrepreneurs aware of local and global sustainability issues (e.g. unemployment,
inequality, water scarcity) and expertise on certain fields (e.g. health, finance);
Using the word ‘impact’ to talk about financial, social and environmental contributions of a social enterprise;
Using the concept of Triple Bottom Line to explain sustainability;
Using incubator diagnostics to select and create awareness how business is serving people and planet;
Asking social entrepreneurs to choose more than one SDGs to be aware of how their business operations
contribute towards sustainable development;
Using Future Fit Benchmark indicators based on the SPs and SDGs as an assessment tool to assess social
entrepreneurs' contributions to sustainability;

General:
x
x
x
C.
Creative
Solutions

SDGs:
x

General:
x
x
x
D.
Decide,
Prioritize and
Plan

SDGs:
x
x
x
General:
x
x

Using assessment tools to see the state of business development (e.g. incubator diagnostics);
Teaching programs on environmental sustainability and social impact (e.g. +Acumen), consisting of
different modules, such as systems thinking, circular economy and life-cycle analysis;
Using tools to understand problems that social entrepreneurs are attempting to solve, and guide business
development (business modeling canvas, root cause map, empathy map, theory of change);
Organizing programs and events related to the SDGs. In order to bring actors together to get inspired and
collaborate and work together towards addressing sustainability challenges (e.g. Accelerate2030, Global
Goal Week, SDG Meetups, SDG Action Day, SDG related Hackathons);
o
Using the SDGs as common language for cross-sectoral multi-stakeholder collaboration towards
sustainability;
o
Used the SDGs to identify experts, advisors and potential partners with special interest or
specialty in an SDG and connect them to social entrepreneurs;
o
Connecting entrepreneurs with each other by grouping them according to their targeted SDGs to
find solutions together;
Using concepts, such as Circular Economy, to design towards sustainable products and services;
Advice on certain business solutions that have a more positive impact towards sustainability (e.g. renewable
energy, e-mobility etc.);
Programs on (human centred) design for environmental sustainability and social impact;
To capture and scope the impact of social enterprises towards sustainable development - making social
entrepreneurs aware to which SDG they contribute with their core business and what other SDGs they may
contribute towards;
Communicating to what SDGs social entrepreneurs contribute to with their business model, products and
services; to attract potential investors, partners and customers;
Using tools as Impact Measurement Project (which includes the SDGs from a meta-level) to define and
measure impact;
Guiding social entrepreneurs to develop a viable business model by setting financial, social and
environmental targets. For example, incubator diagnostics has an intended return on investment check;
Advising social entrepreneurs on positive and negative consequences of business activities to make
entrepreneurs aware of (unintended) consequences;
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4 Discussion
The research question for this study was designed to identify ways for social innovation hubs
to strategically use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs towards sustainability. By asking
practitioners from social innovation hubs how they perceive and contribute to sustainability and
use the SDGs, including benefits and challenges, we attempted to gain information about how
and in what form do they currently provide support to social entrepreneurs towards
sustainability. By analyzing the collected data using the 5LM and the ABCD Procedure of the
FSSD, we determined how the SDGs can be used strategically in practice to support social
entrepreneur's planning and innovation towards sustainability.
The results showed that the SDGs are mainly used by case study organizations to raise
awareness, inspire and connect social entrepreneurs towards sustainability. However, the SDGs
themselves are not directly found useful by practitioners to operationally assess or plan business
practices. There also remains the difficulty to measure targets and indicators attached to each
SDG and define impact. With these existing gaps, the SDGs may play a specific but not holistic
role in providing a framework for social entrepreneurs when planning towards sustainability.
Regardless, the SDGs could be complimented by the FSSD and other tools and practices used
by case study organizations.
Comparative Analysis of SDGs and FSSD
We made a comparison between the SDGs and the FSSD, to understand the SDGs as a
framework for sustainable development opposed to the FSSD and to foster the understanding
