
Discovery Live 
at SOCAP14 
We asked for your input. 
Here’s what we heard.



1

INTRODUCTION
Discovery Live crowdsources ideas from conference participants and 
generates insights for how the conference community as a whole can 
progress toward common goals.

In September 2014, SOCAP14 convened impact investors, social 
entrepreneurs, and other innovative problem solvers for a week 
of shared learning, networking, and collaboration around the next 
wave of solutions to the world’s most pressing problems. With over 
2,000 attendees, SOCAP14 offered a diverse mix of mission-based 
companies from around the globe an opportunity to connect with 
a growing impact-investing community, thus furthering SOCAP’s 
mission to hold space for the intersection of money and meaning. 

Now in it’s seventh year, SOCAP14 also provided the SOCAP 
community a unique opportunity to assess how far the social capital 
movement has come, where energy and resources are currently 
flowing and where there are gaps, and what is still needed to achieve 
truly large-scale social and environmental impact. Discovery Live, 
created by Flip Labs, debuted at SOCAP14 as part of this self-
reflective process. 

Developed as a novel, interactive field-research project, Discovery 
Live is a platform for capturing the ideas, experiences, and concerns 
of conference participants and transforming that collective input into 
overarching strategies for overcoming common challenges within 
a field or system. At SOCAP14, Flip Labs’ Discovery Live engaged 
attendees around the following guiding question: 

How can we help social enterprises accomplish their missions and 
successfully scale in the world? 
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THE PROCESS
Discovery Live uses an inductive problem-solving framework to uncover patterns in how 
organizations are finding success and where they are stuck.

Through pre-conference interviews with a small sample of SOCAP14 attendees, the Flip  
Labs team identified five broad challenges impeding the success of social-impact endeavors. 

On day one of SOCAP14, those challenges were listed on two large (10’ x 5’)  
boards set up in the main conference gathering pavilion beneath the heading:  
Stuck Points: How are you overcoming these challenges?

Through a great reshuffling of colorful sticky notes, the 
Flip Labs team clustered similar ideas and identified the set 
of design principles at the roots of the broad spectrum of 
approaches, and which principles were being used to tackle 
each of the stuck points. 

On the closing day of SOCAP14, the Discovery Live 
project provided a mirror that reflected back to the 
SOCAP community its own wisdom, lessons, and insights 
into the current state of the social impact sector, where it 
still needs to go, and how it might succeed at getting there.

Over the course of the week, the SOCAP community 
actively participated in the Discovery Live process. They 
began writing their ideas on sticky notes and placing 
them on the boards. They shared with the Flip Labs 
team and with each other their experiences, what was 
working, and what wasn’t. Thoughts regarding specific 
tensions—conflicting realities that stymie progress—and 
general context around social enterprises, social-impact 
investment, and being a social innovator were similarly 
collected. Participants regularly checked back to observe 
how the boards had changed since their last visit, and 
contemplated the content that was added.

Attendees became invested in the evolution of the story 
unfolding before them.
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WHAT WE DISCOVERED 
Stuck Points
The core challenges of a problem, which, if successfully resolved, could pave the way for 
real progress.
Need to Create Demand: Your target customer or 
client didn’t realize your product or service met an existing 
need, or a customer base needed to be built from scratch. 

Being a Pioneer: What you were creating didn’t exist 
yet. You invented the road as you drove on it.

Funder/Entrepreneur Disconnect: Mutual 
misunderstanding among funders and entrepreneurs about 
needs, expectations, and approaches. 

Lack of Platform or Infrastructure: 
Underdeveloped support systems made it difficult to share 
information, complete transactions, or access your target 
market or customer.

Market Unfamiliarity: Your target market was not 
one with which you had ever personally interacted. You had 
to find a way to build that bridge.
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Context
The snapshot of the current landscape. 
Context comprises static conditions that 
will always shape the climate, as well as the 
historic (and possibly changeable) influences 
and facts that explain the status quo.

Social innovation is on the rise, spurring development of 
markets that support a new and different way of doing 
business. Today, philanthropies, investors, non-profits, 
governments and companies working to create social 
and environmental change comprise a sector with an 
estimated $46 billion under management. The movement 
encompasses both start-ups and leading Fortune 100 
companies from diverse industries, as well as some of the 
largest foundations and investment firms in the world. 

