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Abstract
Social enterprise globally is gaining momentum amongst practitioners, policymakers and
academics as a more sustainable approach in dealing with intractable social problems of
unemployment, poverty and inequality. A recent report by the Social Enterprise UK – think
Global Trade Social – with support from the World Bank has advocated the need for the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to embrace the vital role businesses with social
purpose can play in delivering sustainable development. While this development is crucial and
timely, it is worth knowing that the funding side of social enterprise is currently
underdeveloped. Since social enterprise means different things to people across regions, it
will be worth exploring examples of funding models that informed the development of social
enterprises according to country-specific indigenous practice.
Against this background, the paper qualitatively reviews documentary reports of examples of
funding models for social enterprises in Australia, Hong Kong, and Cambodia. It provides an
in-depth understanding of why these models were developed, what global examples guide the
development of the models, their impacts on social enterprise development in rural and urban
communities, and lessons that can be drawn from the success or failure of the models. The
review also sheds light into how country-specific circumstances determine the choice of social
enterprise funding model and provide knowledge on how social enterprise activities can
mainstream the SDGs. The lessons from this review suggests that social enterprise model
from other countries can serve as good examples for other countries, particularly when
adapted with moderation to the unique local circumstance.
Key words:
Funding Models, Sustainable Development Goals, Social Enterprise, Australia, Hong Kong,
and Cambodia.
INTRODUCTION
For more than a decade, social enterprises (SEs) have emerged as a sub-discipline within the
field of entrepreneurship to provide goods and services with social and economic benefits,
while making profit to accomplish their vision and mission.1 Globally, SEs have gained
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recognition as an approach to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs).2 The
organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) define social enterprise as
“any private activity conducted in the public interest organised with entrepreneurial strategy,
but whose main purpose is not the maximization of profit but the attainment of certain
economic and social goals, and which has the capacity for bringing innovative solutions to the
problems of social exclusion and unemployment”.3 Social enterprise is indeed perceived as a
market-based solution to poverty alleviation and sustainable development strategy in both
developed and developing countries.4
SEs emergence as a sustainable approach for addressing difficult social and economic
challenges across regions of the world has continued to attract both practitioners and
academic enthusiasm.5 This is because of a far-reaching consensus amongst stakeholders
that social enterprise organisation is a “…critical vehicle for delivering” the lingering concerns
of the bottom of the pyramid, specifically on issues relating to poverty, unemployment and
inequality.6 It is important to note the unwavering interest in social enterprise organisations
around the globe today stems from the global economic meltdown witnessed across large
organisations between 2008 and 2009.7 Since then, global actors across segments of society
recognise the potential for SEs to fill the gap where traditional businesses have failed to
address critical social problems.
The objective of this paper is to stimulate reflection on the funding side of SEs since the growth
of SEs globally is linked to financing.8 Interestingly, scholars are beginning to give attention to
SEs funding.9 This paper, therefore, contributes to the literature by identifying funding models
for SEs in three Asian Pacific countries, namely; Australia, Hong Kong, and Cambodia. Insight
from the distinctive funding models for SEs in the selected countries provides knowledge on
strategies for inclusive funding in mainstreaming the SDGs based on unique country
circumstances. The method used includes a review of peer-reviewed literature, government
policy documents and practitioners reports on social enterprise.
The paper responds to Littlewood and Hold suggestion for scholars to examine SEs
engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) across geographical
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locations.10 The proposition suggests exploring examples of funding models for SEs across
different countries will highlight reasons why SEs organisations adopt or develop specific
funding model for their mission in line with the SDGs. Given the current challenges in funding
SEs organisations, a variety of examples on funding models might provide guidance to several
SEs struggling to develop a sustainable funding model. The approach will, in the long run,
produce more financially sustainable SEs while exploring knowledge of regional differences
on SEs approach to sustainable development.
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Examining the important role SEs can play in the attainment of the SDGs became necessary
as several countries in 2015 globally adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
incorporating the 17 SDGs.11 While the development was greeted with great expectation, a
report by SEs UK – Think Global Trade Social - have argued for the crucial role SEs can
potentially play in achieving these worldwide targets. It advocated for the need to embrace the
contributory role businesses with social purposes can play in delivering sustainable
development, particularly in rural communities. It is even more interesting to note there have
been an upsurge of academic interest in linking SEs with sustainable development.12 A
number of scholars are beginning to approach the subject of sustainable development from
various contexts. For example, Lan with other authors have examined how social
entrepreneurship led by capable individuals and village leaders in China resulted in rapid
changes in government policies across rural communities of Yunnan and Zhejiang in China.13
Similarly, Zografos has carried out a study focused on “rurality discourse and the role of the
SEs in regenerating the rural Scotland”.14 These examples validate the vital role of SEs in
mainstreaming sustainable development across regions. While acknowledging that Lan and
Zografo’s examples have focus on rural communities, this paper extends our understanding
of the impact of SEs funding models in both rural and urban communities.