of how they could complement each other. The 5LM was used to facilitate this comparison to
understand the different applications of the FSSD and SDGs (Waldron et al. 2008). This
analysis is presented in Appendix E.
Based on our analysis and previous research, it has become clear that the SDGs are not designed
for a concrete analysis and planning for an organization such as a social enterprise. Evaluating
the SDGs from a goal-point of view, they are a well written narrative on where we want to go
as humanity. They describe broad, overlapping areas of development with many meta-level
targets and indicators, with no clear description of what sustainability is other than broad areas
of development. Thus, leaving space to progress towards the goals in an unsustainable way.
Whereas the FSSD is designed for systemic planning and redesign with the basis of the robust
sustainability principles (systemic and normative) acting as boundary conditions for
organizations to sustainably develop their operations.
The FSSD with the ABCD-methodology can be used as a strategic planning and analysis
procedure for entrepreneurs. The procedure can help social entrepreneurs to plan and analyze
their business activities or already existing organization’s vision, goals and activities according
to a scientific and normative form of sustainable development. Whereas the SDGs represent
broad global goals often aimed towards international sustainable development. They serve as a
universal language to talk about sustainable development in general and can be used to
encourage organizations to work together.
The FSSD and the SDGs could complement each other, because the former involves assessing
and planning operations more holistically and could incorporate other tools, such as the SDGs
to create grounds for collaborative work towards sustainability. The FSSD uses backcasting
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(process) towards a goal defined or framed within the principles of success (SPs) whereas the
SDGs are well written scenarios on desirable outcomes along 17 areas. The SDGs can be seen
as goals that can inspire action whereas the FSSD is designed to help make sure actions are
holistically sustainable (within the boundary conditions of the SPs).
Theoretical gap addressed in practice
The analysis of the results from our primary research confirm that the SDGs are not used as a
concrete operational framework for planning towards sustainability. We think that a more
concrete framework for planning towards sustainability can be helpful to approach this
challenge by providing a strategic procedure for planning and analysis towards sustainability.
Another theoretical challenge is the use of the SDGs as a definition for sustainability. We found
that the case study organizations use the SDGs as a shared vision of success and definition for
positive impact. In addition, the SDGs are not always used as definition for sustainability, but
concepts such as Triple Bottom Line. From a practical point of view, using such definitions
simplifies the talk about business, society and the environment. However, these concepts do not
necessarily give awareness how business is nested within society and nature, and how its
success depends on the interaction and wellbeing of these systems. A more robust and holistic
definition of sustainability could give social entrepreneurs more awareness on how business can
do no harm or even be positive towards a more sustainable society.
We found that the SDGs are used by case study organizations to help social entrepreneurs scope
the impact of their core business, instead of merely “cherry picking” certain goals. Practitioners
pointed out that asking social entrepreneurs to select 1-3 goals, helped the entrepreneurs
critically look at their business contribution and operations, and validate ideas for social
innovation.
Recommendations for strategic use of the SDGs
We developed strategic recommendations that could be used by any social innovation hub to
support social entrepreneurs planning and innovation towards sustainability, according to the
local context and their needs. These recommendations are intended for social innovation hub
managers (e.g. incubation program managers, event managers, co-founders). These
recommendations are generalized, due to the broad nature of our results.
The recommendations were developed by examining best practices from various case study
organizations. The examples in the recommendations could be replicated by other social
innovation hubs to use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs towards sustainability.
The following recommendations involves addressing the concepts of impact and sustainability,
along with exploring the benefits and the challenges associated with adopting the SDGs:

