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SOCIAL INTRAPRENEURS: 

UNLOCKING THE SOCIAL VALUE OF COMPANIES  

The last decade has seen a significant shift in the way business is done in our societies around the 

world.  With the continuous flow of information on world affairs and accessibility of it in many remote 

parts of the world, seamless communication and connectedness between people has become the 

driving force for change and increased consciousness.   

This awareness has stirred the passion of people in organisations to look beyond their existing 

paradigms and boundaries and explore what is truly happening in the world and what possibilities it 

opens for them and their organisations to make a difference.  Some have immersed themselves in 

social projects either through volunteering for a charity or NGO, engaging in community investment 

projects or becoming involved in their CSR & Sustainability departments actively.  A few others have 

created products and services or headed social business arms within their companies to have both 

social impact and business benefit.  And it is the latter ones that we call Social Intrapreneurs – change 

makers within companies with entrepreneurial ideas and initiatives that have a social and/or 

environmental purpose and generate economic value to sustain it.   

Many organisations are seeing the success of these offerings commercially and socially and there is 

further momentum to broaden the scope of these new strategies to other market segments that they 

may have initially serviced only through their social responsibility agenda.  

Think of Vodafone’s M-PESA, a mobile payment system introduced in Kenya with their partner 

Safaricom, unleashed the latent entrepreneurial capacities of millions of people, including those 

previously excluded from the services telecommunications networks facilitate living in remote and rural 

parts of the country.  This service created tremendous social empowerment in these communities 

whilst becoming an unexpected commercial success.  

Elsewhere, Novartis created a social business department to provide pharmaceutical products and 

services to low income segments in the developing world.  Its first initiative ‘Arogya Parivar’ (meaning 

‘healthy family’ in Hindi) was launched in India to reach 740 million people in the rural areas of the 

country where it used a comprehensive process of delivery which included health education, 

prevention and medicine dispensation.  This initiative achieved break even in 30 months creating both 

social and commercial impact and is now expanding in Vietnam, Indonesia and Kenya. 

Another sustainable model of no-profit/no-loss was adopted by Accenture’s Development Partnership 

where consultancy services were provided to large global charitable organisations at a subsidised 

rate, facilitating access to leading technological and strategic thinking, directly impacting the 

communities served by these charities and also expanding the leadership capabilities of the ADP 

team. 
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Gib Bulloch, the social visionary behind the creation of Accenture’s Development Partnership,UK says:  

 "I am a dreamer and a bit of an idealist so we all strive for and want to see a more equitable world, 

fairer world, a more just world. It’s really about the quality of opportunities and access to education, 

health, food and water in the most basic sense and my view and my paradigm is that business is going 

to have to be a much stronger, much more proactive force to drive that more equitable world, to 

address some of these solutions and challenges that don’t recognise geographic boundaries or state 

boundaries." 

These examples highlight that social initiatives and projects can only be truly sustainable when they 

benefit both business and society. The range of approaches organisations can adopt to engage 

individuals and communities to liberate the brilliance and potential of the business and societies to 

create equitable, fair and vibrant societies is illustrated in Figure 1: The Social Intrapreneurship Matrix. 

THE SOCIAL INTRAPRENEURSHIP MATRIX 

Many global businesses are having huge societal impact on communities around the world. The range 

of approaches organisations adopt to engage individuals and communities to liberate the brilliance 

and potential of the business and societies to create equitable, fair and vibrant societies is illustrated in 

figure1. 

Figure 1: The Social Intrapreneurship Matrix  

 

Many are having impact through their charitable and philanthropic activities, especially addressing 

poverty and ensuring the provision of basic food and shelter. We call them Saviours as they 

consistently support communities to solve societal problems.  There is minimal business potential in 

their activities and low empowerment of the community.  These include many company foundations, 
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such as Virgin Unite and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, along with companies that make 

community investments.  

As Helpers, employees from companies volunteer, give and raise funds for charities and impact 

individuals and communities on a small scale through their actions.  The potential of employees is not 

necessarily fully expressed and the business benefit is low, but it expands awareness and 

understanding of social situations.   