Confronted with the challenges of budget cuts, criticism for lack of real impact in NGOs, many
have argued that SEs have filled the gaps created by traditional development organisations
and have gained traction over time.15 For example, SEs provides support to traditional
industries in Vietnam, affordable drinking water in Pakistan, tackling unmet needs in most
developed countries, as well as solving power challenges through solar energy and poverty
related problems across Africa. Bansal et al. review of 173 papers from the Web of Science
database have confirmed that SEs role has strong connection with sustainable development.16
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Ekaterina further asserts that SEs is a sustainable business model and a medium through
which sustainable development can be achieved particularly in rural communities.17
FUNDING MODELS FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES
As interest in SEs continues to mount, the persistent question in the mind of many actors now
centred on how SEs can raise finance in pursuit of their social and economic goals. BuggLevine et al. alluded lack of funding opportunities has remained a major challenge that SEs
face.18 The only means through which SEs can become attractive to investors like
conventional businesses is to evolve a business model that can also generate a financial
return. However, the good news is a number of SEs around the world are using various funding
models that can generate financial return sustainably while attracting the right investors.
According to Carttar et al. “a funding model is a methodical and institutionalized approach to
building a reliable revenue base that will support an organization's core programs and
services”.19 Funding models are developed to help SEs apply and receive reliable and
sustainable funding, income or revenue from diverse sources that enable them to achieve their
goals for existence. Funding models embedded in a business model simply describe how SEs
will create value and as well generate revenue.20 Developing a funding model for SEs will be
beneficial as it will provide clarity about how the organisation will fund its mission, generate a
financial return to external stakeholders and also make social impact.21
Australia, Hong Kong, and Cambodia were selected from three regions of the Asian Pacific to
provide balance knowledge of how SEs are funded. Hong Kong, from Eastern Asia was
selected because it is termed the freest economy with rich story of how the country leverage
on foreign expertise and investment to developed indigenous SEs Funding model. Cambodia
was chosen from Southeast Asia to exemplify a country heavily dependent on NGOs, but have
moved into sustainable approaches to become a fastest growing economy in the world
between 1995 and 2018.22 While Australia, the largest Island and a single continent country
in the Pacific was selected because of the high number of SEs, about 20,000, and for being
knowledge centre in the region.
AUSTRALIA
According to Finding Australia Social Enterprise Sector (FASES), there are 20,000 SEs in
Australia operating to purposefully provide the opportunities for communities to participate in
providing innovative solutions to social, economic, environmental and cultural challenges.23
From the Australian context, SEs organisations are established to drive “…economic, social,
cultural or environmental mission consistent with a public or community benefit…, derive a
substantial portion of their income from trade; and reinvest the majority of their profit/surplus
in fulfilment of their mission”.24 SEs funding model in Australia have been designed to meet
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the unmet needs of the excluded groups across disadvantaged communities. The reason is,
despite being labelled the 19th largest economy in the world with stable democratic
governance and being one of the best countries to live in, in terms of wealth health and
education, there are about 3 million people living below the poverty line in Australia.25
The majority of SEs in Australia are not-for-profit operating as charity and as such many do
not require external financing.26 The reason being that there are several Australian indigenous
charitable organisations and foundations providing funding support for SEs. However, most
SEs are not sustainable, due to their inability to generate financial return alongside social
impact.27 A sustainable SEs is one that embeds social impact with financial return on
investment. As the growing demand for sustainability increases, several SEs in Australia are
being challenged to develop business models that embeds social impact with financial return.
This development has generated a lot of interest around the impact investment-funding model.
Impact investment is an investment made into companies with the motive to generate social
impact with a financial return.28 Efforts to grow the impact investment industry in Australia
began since 2014 with the establishment of the “Australian Advisory Board on Impact
Investing”.29 The Australia impact investment market is currently worth $6 billion.30 It is meant
to respond to the growing funding needs of a high number of SEs moving towards sustainable
financing, because government resources coupled with philanthropy are not enough to tackle
complex issues in society.31 In relation to sustainable development, the Australian impact
Investment model for SE funding focuses on environmental, social and cultural goals.32 The
development of Australia’s impact investing funds draw inspiration from the UK, US and
Canadian examples.