40

Strategic Recommendations
Use a scientific, principle-based and holistic definition of
sustainability to guide concrete planning towards
sustainable development in addition to adopting the SDGs.
Use the SDGs with a systems perspective to help social
entrepreneurs strengthen their vision and mission towards
sustainability.
Use the SDGs to design programs and events in order to
connect social entrepreneurs and cross-sectoral
stakeholders to identify sustainability issues and co-create
business ideas and solutions.
Use tools that help social entrepreneurs define and measure
impact on an operational level towards sustainability,
which can be linked to their strategic goals and the SDGs.
Use the SDGs
sustainability.

to

communicate

impact

Theme
Defining Sustainability
Vision
Sustainability
Programming,
Networking
Collaboration

towards

and

Impact Measurement

towards Communication

Recommendation 1(What actions could you take to use the SDGs more strategically
towards sustainable development?): Use a scientific, principle-based and holistic definition
of sustainability to guide concrete planning towards sustainable development in addition to
adopting the SDGs
Expected Outcome (What are the expected outcomes of adopting the recommendation?):
Working with robust principles based on social and ecological sciences could lead to more
sustainable
ideas/actions
and
avoidance
of
unintended
consequences.
Incentive (What is in it for social entrepreneurs?): The opportunity for social enterprises to
become aware of any unintended negative consequences attached to current or planned
practices that contribute to desired impact towards the SDGs.
Adopting a holistic definition of sustainability would informing planning. This could lead to
innovation that could help avoid risks and actualize opportunities providing a competitive
advantage.
Example (What are current best practices validating this recommendation?):
The sustainability principles (SPs) of the FSSD define sustainability in a scientific and
holistic way. They could be used as system (boundary) conditions for strategic sustainable
planning and (re)design. This planning process involves ideation, visioning, analysis and
assessment programs provided by social innovation hubs.
The Future-Fit Business Benchmark is an example in which the SPs are used as a definition
of sustainability and serve as system (boundary) conditions for the society to operate within.
The Centre for Social Innovation mentioned that they use the Future Fit Benchmark in their
Climate Ventures initiative. The Future-Fit Benchmark provides companies with guidance
towards social and environmental impact with operational goals, positive pursuits and
indicators to monitor progress. On their website they give guidance on how positive pursuits
relate to and help operationalize the SDGs.
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Justification for Recommendation 1(How does this contribute to strategic planning and
innovation?): There are activities in which the SDGs are used to make social entrepreneurs
aware of sustainable development and guide entrepreneurs in establishing their vision and
generating ideas for positive impact towards sustainability. However, we did not discover
concrete strategic guidelines for social entrepreneurs for planning and innovation towards
the SDGs. To address this issue, we found that in combination with adopting the SDGs as a
definition of positive impact, providing a shared definition of sustainability through the SPs
would provide the conditions for initiating strategic planning. While the SDGs could be
incorporated as means to strengthen a vision, and communicate impact, the SPs would act as
boundary conditions to plan and (re)design for sustainability.
Using the SPs as a definition for sustainability can make social entrepreneurs more aware of
underlying drivers for sustainable development of the socio-ecological system and what is
needed from businesses to have precautionary measures to avoid any negative impact on
society or nature.
The SPs address upstream causes more than downstream effects and they take a scientific
and holistic approach. The SPs help guide avoidance of unintended consequences as they are
non-overlapping, unlike the SDGs.
Recommendation 2: Use the SDGs with a systems perspective to help social entrepreneurs
strengthen their vision and mission towards sustainability.
Expected Outcome:
The SDGs may provide social entrepreneurs with a more holistic awareness and common
purpose towards sustainable development. This form of purpose involves a communal effort
towards large scale goals. Thus, the SDGs could inspire the vision and mission of social
entrepreneurs.
Knowledge about sustainable development from a systems perspective could provide social
entrepreneurs with a better understanding of their impact towards sustainability and the
interconnectedness of the goals.
Incentive:
Social entrepreneurs could be inspired because the sustainability issues they are working on
are connected to global challenges (goals) which are worked on by different stakeholders.
A systems perspective could help strengthen their vision and mission to avoid unintended
consequences.
Example:
“The SDGs serve as a framework that put work (done by entrepreneurs) into context and
helps connect local actions to a global movement/goal” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Bern).
Help Scope Impact - “Try to link what entrepreneurs do to which SDGs they contribute to
and try to help them make visible impact” (Practitioner 2, Impact Hub Montreal). “Adopting
the SDGs and choosing to focus on some of them helps with gauging the kind and scope of
intended impact social entrepreneurs want to make” (Practitioner 1, Centre for Social
Innovation).
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Justification for Recommendation 2: The SDGs can be viewed as scenarios and a narrative
related to an ideal future, with the ability to inform social entrepreneurs' vision of success.
The SDGs address many development areas and are easy to understand. Therefore, the SDGs
can be used to educate social entrepreneurs on sustainable development. Using the SDGs
with a nested system perspective and boundary conditions, could help social entrepreneurs
understand the interdependence between the SDGs and encourage them to think more of
systemic solutions within system boundaries and be aware of tradeoffs. An example includes
using the nested model of the SDGs as suggested by Folke et al. (2016) and the sustainability
principles (see Figure 4 and Appendix C), which could contribute towards a broader
awareness of business’ impact on society and nature (the socio-ecological systems).