Current growth is restrained, however, by conditions 
that impede progress. Perceptions and cultural norms, 
along with tangible constraints (e.g., infrastructure, lack 
of financing, market forces), drive social enterprises to 
navigate circuitous workarounds toward their missions, 
which saps limited resources from often-stressed, 
already bare-bones operations. The investment side of 
the equation is equally nascent and, thus, still navigating 
its own path through the social enterprise landscape. 
Investors, though enthusiastic about the opportunities, 
are often unsure of how to find or evaluate social-impact 
companies, and are often frustrated by the process.
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Design Principles
The underlying ideas or observations of a solution.  
They reveal insights to address long-standing stuck points. 

communicate transparently throughout the process as you 
learn and even fail. This form of emergent strategy builds 
organizational resilience and long-term sustainability.

Become an Intermediary: New markets often lack 
the players to smooth the way for transactions, whether 
those take the form of knowledge exchange or purchases. 
Building connections, pathways, and accessible onramps to 
link existing resources (natural, human, capital) to needs is 
often the key activity to build market momentum.

Live in an Ecosystem: Don’t build your company 
or organization as though your solution is the only one, 
or even the “best.” Your idea resides in an ecosystem 
of solutions, many of which need to succeed to amplify 
your work. Understand the value of partnership and 
collaboration for that reason. Likewise, when the various 
stakeholders who are residents in the system foster 
collaboration and collective ownership, impact grows.

The collected “wisdom from the trenches” was qualitatively 
analyzed on site to uncover patterns that revealed four 
design principles for successfully igniting social change. 

Make the Pie Bigger. Stop thinking about grabbing 
your “share” of the opportunity. It’s big enough to 
collaborate, or you can make it bigger by doing so. Invite 
competitors into the problem-solving space and find 
ways to make them allies. This anti-scarcity thinking also 
captures the strategy of broadening a customer base by 
drafting off of existing values, rather than forcing your 
version of what people should care about into a market.

Build and Sell Iteratively. You have to get things 
done and sell your idea before its execution is perfect. 
And it won’t ever really be “finished.” Get comfortable 
working in phases, going through short cycles of inventing, 
testing, incorporating feedback and revising—and 

Tensions
Conflicting realities that perpetuate a 
problem. If reframed, these social, political, 
economic, and behavioral trends and biases 
could unlock potential levers for change.

One of the most popular features of Discovery Live, 
Tensions encapsulates some of the most frustrating 
conditions for social innovators and impact investors. 
Several themes emerged from the types of tensions that 
were noted. Some tensions related to the fact that the 
social impact business model often involved exchanging 
one problem for another. Others juxtaposed internal 
organizational needs with external realities. Still others 
related to the friction either anticipated, perceived, or 
experienced by social entrepreneurs when confronted 
with raising capital from funder or impact investment 
communities. 
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Discovery Map
The Discovery Map, color-coded by SOCAP14 conference track, is a matrix showing how different social innovators are 
using specific design principles to overcome identified stuck points. The number in the center of each circle corresponds 
to the total number of Discovery Live participants represented, and the size of each colored segment reflects the 
proportion of participants in each track.
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Observations
1. No one barrier was the target of significantly more 

or fewer efforts from the SOCAP community. The 
solutions and strategies reported were fairly evenly 
dispersed across all of the barriers in terms of which 
one(s) they addressed.

2. The Become an Intermediary design principle was most 
commonly employed by participants, specifically in 
addressing the Lack of Platform/Infrastructure and 
Funder/Investor Disconnect barriers, which were not 
well addressed by other design principles. Live in an 
Ecosystem was the least-applied design principle 
across the board. Many of those that did apply this 
design principle were from the Meaning track, Place-
Based, and Health tracks. 

3. A significant number of participants in the Impact 
Investor and Financial Inclusion tracks reported 
tackling the Donor/Investor Disconnect barrier, and 
many employed the Become an Intermediary design 
principle.

4. Need to Create Demand was noted as a barrier by 
many in the Health track, which made up a large 
portion of the Make the Pie Bigger and Build and Sell 
Iteratively design principles.

