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Social Entrepreneurs and how they organize to innovate 

-A Kaospilot case study
Abstract

This paper is based on a study of the Scandinavian based 3-year educational program The Kaospilot School of Leadership and Social Entrepreneurship. 

The research shows that Kaospilots are excellent at designing for change, at leading creative processes, at co-creation-processes and at taking advantage of their network in organizing for value creation. It also paints a picture of a kind of social entrepreneurs more motivated and skilled to start up several network based projects and enterprises during lifetime, rather than building up one or a few large companies. Skills and knowledge of strategy, structure and business understanding is often added to a Kaospilot enterprise, in building their businesses. Kaospilot enterprises have impact on social and environmental issues, but significant economical growth is rare.
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Introduction

Since 1991 the Kaospilot School of Leadership and Social Entrepreneurship has offered a 3-year full time program in leadership and creative project-, process- and new business design. The school presents an exciting case for understanding an alternative approach to management education, by placing an explicit focus on sustainability, social innovation and cultural diversity as cornerstones of the curriculum, encouraging students to take an active stand and part on the world agenda.

Sustainability and social responsibility has become a widespread aspiration on the global agenda for firms and entrepreneurs. The increased dynamic conditions for companies and entrepreneurs demand new approaches to leadership and entrepreneurship. 

Kaospilots seem to be leaders for the future. 

At the heart of the Kaospilot program lays an idea about what motivates people to learn and to create, an idea brought into life in the shape of an educational program with the purpose of creating positive social change through the development of human potential. 

The KaosPilot curriculum emphasize that “a Kaospilot is an agent of change who takes the initiative to start up new activities, projects and businesses. A Kaospilot acts dynamically and with an eye for alternatives within social systems, organizations and networks in order to solve defined assignments and create new opportunities” (Curriculum, 2004). Moreover, a Kaospilot is “a generalist who operates across fields, who combines widely varying knowledge and competencies, and therefore has the potential to be a creative and motivating coordinator across different specializations. A bold proposition in the curriculum is that a Kaospilot is “dynamic, entrepreneurial, responsible, social, brave, persevering, creative and curious” (Curriculum, 2004). 

The ambition of the school is to be co-creators of a global agenda, encompassing social innovation, sustainability, and cultural diversity for next generation businesses, by creating, testing and displaying great ideas for new products, processes and services, and by unfolding new images of and approaches to leadership and learning.

Research design

The alumni case material is represented by 15 SME’s either founded by or driven by entrepreneurs graduated at the Kaospilot School in the period 1994-2006. The 15 companies are chosen from approximately 420 alumni and picked out by their ability to survive and create value. Semi structured qualified interviews have been carried out in the 15 companies besides data triagulisation. The group of cases varies quite a lot due to branch, size and organization. 

Four examples: 

1. Lorika Foundation by Nike Kondakis. A development- and educational program for 30.000 Masais in the Kenyan bush, including training, education and a boarding school.

2. Kondakis Design by Nike Kondakis. Sustainable clothes- and jewelry design placed in Kenya. A parachute collection is made from original recycled parachutes. www.kondakis.biz
3. Baisikeli by Henrik Smedegaard Mortensen. A social economical enterprise aiming at making the bicycle available to the poorest people in the world. www.baisikeli.dk
4. Nuummioq; The first feature film in Greenland by Mikisoq H. Lynge and Otto Rosing. Production of the feature film “Nuummioq”, about friendship, love and death.  www.3900pictures.com

Theoretical framework


Effectuation theory. Theories from the effectuation logic (Sarasvathy, 2008) like the principle of affordable loss, the Crazy Quilt principle and the Lemonade principle reflect the Kaospilot social entrepreneurs very well as well as the opportunity framework “the found approach” and “the made approach” / Who am I, what can I do, whom do I know.

Open innovation theory. Ideas are crystallized and commercialized as products and services derived from all phases of the development process. When working with open innovation, ideas can crystallize and be commercialized as a product, a service or a new business model at all stages of a development process and appear as joint ventures, spin-offs or actual new companies. Companies buy processes or ideas from other companies and sell or give away ideas or processes, that they don’t need themselves (Chesbrough, 2006). This approach requires a “false negative” approach (that is ideas that initially seem to lack promise but turn out to be surprisingly valuable) besides an openness, patience and believes in opportunity to arise (Chesbroug, 2003).

In open innovation environments you will find Innovation architects, who are persons that work in areas that are complex and fast moving, which disfavors the do-it-yourself – approach. To be successful, innovation architects must establish their systems solution, communicate it, persuade others to support it and develop it in the future. They must also devise a way to capture some portion of the value they create, otherwise they will find it impossible to sustain and advance their architecture (Chesbrough, 2003).
Chesbrough (2003) also talks about Innovation missionaries, who consist of people and organizations that create and advance technologies to serve a cause; the mission is what motivates them.