Recommendation 3: Use the SDGs to design programs and events in order to connect social
entrepreneurs and cross-sectoral stakeholders to identify sustainability issues and co-create
business ideas and solutions.
Expected Outcome:
Educate and engage stakeholders related to topics about sustainable development.
Create cross-sector collaboration among social entrepreneurs, investors, local experts and
other stakeholders to identify and collectively address sustainability issues present in the
community.
Incentive:
New business (cross-sectoral) partnerships, could increase the scale of impact by expanding
the capacity of business operations.
This could lead to an increase of new ideas and solutions.
Providing services and products that create value towards addressing specific SDGs within
their local context.
Examples:
Accelerate 2030 at Impact Hub Geneva and Impact Hub Yerevan
SDG related Hackathons at Impact Hub Yangon, Impact Hub Amsterdam
Munch and Matter at Impact Hub King’s Cross
Social Impact Award at Impact Hub Budapest
Community SDGs Events at Impact Hub Basel and Impact Hub Amsterdam
Justification for Recommendation 3: The SDGs can help create a platform for crosssectoral collaboration for problems and solutions to be shared, may help identify systemic
drivers and barriers to sustainable solutions. Engaging stakeholders from the community to
address SDGs will help with a thorough understanding of the problems, creative and critical
discussions on solutions and their long-term implications, and a shared ownership of
addressing the problems. A share ownership could lead to increased efforts which speeds up
the progress towards addressing problems. Sustainability issues are often related to systemic
challenges, solving problems with different actors within the system to identify and solve
issues can help to come with more scalable and systemic solutions.
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Recommendation 4: Use tools that help social entrepreneurs define and measure impact on
an operational level towards sustainability, which can be linked to their strategic goals and
the SDGs.
Expected Outcome:
1. Help entrepreneurs define impact towards sustainable development.
2. To assess the positive and negative effects of business activities towards society and
the environment.
3. Establishing indicators in order to measure specific goals to justify more accurately
to which SDGs social enterprises are concretely contributing to, and the extent to
which they are being addressed.
Incentive:
The opportunity to see if business activities are effective, thus helping business development.
Increase credibility by communicating tangible impact towards SDGs to potential funders
and stakeholders.
Example:
Impact Measurement Project used by Impact Hub Basel or Future-Fit Business Benchmark
used by the Centre for Social Innovation (Climate Ventures), to help entrepreneurs define
their impact with the SDGs from an operational level.
Justification for Recommendation 4: This recommendation can help to understand social
enterprises’ direct contribution, and further informs planning towards sustainability. The
SDGs do not have concrete targets and indicators for businesses, nor do they necessarily lead
to sustainable development. Selecting tools designed for social entrepreneurs to understand
how their operations contribute to the SDGs and how could be done more sustainably, can
help them plan more strategically towards sustainability. Both Impact Measurement Project,
and Future Fit Business Benchmark are designed to support social enterprises by addressing
social and environmental impact connected to the SDGs.
Recommendation 5: Use the SDGs to communicate impact towards sustainability.
Expected Outcome:
As a marketing communication tool, the SDGs can be used by social entrepreneurs to show
their businesses focus and values to stakeholders. This form of labelling can create awareness
among stakeholders about what sustainability issues social entrepreneurs are attempting to
address with their enterprises and areas they are working on.
Incentive:
Increased visibility of the business and its focus area for sustainable development as well as
a common language for (cross-sectoral) collaborative opportunities.
Example:
Labelling the social enterprises with the SDGs can help social entrepreneurs find each other,
potential partners and investors via online communications, reports and SDG related events.
“The reason why SDGs are used is based on the need for that definition and for having a
robust framework to talk to people about it (positive impact).” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub
San Francisco)
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Justification for Recommendation 5: Although the SDGs represent complex issues, they
are well written scenarios on desirable outcomes on 17 areas. Using them as labels can create
awareness among stakeholders about what sustainability issues social entrepreneurs try to
address with their business. The difficulty faced by social entrepreneurs in dealing with
complex sustainability issues alone could be reduced as they use SDGs as a common
language to attract relevant collaborations and co-creative opportunities. This
recommendation is strategic because diversity of views and expertise is required to deal with
complex sustainability challenges. Without a common language, social entrepreneurs many
not attract as many relevant stakeholders.
As an interviewee said, “It helps people to unite towards (the) same goal. Therefore, very
helpful for developing collaborative work” (Practitioner 1, Impact Hub Jakarta).

