
A social enterprise is an organization that applies 

commercial strategies to maximize improvements in 

human and environmental well-being, rather than 

maximizing profits for external shareholders. It 

requires a broad base of information to secure 

appropriate resources and carry out operations in 

harmony with many other organizations and by 

leveraging technology. Social enterprises can realize 

their goals by: 

Ÿ scaling up operations

Ÿ being more efficient

Ÿ increasing reach

Ÿ delivering effective results

With the positive transformations that technology has 

brought into fields such as education, healthcare, 

banking and employment, there is no doubt that it has a 

role to play in ushering sustainable development.

Fortunately, there has been a true revolution of 

information technology with the rise of Web 2.0 

featuring open tools that allow anyone to adapt, add, 

categorize, and learn. A new paradigm has been reached 

that is far more flexible and powerful than the 

information infrastructures of the past. An inspiring 

example of this is the open project Wikipedia, which 

possesses more than 1,500,000 articles, outnumbering 

all other encyclopedias of all time. This knowledge 
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infrastructure is maintained by ~10,000 volunteers 

who work to ensure that it is accurate, valid (as in peer 

review), well organized, and easy to use.

Social enterprises collect data from a wide variety of 

sources including other NGOs, donor units in the field, 

newswires and local government officials. The quantity 

and complexity of information can be overwhelming. 

This can make it difficult for a social enterprises to 

digest, evaluate, and convert information into 

actionable data to ensure appropriate logistical, 

financial, programmatic, and personnel support. The 

information a particular NGO seeks depends on its area 

of focus. For example, a food aid NGO will need to know 

about roads, port and airport operations, commodity 

prices, warehouse security, and shipment information.

With the appropriate connectivity and ICT, social 

enterprises can communicate point to point (that is, cell 

phone to cell phone) or access the Internet to expand 

their options in:

Ÿ e-mail

Ÿ VOIP applications (such as SKYPE)177

Ÿ intranets

Ÿ blogs

Ÿ social networks
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A more in-depth view of how NGOS use some of these 

technologies provides additional insight into current 

practice.

Do's and Don'ts:

Managing technology can be one of the toughest aspects 

of work for two major reasons. It changes all the time 

and mistakes can be expensive. Managing technology 

might require technical skills and training.

Do's:

Ÿ Be guided by the mission and strategy of the 

organization when making technology decisions.

Ÿ Do consider factors beyond features. Features 

alone are not enough to make a software solution a 

long-term fit. There are many other important 

factors that must go into this software decision, 

such as scalability, flexibility, technology platform, 

customer support, total cost of ownership and 

implementation process. While it's important to 

know what features you need and what features 

each software package offers, it's also important to 

understand the full scope of the solution and 

evaluate the features as only your first step in 

narrowing down potential software partners.

Ÿ Evaluation should be done on a continuous basis.

Ÿ Always take into account the staff and their abilities 

while making use of technology so that the staff is 

comfortable and not overwhelmed.
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Hardware 

Computer Desktop 

Laptop 

PDA 

Handsets Telephone (voice) 

Radio (voice) 

Satellite phone (voice-data) 

Mobile–cell phone (voice-text) 

Smartphone (voice-text-data) 

Software 

General office Word processing 

Spreadsheet 

Database 

Information management 

Other Geographic information 

systems (GIS) 

Global positioning system (GPS) 

Communication 

landline telephone  

Satellite InMARSAT 

Mobile–cellular  

Wi-Fi  

 



Ÿ Technology has to be adopted in a phased manner. 

Complete overhaul of the existing system at once 

might lead to many problems.

Ÿ Develop partnerships with sites featuring online 

tools to alleviate some of the technological 

overhead. Leverage each site's strengths and 

memberships to effect positive change in the 

sustainability.

Ÿ Help new entrepreneurs and expanding businesses 

by informing them about the challenges and 

opportunities presented in social entrepre- 

neurship. Simultaneously foster a network of 

dynamic specialization by enabling market 

creators to share their stories, entrepreneurs to 

share their business models, social networkers to 

share best practices, and market enablers to share 

their market data.