In both urban and rural communities in Australia, several SEs are mainstreaming the SDGs.
Examples of two organisations in this paper exemplify SEs tackling issue around goal 8
(sustainable cities and communities) and goal 9 (reduced inequalities) respectively. The first
one is in a rural community of Yackandandah Community Development (YCDCo) company
established in 2002 by seven concerned locals who secured the future of a fuel supply in
Yackandandah that was about to be close in ten days’ time. The company was established on
the basis of semi-commercial/semi-community basis. The idea of having a commercial focus
was built around not seeing the company as charity and the need to be self-sustainable.
Through funding from Social Ventures Australia, NAB Bank and other foundations, today the
SEs employs 12 locals, generated over $26 million as revenue and have provided $100,000
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as grants for community initiatives. An urban example of a SE model is STREAT, a social
enterprise that aims to stop youth homelessness by creating pathways to gainful employment.
Established in 2009 STREAT, currently run seven interconnected businesses supporting
youth undergoing the challenges of homelessness.
CAMBODIA
The emergence of SEs in Cambodia has been linked to a context of a weak market, weak
welfare system and a social economy that is culturally weak.33 The result of these weaknesses
has been evidence in a weaker impact of the social economy to addressing the problems of
poverty, unemployment and social exclusion. This underpins why there is a high concentration
of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) in Cambodia connected to the inability of the
social economy to take on the role of social welfarism. As a result, NGOs became the central
context in which SEs emerge.34 Although there are Government policies around microfinance
and agricultural cooperatives, the concept of social enterprise is not a common vocabulary
within governmental corridors.35 Indeed, the limited understanding or knowledge of SEs by the
Cambodian government constitute the biggest challenge of SEs.36 Based on Cambodia
cultural practice, Defourny and Nyssens assert that SE is not a new practice, but instead a
‘new language’ that resonate old organisational forms in the late 1980s as an approach for
tackling social issues through market strategy.37
The rise of over 127 SEs in Cambodia was meant to serve as model for sustainability of local
NGOs following the decline of International aid.38 Many NGOs adopted the SEs model to
diversify their revenue streams by pursuing alternative ways to achieve their mission.39 This
may be the reason SEs activities in Cambodia have a strong focus on the attainment of the
SDGs. With a population of about 16 million people, despite its rich agricultural lands, textiles
industry, and tourism, Cambodia is still the second poorest country in the region with around
4.5 million people still vulnerable economically.40 Despite this setback, the country enjoyed an
average sustained growth rate of 7.7% between 1995 and 2018 and was listed among the
fastest-growing economies in the world.41
In Cambodia there are two funding models for SEs. The first is described as Non-profit-forprofit partnerships through impact investing. Impact investing is well suited for addressing one
of the strategic challenges in Cambodia, i.e., enabling 44% rural households of the entire
population to access clean drinking water.42 As a funding model for SEs, Cambodia has
33

Isaac Lyne, "Social Enterprise and Social Entrepreneurship as Models of Sustainability for Local NGO’s:
Learning from Cambodia'," International Journal for Management Research 2, no. 1 (2012).
34
Lyne, "Social Enterprise and Social Entrepreneurship as Models of Sustainability for Local NGO’s: Learning
from Cambodia'."
35
Isaac Lyne, Sothy Khieng, and Chanrith Ngin, "Social enterprise in Cambodia: an overview," ICSEM Working
Papers (2015).
36
Open Development, "Sociail Enterprise in Cambodia," (12/07/2019 2011).
https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/news/social-enterprises-in-cabodia/.
37
Jacques Defourny and Marthe Nyssens, "Conceptions of social enterprise and social entrepreneurship in
Europe and the United States: Convergences and divergences," Journal of social entrepreneurship 1, no. 1
(2010).
38
Nguyen Le and Phuong Anh, Cambodia Special Investment Landscape in Asia (12/07/2019 2019),
file:///C:/Users/iemm0001/Downloads/SIL_Cambodia_FINAL_Web-Version-1%20(2).pdf; Lyne, "Social
enterprise and community development: Theory into practice in two Cambodian villages."
39
Le and Anh, Cambodia Special Investment Landscape in Asia.
40
Le and Anh, Cambodia Special Investment Landscape in Asia.