Managing as designing. Boland and Collopy (2004a) propose that managers may benefit from adopting a design attitude, understood as a unique mindset and approach to problem solving, in the shaping of products, processes and services that are both profitable and humanly satisfying (Boland and Collopy, 2004a).
The premise underlying much of the research on Managing as Designing (Boland and Collopy, 2004b) is that managers are designers as well as decision makers and that although the two are inextricably linked in management action, we have for too long emphasized the decision face of management over the design face. They suggest that now is the time to incorporate a better balance of the two attitudes to problem solving in management practice – and education.

The design attitude towards problem solving assumes that it is difficult to design a good alternative, but once you have developed a truly great one, the decision about which alternative to select becomes trivial (Boland and Collopy, 2004a).

Analysis and findings - The cross case analysis

The research shows us that certain features, attitudes and ways of navigation draws a picture of common patterns, approaches, attitudes and competences across the 15 cases. The common features are described below through the following titles: ”The social entrepreneur”, ”The graceful networker” and ”Leadership attitude of the KaosPilot graduates”. The cross case analysis shows as well that the material contains different forms of social value creation but only weak signs of economical growth as developed in the subsection “Growth and scalability”.


The research shows that the alumni create open spaces and rooms for possibilities through their open and closed network practices. This section also looks into the alumni’s co-creation methods and their attempts at open innovation as well as explanations for the absence of significant economical growth.

The social entrepreneur

The Kaospilots seem to learn how to create, use and sustain relations and network aiming at win-win-win situations, expressed by an alumni business owner as: “Win-win-win means that it is not enough that the directly involved parties are winning – the surroundings and the local environment also have to gain from the solution. If we make a project with a partner, the traditional win-win notion would require that both the partner and we should gain from the solution. We also include the community, the area, the country or an even broader perspective, and require this environmental party to also gain from the solution.” … ”All the time there is the aspect of social responsibility and win-win-win situations, an approach we got at the Kaospilot School. It has to be meaningful for others than ourselves” 

The students express the importance of responsible action and to take the whole into considerations in the development of new products, processes and services. 

There is no doubt that the entrepreneurs show general global concern and idealism as expressed by Nike Kondakis: ”I feel that there is much more need for help in Africa than back home in Denmark”.


The social value creation is still difficult to measure, but it is identified on two levels in this case material: Firstly, nearly every subject or project that a Kaospilot is involved in is printed with a certain ethical or social etiquette.  The aim to do good; to change the existing game is identified implicit in the acts of the entrepreneurs: in the way they facilitate a workshop, create projects, communicate or interact with other people.

Secondly, the social engagement is carried out or executed in social economical enterprises in 40% of the cases.

Kaospilots are driven by the will to succeed, to create changes and to develop new solutions to solve existing problems.

Many Kaospilots have already carried out projects before entering the three-year program, but it is obvious that the entrepreneurship training at the school has amplified and increased their entrepreneurial skills.

The Kaospilot entrepreneurs appear as founders of small companies and organizations and they try out as well their entrepreneurship as intrapreneurs inside larger companies like Rambøll (engineer based firm), Nordea (bank) or Stoic (advertising agency) as well.

As an alumni at the entrepreneurship training at the Kaospilots says: ”I have always had the entrepreneur-toddler in my stomach, but it has been boosted at KP (= The Kaospilots). To just do things, think out loud, to dare living your dreams – this have been strengthen at KP”

Several of the entrepreneurs live the principle of non-loss ventures; the affordable loss principle; as launched by Saras Sarasvathy, though some have as well the non-profit perspective. 

The opportunity framework “the found approach” from the Effectuation theory reflects the social innovation agenda of the Kaospilots: “Social innovation is new ideas that meet pressing unmet social needs and improve people’s lives” (Mulgan, 2006).  The effectuation framework “the made approach” / Who am I, what can I do, whom do I know; very well reflects the Kaospilot leadership program and the navigation of alumni focusing on the personal leadership, personal development and setting and leading the team.

The graceful networker

The analysis of the interview material reveals a very well developed and nuanced approach to collaborating and networking among alumni. The Kaospilots are trained in knowledge sharing and co-creation on many new ways in social networks e.g. expressed by alumni saying: “I am very open and connected to a lot of people all the time. I am smiling, posing fun and creating confidence. I am very transparent and aware of designing clear expectations with potential new partners. And I can change mode from being open and curious to acting and being very concrete”. Both tendencies point to an interesting research proposal within open innovation, and particularly innovation aiming at social, environmental as well as financial impact.  


The case study demonstrates that the KaosPilots create business opportunities primarily through their far-reaching networks, and to a certain degree they are able to engage in binding partnerships complementing the competencies they often seem to miss:  strategy, structure and comprehension of business.
A KaosPilot possesses a network competence, which opens the way for him and which is decisive in the start-up phase as well as in the development phase, the daily operation and the sales within the company. The network is a field of opportunities, which opens doors and creates value. There is an awareness of innovation as something to be achieved by fetching the right competences externally or by putting together the optimum ad hoc teams.

The very open way of networking leads the Kaospilots to open innovations found in the case material. Kaospilots are buying, lending and exchanging valuable ideas with other entrepreneurs, institutions and leaders.


Kaospilots believe that high-quality interactions, where stakeholders are invited to co-create and combine unique experiences and knowledge with each other are crucial to creating new competitive advantages.