Discrepancy between findings
The SDGs are usually known as a unifying language to communicate sustainability. This is also
because they are promoted globally by the UN and were created by an inclusive goal setting
process￼. Many interviewees confirmed how the SDGs are helpful as a unifying language.
However, it comes to notice through contrasting perspectives of interviewees that the SDGs are
not consistently adopted in some parts of the world in comparison to others. It must be stated
that this inconsistency is simply location-based.
Some findings showed how the SDGs work well as a reporting and communication tool to
communicate impact towards sustainability. However, a characteristic of the SDGs identified
from some other findings is that they are overlapping and interconnected, which made it
sometimes difficult to target them. It is therefore questionable how they could be used to report
impact towards sustainability.
Related Research
Blankenship, Kulhavý, and Lagneryd (2007) concluded that the business incubator field is a
useful arena for the integration of strategic sustainable development. Their research partly
recommends the merger of many components such as backcasting, monitoring, engaging
questions etcetera of the FSSD into various phases of the incubation. The main results of our
study do not specify where elements from the FSSD ought to be integrated into the training or
advising process of social incubation hubs. This is because the SDGs are varyingly applied in
different programs by the many case study organizations we investigated. Another reason was
the difficulty of identifying where each organized program/event is situated in in the incubation
process.
The results of Tiemann and Fichter (2016) are also worth discussing. It is interesting how they
include in the report; a manual with a designed facilitation process template to guide practitioner
in workshops for entrepreneurs at either the business development or acceleration stages of the
incubation process. The facilitation is informed by a sustainable business development canvas.
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The generic business development model canvas is well-known and is used by most case study
organizations. It usually has about 10 different segments (e.g. a vision, value proposition, key
partners, cost structure etcetera) that are fundamental to operating a business. Many other
studies also have improved on this tool by infusing sustainability related concepts (e.g. Circular
Business Canvas). Tiemann and Fichter (2016) improve the generic version by incorporating
additional leading questions in each component. These questions are curated around some
sustainability principles. However, these are not the same principle as the 8SPs of the FSSD.
The manual requires the facilitator to invoke the thoughts of participants by asking both generic
leading questions and questions related to sustainability principles. The purpose of using the
pedagogy is to get entrepreneur to indeed establish or redesign operational systems or processes
to comply with the principles.
Scope
Through interviewing a variety of practitioners, we attempted to gain an insight into their
support for social entrepreneurs. The broad nature of our scope led to the collection of extensive
data on how the SDGs are used and perceived by different social innovation hubs and social
entrepreneurs in various continents and contexts. It became clear that the SDGs are used in a
variety of content, programs and events without specific strategic guidelines. This would not
have been captured if we focused on one or two social innovation hubs, though we would
probably gain more detailed insights how the SDGs are used to design programs and inform
social entrepreneurs or gather possible experiences of social entrepreneurs with the SDGs.
Data collection
The nature of semi-structured interviews provided the conditions for a variety of responses to
emerge. This was in part due to giving space for interviewees to delve deeper into various topics.
However, it was sometimes still difficult to get them to respond to questions appropriately; all
preset questions had to be asked within the limited interview time and we sometimes could not
revisit
questions
that
were
not
appropriately
responded
to.
We used transcribing software (Temi) because some researchers are non-native speakers of
English and to save time and effort. The audibility of speech in recordings also sometimes
lacked clarity which made transcribing more difficult. Therefore, the automatic transcription
was checked word-by-word to maintain the same quality as we would do it manually.
The document analysis helped to answer the first research objective but did not provide much
data to answer objectives 2 and 3. For the order of research progress, in retrospect we would
have done the document analysis prior to doing semi-structured interviews. This is because we
reflected on how doing the document analysis initially could have been used to gauge the depth
of information obtained. Conducting an initial document analysis before semi-structured
interviews would have provided a wider range of data that would have informed more
applicable data collection options.
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Data analysis
Using the lens of the 5LM and the application of our research objectives helped clarified
gathered information and was also satisfying as it was easy to capture themes within the created
structured. Through this process the data became more meaningful and transferred to the results
section of this paper where most themes that emerged headed narratives and other presentation
tools that are intended to give the reader clarity.
The strategic planning for sustainability methodology (ABCD) was rather applied to facilitate
analysis of the findings that objectives 1-3 rendered. Although it is a process methodologically,
we used it for analytical purposes it provided a structure to investigate how case studies
organizations could strategically use the SDGs towards sustainability.
Further research
Based on the results and the recommendations from our study and the discussed related studies,
further research is encouraged.
Business development tool and facilitation process towards sustainability incorporating the
SDGs and SPs - One way to build upon what we have discovered would be to investigate of
how both the SDGs and eight SPs of the FSSD can be creatively incorporated into the business
model canvas through leading questions for a program facilitated by social innovation hubs
intended for social entrepreneurs. The intended purpose of doing such research may be to show
how to provide social entrepreneurs with planning support that helps them avoid misaligning