41
World Bank, "Overview; World Bank in Combodia."
42
Ho Liu, Yeung, "Impact investing in SMEs Capital deployment for Cambodia’s future," news release,
12/07/2019, 2012, http://prog.global-inst.com/downloads/press%20room/Invest%20in%20Cambodia%20%20GIFT.pdf.

attracted 45% of the impact investment fund deployed to the South East Asia between 2007
– 2017.43 The second funding model takes the form of community development initiative also
known as Crowdfunding. The first crowdfunding platform known as TOSFund was launched
in 2015. TOSFund uses online and local payment systems like banks to raise funds to support
local causes. It has been argued that the reason for the emergence of SEs funding model in
Cambodia has been due to Action IEC, USAID, Alien Dev, Cellcard (international donor
communities), which indirectly induced the proliferation of local NGOs and subsequent change
to its approach, compelling every one in five existing NGOs to seek earned revenue as an
alternative to grant.44
SEs as funding a model has transformed several NGOs into self-sustainable enterprises
working in both rural communities and urban centres of Cambodia. This paper captures two
examples of SEs model in Cambodia. First, located in the city of Phnom Penh, Sahakreas
Cedac Limited, exemplifies a social enterprise born from an agricultural and rural development
NGO. The company was established by a Cambodian in 1997 and gets funding through
ARUN, a foreign impact investing firm. Providing high quality food to consumers both in
domestic and foreign markets, the organisation has connected about 100,000 small rural
farmers through technical training that enables local farmers to secure an improved life with
income and saving capital.45 The organisation also employs about 300 people.
Mekong Quilts, is a second example of social enterprise, grown from Mekong Plus, an NGO
focused on women’s empowerment through art and craft.46 Mekong Plus in 2001 started a
social enterprise (Mekong Quilts) to create sustainable employment opportunities for under
privileged women in remote rural regions of Cambodia and Vietnam through high-quality handcrafted quilts and accessories. The organisation started with 35 women, but currently employs
200 women.
HONG KONG, SAR
The development of SEs in Hong Kong has been linked to the financial and economic
downturn of late 1990s and early 2000s, which resulted in significant increase in welfare
expenditure bringing about great pressure on public expenditure.47 More specifically, the
outcome of the crises included economic marginalisation, structural poverty, unemployment,
lack of a welfare safety net, including societal disharmony among people.48 SEs in Hong Kong
first started in 1994 with a few NGOs who aimed to provide employment opportunities for
people with mental disability.49 Officially, the term SEs entered public discourse in the early
2000. Since then, SEs have gained government attention as a means of addressing problem
of unemployment, particularly for the poor and marginalised population. Indeed, SEs enjoyed
government support when in 2007 the Hong Kong Council of Social Service (HKCSS)
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introduced the first SE directory.50 This later led to the establishment of the SE Resource
Centre.51 No doubt, the success of SEs has benefited greatly from input from the government
conferment of legitimacy of SEs compared to other countries. This is why Hong Kong scored
100% on the ranking of institution working with SEs.52
There are over 600 SEs being operated by over 100 Not for Profit Organisations (NPOs) in
Hong Kong as at 2017.53 SEs began when NPOs applied and received seed funding from
government to set-up SEs. The effectiveness of SEs in Hong Kong has been associated with
their funding models which has evolved over the years, first from NGOs and government
grants to an ecosystem of stakeholders’ collaborating to provide various support for SEs 54.
There are four specific sources of funding for SEs in Hong Kong. The first is government
funding through Social Innovation Entrepreneurship Development Found (SIEDF). Provision
of seed grants to feasible business plans under SIEDF align with Hong Kong’s local pragmatic
culture to enhance social entrepreneurial potential and aim of making SEs competitive in the
long term, instead of relying on government subsidies and grants.55 Secondly, support from
NGOs/NPOs has a long history of SEs establishment as subsidiary for the sustainability of
NGOs.56 Thirdly, Philanthropic investing/impact investing. The establishment of SIEDF aided
the development of impact investment with increased recognition as a sustainable mode of
funding for SEs in the territory.57
To reduce heavy reliance on government funds and to promote expertise, “Hong Kong
government currently partners with external organisations to offer seed monies and expertise
to support SEs”.58 Table 1 shows examples of specific knowledge and resources Hong Kong
seeks from oversea to develop its SEs ecosystem. This paper extended the table to show
examples of outcomes the strategy has yielded for SE financing.