With Sustainable Stars, the innovative potential of the business is sparked to create societal and 

environmental impact.  Some have shown great promise like solar technology and hybrid fuel cars and 

some have yet to become widely available. New technologies and products can change the playing 

field and provide alternative resources but they need to be supported and brought to the wider market 

to benefit all of society. 

And lastly, it is the World Changers who are creating waves in global communities and pointing us to 

the possibilities of creating vibrant sustainable societies on a large scale.  From Grameen Bank 

unleashing the entrepreneurial potential of women in Bangladesh and becoming the bank for the poor, 

to Telefonica’s Wayra incubating and supporting entrepreneurs with technology ideas that can benefit 

societies around the globe, businesses are finding many new ways to reshape their business focus 

and align it with the needs of society.     

 

To develop this symbiotic relationship with society, businesses will need to transform and develop new 

approaches, capabilities & skills that can be applied across countries and boundaries, across different 

sectors of society and across diverse income levels. This type of transformation calls for mindset 

shifts, exposure to new ideas and solutions from around the globe, an emergence of a new type of 

leadership, a fine tuned skill set to work across different sectoral partnerships and a deeper 

understanding of the impact of business activities on global societies. 
 

Such approaches require a different set of capabilities. In particular:  

Mindset of Potential – Most businesses implement solutions to societal problems that have existed 

for decades, either small or big through community engagement and investment or by developing 

products and services that resolve the problem and provide better opportunities for the communities.  

But, the world changing initiatives described above unleash the latent entrepreneurial potential of the 

individuals in those communities and empower them to grow and develop.  This requires a new lens.  

Businesses need to look for the potential of individuals and communities whatever their circumstances 

to empower their own new solutions and look to see how they can contribute to the creation of the 

solution.  This means a movement away from deciding ‘what is good for them’ to ‘creating together 

what is truly wanted by all’ and is a radical new way forward.  

Winnovation – Entrepreneurial spirit within organisations has always been prevalent and encouraged, 

but more and more social intrapreneurs are sparking ideas that combine both social and business 

objectives and create a win-win for all – themselves, the business, society and also the planet.  We 

call this phenomenon Winnovation.  By fostering a culture of entrepreneurship and by encouraging 
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Winnovation champions, new ideas and solutions that can transform business and society will become 

one of the greatest assets of companies. 

Cross Sector Collaborations – Working through the maze of collaborations that are developing 

between charities, non-governmental organisations, world institutions and other companies requires 

multidimensional capabilities to facilitate the alignment of diverse agendas with higher societal goals, 

communicating and building relationships at multiple levels and most importantly allowing the 

emergence of new ways and ideas to come to the fore.  

As the future unfolds, global companies are well positioned to bring people from across countries with 

diverse capabilities and talents to connect and co-create with communities everywhere and unleash 

world changing thinking, capacities, technologies and products that evolve humanity as a whole.   

Mike Barry, Head of Sustainable Business at Marks & Spencer, UK says: “These trends point to 

more ambiguity and makes it difficult for businesses to develop strategies for the future.  We 

therefore need to create more openness and outward looking capabilities to be ready for some 

of that change.”   One of the biggest first steps for many will be to embrace the potential to impact 

society positively and to do that with the social visionaries and intrapreneurs within the organisation. 

Ambiguity, changing external landscape, new technological innovations, profitable bottom of the 

pyramid markets, social and environmental pressures ~ all these are providing a powerful creative mix 

for social innovation to occur in companies.  Social innovation that is not just about new ideas and 

processes that change the way we function in society, but social innovation that is sustainable and has 

the potential to be scaled in other parts of the world and systemically shifts the structures of society for 

people and communities to express and flourish.  We call this Sustainable Social Innovation. 

SUSTAINABLE SOCIAL INNOVATION 

Many social intrapreneurs and innovators in companies are engaged in implementing and scaling their 

ideas and initiatives in unique ways.  However, there seems to be a distinct pattern that is emerging 

which is enabling these organisations to socially innovate and have sustainable impact.  The 

combination of 3 factors has been evident in creating unexpected results.  