with other SDGs whiles primarily targeting specific goals. It is believed that if social enterprises
follow through this kind of planning support (given to them by social innovation hubs) into their
operations, they may reduce chances of negatively contributing to any SDG. This is
recommended as we would have attempted rendering such findings if not for time constraints.
Conducting action research to observe the outcome of a workshop based on the abovementioned pedagogy is also forwarded to future researchers. Adapting the research design
model Blankenship, Kulhavý, and Lagneryd (2007) could help in this regard. Beyond our scope,
however, in the same research domain is an assessment of how an early stage business (social
enterprise) who has incorporated the planning strategy based on the above-mentioned pedagogy
in their operations, fair over a period. For example, the time frame to gauge for such as
assessment could be from the time that the strategy was incorporated up until the growth stage
of the business life cycle or over a milestone period set by themselves to show improvement in
contributing to sustainable development.
Incubator diagnostics with a sustainability definition - Further research is also recommended
on incorporating the SPs of the FSSD as a definition of sustainability, to help desired positive
impact towards the SDGs be holistically sustainable. One of the ways we would have attempted
rendering such findings if not for time constraints is as follows. The SPs could be translated
into questions applicable for entrepreneurs and incorporated into the business diagnostics/selfassessments conducted in the beginning and end of accelerator and incubator programs.
Incorporating this holistic definition of sustainability could help social entrepreneurs be
conscious of the impact they have through their operations beyond their desired impact. Thus,
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having the opportunity to avoid any unintended consequences in the early stages of business
development.
Impact Measurement towards the SDGs- Another urgent issue to address in this field is the need
for a tangible guidance that could help measure progress towards the SDGs to show substantial
impact being made by social entrepreneurs. We therefore also encourage further research to
contribute knowledge that can resolve this urgent need.
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5 Conclusion
Establishing awareness and knowledge surrounding the Sustainable Development Goals has
been an ongoing process for many social innovation hubs. Through our research we attempted
to understand the theoretical gap with using the SDGs in practice, by understanding how social
innovation hubs use the SDGs to support social entrepreneurs in planning towards
sustainability. Since each social innovation hub ranged in scale and services, it was difficult to
assess their level of support for social entrepreneurs.
Research on case study organizations (local Impact Hubs and the Centre for Social Innovation)
involved interviews with practitioners and reviewing a wide range of resources and tools
available to social entrepreneurs. We found that the SDGs serve as a common language for
sustainable development and are used by social innovation hubs to raise awareness, and to help
social entrepreneurs' vision and ideate towards sustainability. However, practitioners stated that
it is challenging to measure impact towards the SDGs and to use them for assessment of impact.
They do not use the SDGs for concrete planning and analysis towards sustainability.
While the SDGs may be viewed as broad and ambitious aspiring goals, they provide a definition
for positive impact towards sustainability. However, many case study organizations do not
provide a systemic and science-based definition of sustainability which may lead to unintended
consequences while planning towards sustainability. Therefore, we recommend a definition
based on the sustainability principles of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development.
This research also gives additional recommendations about using the SDGs to help improve the
planning support given to social entrepreneurs by social innovation hubs, which could
strategically contribute to sustainable development. Further research on strategic business
planning and innovation involving the sustainability principles and the SDGs is encouraged.
Overall, the information gathered was dealing with a novel area of study; where the SDGs may
have the potential to improve the impact of social entrepreneurs, as they attempt to (re)design
the societal flaws established by business as usual.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Questions
Part 1 - How is sustainability integrated in the operation (from an SSD perspective)
How does your organization address sustainability towards your social entrepreneurs?
How would you describe the most significant contributions of your organization towards society?
What is your operational definition of sustainability? or impact to support social entrepreneurs.
How would you define impact?
Are social entrepreneurs (incubates) within your organization provided with specific outlines to guide their
decision making towards sustainabilityor impact?
How are the business practices (actions) of early stage entrepreneurs guided by your organization towards
sustainability/impact?
What tools, methods and concepts does your organization use to support development of social entrepreneurs
towards sustainability?
In what ways do you help social entrepreneurs measure their progress towards sustainability?
Part
2:
The
value
creation
/
customer
and
user's
perspective.
To describe the engagement your Impact Hubs (members) is trying to get done in their work.
Tasks they are trying to perform and complete, the problems they are trying to solve, or the needs they
are trying to satisfy.
How does your organization communicate or advise social entrepreneurs to use the SDGs?
Are you working with one or more of them? Why?
Does your organization provide content to entrepreneurs centered around the Sustainable Development Goals?
Besides the SDGs what tools, methods and concepts are social entrepreneurs advised to use cohesively?
What are your challenges while working with SDGs?
Are you aware of any issues or challenges faced by social entrepreneurs while using the SDGs?
What are the perceived benefits to adopting the SDGs for your social entrepreneurs to use as a framework to
view
sustainability?
Ecological,
social,
economic
benefits?
And others
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Appendix B: A combination of emerged themes structured by the 5LM from data
collected from interviews and document analyses.
5LM
System