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The impact of Hong Kong funding model for SEs, can be drawn from two examples. First, we
looked at examples of SEs targeting disadvantaged communities, through the establishment
of Work-Integration for Social Enterprises (WISEs) by non-government welfare agencies.59
This approach modelled similar approaches of WISEs in Quebec, Canada, Finland and other
developed countries where the approach was successful. However, the models were adopted
but linked to Hong Kong historical welfare challenges during the colonial period. WISEs were
established to address the problems of social exclusion that characterised the labour market.60
The old redistributive welfare system during the early colonial era was criticised for
encouraging absolute dependence on government welfare. The Poverty Commission
recognising the potential of WISEs and promoted the development of SEs as an effective way
to enhance employability. Interestingly, WISEs was funded by NGOs with support from the
government impacting disadvantaged groups in rural and urban communities.61 The second
example is Bonham Strand Tailors, a social enterprise funded through impact investment
model. The social enterprise was set up in 2012 to provide decent earning to old displaced
tailors while preserving the traditional art of western suit sawing. Bonham Strand trade
commercially, charging similar prices but make known to its customers their social mission.62
SOW Asia, an indigenous impact investing firm invested in Bonham Strand Tailor in 2013 and
exited in 2016.
Drawing from the review and analysis of Australia, Cambodia and Hong Kong examples of
funding model for SEs. Table 2 provides a summary of comparable similarities and differences
between these countries approach to the SDGs.
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COMPARABLE SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES BETWEEN AUSTRALIA, CAMBODIA AND HONG KONG FUNDING MODEL FOR SOCIAL ENTERPRISES

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATION
The review of funding models for SEs across the three Asia Pacific countries has showcased
examples of SE funding models, circumstances that led to the model, its impact and lessons
that can be learned. The strong commonalities among the three cases relate to SE activities
with the SDGs, as shown in table 2, column 8 which extend our understanding of how SEs
mainstream the SGDs. In relation to government support, SEs in Hong Kong enjoy greater
support from the government, coordinating stakeholders both within and outside the country
to build a SE ecosystem. Unfortunately, there was no concerted effort to promote SEs by the
government of Cambodia. Many SEs around the world are tapping into Hong Kong's free
market culture to address social problems of unemployment, poverty, and inequality.63 This
approach aligns with scholar’s argument that collaboration, which entails alliance with all
stakeholders, remains the lifeblood of SE development.64
In Cambodia, SEs emerged as a result of a weak social economy and became a sustainable
model to earn revenue for most NGOs. Meanwhile, in Hong Kong, SEs emerged specifically
to address economic challenges and financial downturn, which has affected lively-hoods
across cities and communities. It underpins why the country’s SEs modelled WISEs in
Canada, Finland, etc., to create employment opportunities for people that are unemployed.
With regards to global examples that inspired SE development, Hong Kong’s SE development
was strongly driven by SDG goal 17 (partnership for the goals). This paper, via table 1
extended our understanding by identifying specific overseas partnerships that propelled the
growth of SEs in Hong Kong. The paper extended the table with examples of specific outcome
of Hong Kong overseas strategy used for SEs growth. It is also interesting to know that Hong
Kong’s search for critical resource to grow SEs through partnerships both home and abroad
has demonstrated how SDG goal 17 is mainstreamed in Hong Kong SEs funding model. With
a high number of SEs in Australia operating as not-for-profit, Wesa Chau, a multicultural
workplace expert suggests “Australia’s not-for-Profit sector can take a lesson from Hong
Kong’s SE industry by incorporating new ideas into existing programmes”.65 This suggests a
departure from absolute reliance of Australia’s not-for-profit SEs on government funding to
become self-sustainable through partnership with businesses that support their missions.
CONCLUSION
This paper has provided an in-depth understanding of country-specific approaches to
sustainable development in the Asia Pacific region. All the SE funding models reviewed were
connected to sustainable projects that empower communities in both rural and urban centres.
Hong Kong’s example of leveraging overseas funds and resources to a localize sustainable
SE practice is a key lesson every nation looking forward to achieving the SDGs need to
emulate. Cambodia on the other hand, incorporated the SDGs into their national plan,
unfortunately, there is inadequate support for SE development. With over 20,000 SEs in
Australia seeking funding, a strong policy for SE development at the federal level is needed to
support SEs growth. There are many research opportunities in this field of studies that remain
unexplored. Studies that look at how specific SE activities align with the SDGs will provide
better insight into how country-specific SE activities can drive the SDGs.
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