Ÿ Benefit service learning implementation by acting 

as a repository for appropriate technologies, 

systems, and policies, while also acting as a 

clearinghouse for international and local 

collaborations.

Don'ts:

Ÿ Select mission-critical software like a donor 

database without first documenting your key 

business processes.

Ÿ Make a decision solely based on low upfront costs.· 

Go for a technology which is very new or at the end 

of its life cycle.

Ÿ Have overambitious plan of action of the 

consultant 

Ÿ Expand scope of work and complexity of MIS. 

Ÿ Have unrealistic action plan. 

Ÿ Delay hiring a computer programmer 

Ÿ Delay selecting hardware and software for MIS 

Ÿ Ignore computer programmer in needs assessment 

and initial design process 

Ÿ Depend too much on the consultant 

Ÿ Ignore absence of understanding between the 

consultant, programmer and the management

Ÿ Invest  heavi ly  in  in-house appl icat ion 

development

Social enterprises go tech!

Social enterprises are increasingly becoming more 

sophisticated in their use of technology —particularly 

wireless technology such as mobile phones — and are 

openly collaborating with a range of partners like 

FrontlineSMS. To promote the expansion of technology 

and achieve uniformity of technology packages, some 

larger enterprises have formally joined consortiums 

such as NetHope, socialcoding4good, techsoup and 

Freebyte. This type of organizing allows groups to pool 

resources and coordinate requirements in hopes of 

saving costs and maximizing benefits. Other NGOs are 

engaging in variety of partnerships with the private 

sector, academia, and other NGOs. 

Literally millions of online tools exist, many of which 

offer methods for addressing sustainable development 

issues. The ten primary categories of online tool types 

are shown below, followed by example sites that 

represent each type in the arena of sustainability:

Blogs: – An often updated, sometimes with multiple 

editors, online diary or journal.

Treehugger.com – A blog for news, information, 

thoughts, website descriptions, product highlights, and 

essays on sustainability and the environment.

Wikis: A site that allows users to collectively edit pages.

Appropedia.org – An open website for users to co-

create sustainable solutions, questions, and 

information. Serves as a resource area for other 

organizations.

Forums: An online community of users posting 

questions, answers, and rants on topics of common 

interest.

Sustainabilityforum.com – An online community 

for discussing topics regarding sustainability, such as 

susta inable  development ,  corporate  socia l  

responsibility, ethical living, and climate change.

Journals: A periodical publication, dedicated to a 

specific topic, which contains scholarly manuscripts 

usually written by students, professors, or experts and 

reviewed by peers.

Ijsle.org – An online journal providing peer/faculty 

review of original work of students and researchers with 
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a specific focus or implication for service learning in 

engineering, engineering entrepreneurship in service, 

or related service learning pedagogy.

Databases - A collection of information organized in a 

particular, often searchable, manner.

Attra.ncat.org – A website with various online 

databases of information pertaining to sustainable 

agriculture and organic farming.

Social Networking: A site that links users together 

based on similar interests by providing social tools, such 

as profiles, chats, and network visualizations.

Wiserearth.org – A website to link and empower 

non-governmental organizations and people for a 

sustainable world.

 Social News: A website that allows users to submit, 

vote on, and filter relevant news.

Hugg.com – A social news site focusing on global 

green news.

Social Design: An online platform for enabling 

individuals, teams, and communities to co-design by 

providing tools such as community file storage, online 

whiteboards, and some social networking.

Openarchitecturenetwork.org – A website with 

tools that allow designers to share, view, and review 

designs and for teams to collaborate, communicate, and 

manage projects that aim to improve living conditions 

through innovative and sustainable design.

Projects: Any website dedicated to a specific project.

Laptop.org – A website dedicated to the One Laptop 

Per Child initiative focused on producing a $100 laptop 

with content for the developing world.

·Organizations: Any website representing a 

particular organization.

Villageearth.org – A website of Village Earth, a non-

profit organization dedicated to promoting sustainable, 

community-based development around the world by 

providing innovative training, consultation, 

appropriate technology information, and project 

support services.

In summary social enterprises need up-to-date 

technology in order to better serve their clients.  

Resources like the open source help them acquire 

technology at reduced cost or for free.
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