Study Objective 1
Operational
definition
sustainability

Study Objective 2

Study Objective 3

of

Systems thinking

Benefits
Allows
the
opportunity for local
initiatives
to
contribute towards a
global impact

Challenges
Systemic
Unsustainability

Common language to
use with a variety of
stakeholders

Difficulty
in
measuring
progress
towards SDGs or
making impact

Community
Support of social
innovation hubs
Success

SDGs as a vision

A special focus on
specific number of
SDGs by case study
organisations

Opportunity
to
expand collaboration
(local and/or global
partnerships)
Aligning with SDGs
may
provide
economic incentives
Validating pursuit of
social
innovation
initiatives

Strategic
Guidelines
Actions
Tools

Programming
events

and

Tools to measure
sustainable
development
by
social
innovation
hubs

Misalignments due to
overlapping
relationship between
many SDGs
Weak
operational
framework
and
applicability
for
entrepreneurs
Low
level
awareness

of

Programs Related
to the SDGs
SDGs
are
strategically
communication
purposes

used
for

Tools
for
sustainable
development
for
social entrepreneurs
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Appendix C: Sustainability Principles
The FSSD has a success-based definition of sustainability (Robèrt et al. 2018). Society and
organizations can therefore reach their visions while also contributing to a sustainable planet.
The FSSD therefore uses principles as criteria to set parameters to guide success. Thus, the term
sustainability principles (SPs). Principle-based visions are considered more flexible than a
scenario-based vision because success can be achieved in many ways within the frame of the
principles, and organizational learning scholars have observed that such constraints stimulate
creativity (Senge 2003). The (SPs) are also scientifically grounded principles (Broman and
Robèrt 2017; Missimer 2015). They are a series of principles to be complied with by social
agents to ensure a healthy socio-ecological system (Robèrt et al. 2018). They therefore can be
used as boundary conditions to guide systematic backcasting planning and redesign for
sustainability (Robèrt et al. 2018; Broman and Robèrt 2015). Besides the fact that they are
principled based in nature, the SPs require possession a variety of properties. According to Ny
(2009), in order to be operational, the sustainability principles must be:
x
x
x
x
x

‘Necessary, to avoid limitations and to avoid confusion over elements that may be open
for discussion’;
‘Sufficient, to avoid gaps in the thinking, i.e. higher and lower orders of principles from
a complete base’;
‘General, to be applicable in any arena, at any scale, by any member in a team, to allow
collaboration’
‘Concrete to guide problem solving and innovation, as they could be used stepwise for
(re)design’;
‘Non-overlapping, to enable comprehension and facilitate development of indicators
for
monitoring
of
progress’

The sustainable principles were developed with a systems lens that helps to identify primary
causes and to circumvent possible new problems. Broman and Robèrt (2015) describe the
ecological SPs by stating that society and its agents could align with the reduction or elimination
of contribution that result in systematic increases in:
1. concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust
2. concentrations of substances produced by society
3. physical degradation
Missimer (2015) also add to the above stated environmental SPs, the social SPs as her work
defines them as boundary conditions for society to align in order to avoid persons or groups of
people from facing structural obstacles to:
4. Health;
5. Influence;
6. Competence;
7. Impartiality;
8. Meaning making.
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The sustainable principles lay out a foundation for sustainability that any initiative or goal can
comply with. It could also guide an organization towards a more sustainable future. Similarly,
starting companies can incorporate SPs as boundary conditions within which their visions and
goals are created to prevent them from embarking on unsustainable practices unintentionally.
To further contribute to sustainability proactively, startups including social entrepreneurs could
adapt tangible actions or modify current ones in order to align with the sustainable principles
(Robèrt et al. 2018).
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Appendix D: The A - B - C - D Methodology
The ABCD-method is a step by step process to develop plans for further implementation of the
FSSD. Figure 6 below illustrate the various stages a user or participant of the methodology is
expected to go through towards contributing to strategic sustainable development.