Factor 1: Business Strengths – Leveraging their core competencies, assets, financial resources, 

business acumen, distribution channels, global reach, customer understanding and/or strategic 

partnerships provides companies with many opportunities to innovate and develop world changing 

ideas. 

Factor 2: Social Depth – Deepening the understanding of communities, their norms, culture, 

capabilities, capacities, their visions and governing structures, provides companies an insight into the 

potential opportunities that can develop into a social innovation. 

Factor 3: People Readiness - Allowing their passion for making a difference in their community or 

global society become part of regular business activities increases the level of employee engagement 

and also their readiness to embrace and communicate the change required.  This freedom sparks 
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creativity and expands their social awareness and purpose.     

The interplay between these factors unleashes the power of business to have social and 

environmental impact in unprecedented ways and is illustrated in Figure 2 – Sustainable Social 

Innovation – A Unique Framework.  

Figure 2: Sustainable Social Innovation – A Unique Framework 

 

 

 

This framework highlights that there are some key benefits to businesses when they socially innovate 

and sustain their initiatives and projects economically. 

Commercial and Social Sustainability 

When social intrapreneurs immerse themselves in social projects in different regions/countries of the 

world, new ideas get sparked that combine the business resources of the company for e.g. mobile 

banking software M-PESA, and applied in societies such as Kenya where banking services are limited, 

and a successful project is launched that is both commercially and socially sustainable.  To 

accomplish this, some key strategies need to be considered that will make a huge difference to the 

success of socially innovative projects; 

- Create environments that support social initiatives in business 

- Share skills & thinking between business & social organisations 

- Unleash latent potential & possibilities of social & business organisations 
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Innovative Thinking & Strategies 

Most companies are challenged by the aspect of unleashing the potential of their employees to be 

creative and innovative in their thinking and bring social and environmental considerations into their 

day to day activities.  Some have achieved a great deal in this direction, especially when they are 

looking at solutions that reduce their carbon footprint and develop supply chains that are 

environmentally positive. Marks and Spencer is one of the few companies that have applied innovative 

and sustainable strategies at all levels of their operations.   But what is quite often missed are the 

human strategies that enable employees to feel empowered to create change in society and 

communities through the business in line with their visions and aspirations. Here are some strategies 

that can facilitate that movement; 

- Increase awareness of the connection between business & society  

- Adopt new behaviours, strategies & thinking in business 

- Unleash change maker’s potential to leverage business strengths 

Social Engagement & Impact 

More and more employees are engaged in activities in their local communities and internationally as 

part of their company’s volunteering or community investment activities.  However, some are spotting 

business opportunities that are socially innovative and with the support and backing of their 

organisations, they are developing sustainable social innovations that can turn into world changing 

innovations if scaled in other parts of the world.  These are far and between and can be increased if 

companies implement strategies that expand the mind-sets of their employees to think globally and 

beyond boundaries and learn new capabilities that can support the success of their innovations; 

- Activate people’s passion to make a difference 

- Shift mindsets & perceptions by connecting to society & the world 

- Develop new capabilities to apply in business & society 

CONCLUSIONS 

As companies support and create environments for social intrapreneurs to emerge from any area of 

the organisation, many ground breaking ideas and business models will come to the forefront and 

provide companies with a competitive advantage whilst benefitting many societies worldwide.   

Are companies really ready to socially innovate and leverage their business strengths to create a 

better symbiotic relationship with society?     Or is philanthropy and community investment enough? 

And is the potential of social intrapreneurs who know how to unleash the social value of companies 

truly being realised?  

In India, the Companies Act 2013 that has mandated an annual spending of billions of dollars on CSR 

activities will stimulate a wider foundation of CSR and be a great platform for social innovation to 

spark. 
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Whilst there may be legal requirements in the country that the company functions, the real driver for 

change is coming from the employees and social visionaries of organisations who have bigger visions 

and aspirations for the evolving and substantially changing role of business in society. 