5. Make the Pie Bigger was a strategic tactic for tackling 
the barriers associated with Need to Create Demand, 
Being a Pioneer, and Donor/Investor Disconnect. It 
was not generally applied to the Market Unfamiliarity 
barrier.

*Note: Wild track includes “Open” track and anonymous 
participants; n = 70

Insights  
Discovery Live offers a birds-eye view of where energy is 
flowing in a sector, where there are gaps, and where there 
may be opportunities for collaboration or new initiatives 
that could accelerate progress. Based on the Discovery 
Map and further analysis of the Tensions and Context 

contributed by SOCAP attendees, the Flip Labs team 
has discerned the following insights about the current 
landscape of the social impact sector. 

1. The most effective and well-adapted strategies 
for creating social change are time-intensive 
and, therefore, hard to scale. Examples include 
customizing products and services for specific 
communities, business models based on high-touch 
relationships with clients, and investments in strong 
company culture that, by nature, limit company 
growth. 

2. Core internal overhead needs are at odds with 
the external priorities presented by funders and 
supply chain partners. For example, financial and 
project management hardware and software would 
go a long way toward both improving operational 
efficiencies and attracting funding for many SMEs 
and nonprofits. However, many organizations are 
resource strapped and do not have the money, 
personnel, or other resources needed to implement 
such tools effectively. 

3. Social innovators are inventing a new field that 
leverages the basic principles of capital markets 
to launch businesses that create profits as well as 
solutions to social and environmental problems. 
However, many funders are tied to the traditional 
investment culture and are trying to incorporate 
these players into existing funding frameworks, rather 
than inventing new space to house them. Much 
work is still needed to foster coordination among 
impact investors, especially with respect to standards, 
ratings, and principles.

4. Many SOCAP fellows are not currently able to 
maximize the value of their SOCAP experience, as 
they are still a long way from being eligible for formal 
funding. The money spent on SOCAP scholarships 
could be reallocated in order to provide much-
needed capital (e.g., vehicles, equipment, website, 
operational software) to certain entrepreneurs to 
grow their businesses to a point where they would be 
better positioned to take advantage of SOCAP. 
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Next Steps: 
Discovery Live is the first step in a process that moves ideas into action. There are several 
underlying themes and insights ripe for further development and solution design by both 
SOCAP organizers and the community. The next step is to continue to work with the 
SOCAP community to refine the ideas put forth here and turn them into actionable 
initiatives, populated by champions eager to take on the tasks at hand. Flip Labs looks 
forward to continuing the iterative process of shaping these insights into more defined 
opportunities in the coming months. To stay involved in the conversation and to receive 
updates about upcoming workshops that further explore the ideas surfaced here, please 
sign up for the Flip Labs quarterly newsletter at http://www.fliplabs.com/contact.
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Appendix: Discovery Live Participants

1to4
Accelerating Appalachia
Acivilate
AEC
Aeris insight
Africa Clean Energy
Arbutus
Ayiti Nexus
BALLE
Bell Aquaculture
Benetech
Bioloo
Bloomberg Philanthropy
Bronzeville Urban Development
Chick Boss
Citizen Muscle Boot Camp/Story of Stuff
CRISES
Detroit is a Phoenix
Digital Undivided
District Capital DC
Dream See Do
E.M.Genesis
Ecofiltro
El Fuego del Sol
Enable Impact
Eniware
Equater Fuel Wood Energy Savings
Fairphone
Farm from a Box
Fledge LLC
Futuro Forestal
Gentegas S.A.
Gerijoy
Good City
GreenChar

Hired Capital
Humanure Project
Inyenyeri
La Cocina
Livox
Made by Voz
Michael Chatman Foundation
Money Works
Moonshot Global
MOSAIC
Musaic Foundation
New Resources Bank
Nisolo
Nova dia developments
Pollinate Energy
Premium Oceanic
ProofPilot
R.E.
Reset Foundation
Resilience Exchange
Resource
S.O.I.L.
SBN Philadelphia
Sevamob
Skyballs
Springboard Collaborative
Strong Minds
Teysha Social Enterprises
Trust for Conservation Innovation
UnLtd USA
Up2Us
Urban Death project
USAID PACE
White Dog Café
YesWeCode