Figure 6: ABCD Procedure (Natural Step 2018)
The ABCD is a step by step process to develop plans that can bring any planning endeavor to
comply with the above SPs. Step-A is about Creating Awarenss and Visioning. Here,
boundaries are set to address a topic; be it a particular product/service or the overall vision of
an organization. The FSSD uses the socio-ecological principles as the boundary conditions.
Therefore, it is ensured that an organization’s vision, for example, is not misaligning with any
of the SPs.
The FSSD uses backcasting as part of strategic planning process as a walk back into the various
milestones far down into the current state. Backcasting therefore involves identifying
prerequisite states towards the desired outcome or vision (nested in the SPs). This process
provides an advantage versus the process of forecasting because it is more appropriate for longterm strategies while heading towards novel goals in complex systems (Broman and Robèrt
2015). FSSD also incorporates backcasting ahead of forecasting because the latter usually
projects dominating trends which could sometimes be a major part of the problems being
addressed (Broman and Robèrt 2015)
Next is Step-B, where baseline or current state analysis is done. The 8 SPs are used at this stage
to assess the current overall strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and challenges of an
organization. This exercise at B-step of the ABCD Procedure can be done effectively using
complementary tools such as stakeholder analysis, PESTLE analysis, Life Cycle analysis
etcetera. For example, analysis may lead to identifying which stakeholders are highly relevant
at helping the subject organization, projects or a product comply with the SPs or help to avoid.
Step C is the stage of the process where creative solutions are brainstormed. This stage involves
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a creative process that generates several tangible actions. Some of these actions are expected to
close the gap between current situation and desired future by helping the organization achieve
the set milestones.
Finally, in Step-D some brainstormed ideas and actions are further prioritized using set
questions or metrics as filters. Those that answer or make it through can provide a starting point
move toward sustainability, as other actions could be categorized into later milestones. Thus,
filters such as economic, social and environmental Return of Investment (ROI), technical
feasibility and flexibility are not set necessarily set to affirm or negate action. Instead, they are
useful to facilitate judging the actions against each other. The final part of the D-step requires
setting up indicators, auditory and monitoring systems to effectively track progress towards
goals that are backed up by filtered actions.
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Appendix E: Five-Level Model Comparative Analysis of FSSD and SDGs
Systems level FSSD
Any entity (incl. organizations) within
society in the biosphere. Designed for
systematic planning and re-design.
Success Level - FSSD
- Organizational vision or activity
specific goals in compliance with the
conditions
for
socio-ecological
sustainability (eight sustainability
principles) and the elimination of
contribution to violations of these
principles.
- Involve a whole-systems view of
global sustainability.
Strategic Guidelines Level - FSSD

Systems level SDGs
Human civilization incl. all organizations (national governments,
businesses, civil societies, municipalities, NGOs etc.) and its
economic, social and ecological wellbeing. Designed for
policymaking, planning, reporting, monitoring and communication.
Success Level - SDGs
Success is achieving the 17 SDGs (non-binding, voluntary, monitored
by the UN)
“To mobilize humanity to eradicate poverty in all its forms and
dimensions for sustainable development” (United Nations 2015). This
will be achieved by the “promotion of sustainable, inclusive and
equitable economic growth, creating greater opportunities for all,
reducing inequalities, raising basic standards of living, fostering
equitable social development and inclusion, and promoting integrated
and sustainable
management of natural resources and ecosystems” (United Nations
2015).
Strategic Guidelines Level - SDGs

- Organizations’ strategic planning
using backcasting from vision and
goals within constraints of the
principles, recognizing the systems
view.
- Using 3 prioritization questions for
sustainability. - Other guidelines to
select actions which help achieve
organizational or activity-specific
goals.

No explicit guidelines in the 2030 Agenda.

Actions Level (not provided by the
FSSD)
The actions that help move an
organization to comply with success
and sustainability principles.

Actions Level - SDGs

Tools Level (not provided by FSSD)
The tools that help move an
organization towards compliance with
stated goals and sustainability
principles.

Tools Level - SDGs
Some mentioned in the Goals directly: e.g. SDG 12: Material
footprint, Global food loss index.

17 SDGs with 169 prescriptive targets, assisted by 291 indicators.

Some mentioned as indicators: e.g. 10.5.1 Financial Soundness,
15.4.2 Mountain Green Cover Index.
Reference to policies: Addis Ababa Action Agenda, Paris Climate
Accord, UN Global Compact etc.
Metadata tools: UN Stats Platform for Reporting
High Level Political Forum.
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