Navigation within varied international and multi-cultural teams enables co-creation and the creation of special value. 


A drawback to the open network is that it can be too superficial and thereby reduce the inclination to share knowledge. As a supplement to the open network, the Kaospilots also take advantage of closed networks, for example networks consisting of five to seven old classmates or closed interdisciplinary groups holding meetings at a certain frequency. These groups share business ideas, secrets, challenges and victories and also thoughts about personal development.

The intimacy in closed networks can create a high degree of confidence and desire to share and thereby give rise to the diffusion of knowledge within the group and thereby creating efficient collaborations and results. Coleman (1988) points out that the intimacy promotes common agendas as well as a desire to share crucial and more complex knowledge to the advantage of the innovation process (Coleman, 1988).

The entrepreneurs work by the principle “share your darlings”, meaning that they are not afraid of sharing knowledge, ideas, contacts, stories or inspiration. It is very common to recommend contacts or to deliberately connect people, who are likely to profit from each other. As one the alumni puts it: “I’m a bit like Nokia’s ”Connecting people”. I do network by actively connecting people, and I don’t expect anything in return. Storytelling is the trump card in networks and in meetings with potential customers and investors, the good story opens doors.”

Leadership attitude of the Kaospilot graduates

Kaospilots are trained to lead through appreciative inquiry, reflective questioning, mirroring and involvement, so they claim that their leadership is democratic. From this perspective they can lead very directive as well without naming it so.

They explain that they aim to lead people to lead themselves and take responsibility for the project or task at hand. This leadership attitude reflects the understanding of leadership expressed in the KaosPilot curriculum: leadership is a distributed, collaborative process for effective change; leadership is open for participation and that leadership allows others to be leaders and thereby should aim at promoting the leader in others. This leadership style also prefers to motivate others to take action, take responsibility and act proactive. 


The discipline “process leadership” is in the case material mentioned as the most important discipline in the Kaospilot program. The discipline gives the entrepreneurs a very useful competence, applicable to most roles as leaders, facilitators and team players. In process leadership, the KaosPilot is trained to define goals and intentions, to clarify expectations and to define values and strategies. He or she is, through this mastery, used to handle conflicts, to take into account several perspectives, to meet people where they are and to give and take honest feedback.

The work as process consultants for commercial customers during the studies has given the KaosPilot professionalism in interaction with other people. It is certainly on the interpersonal level the KaosPilot is strongest. The Kaospilot is experienced in focusing on a constant personal development and to constantly foster, clarify and practice his or her own personal leadership. The personal leadership includes training in personal integrity, authenticity, taking responsibility, nurturing a strong character and having a proactive and positive attitude. ”You should know yourself before you can lead others”.


In addition to the competencies discussed above, the interviews suggest certain attitudes characteristic of many KaosPilot students, particularly curiosity, playfulness and an appreciative yet irreverent attitude. 

The training and the developed professionalism in the discipline process design and leadership makes it natural for the Kaospilots to develop a facilitating, coaching, empathic or democratic leadership style as they claim to do. 

Growth and scalability

The research point out that the businesses started by Kaospilots are having high social impact, but that they are most often creating this impact from a “side-business”, that does not initially create a profit. Instead, the income comes from a more traditional core business. The two “parts” of the business show up to be mutual depending, though the “social side businesses” create the storytelling that attract investors and customers.

In regard to growth and scalability the ability to commercialize is interesting in this case, though societal change and social innovations are on the strategic agenda for the KaosPilot. The fact that growth is seldom occurring could be explained in at least three ways. 

Firstly, the absence of company growth can be attributed to the age of the companies, which are relatively young, ranging from two to ten years. 

Secondly, the case study shows that several of the alumni are not motivated for growth, but more motivated for a small firm with direct contact to customers and suppliers and with close and near relations, journeys, friends and family. Many Kaospilots are highly attracted to a balance between work and life.  Inspirational journeys and personal development seems more important than executing a commercial success. 

Thirdly, the growth challenge may be explained by the content of the curriculum. The alumni express that they have missed sufficient lectures and learning’s in general business understanding, business development, start-up and how to run a business, and competencies and knowledge needed to organize and scale their ideas.


The successful Kaospilot entrepreneurs seem to have the inclination and ability to team up with persons who complement their own competencies which could be an IT expert or a trained businessman with experience in operating, selling, budgeting and accounting. 

Discussion

This section aims to provide reflections and alternative explanations of the findings.

The case study points out some clear forces and some limitations and chances for improvement in the kaospilots way to navigate, organize and doing business. 


The special network competences of the Kaospilots match tendencies visible in the society as a whole. One tendency is an increased consciousness of the importance of collaborating and co-creating in open networks with peers and especially within highly diverse teams. This could potentially lead to open innovation if it turned structured. There are several examples of open innovation in the case studies as a natural consequence of the open network mindset. 

Alumni, students and staff are aware that co-creation can lead to the creation of value. Therefore, they involve others in order to complement their competencies and through this mutually support their development.

For years it has been a clear ambition that social innovation, and an overall focus on social issues, should be a cornerstone of the curriculum and also manifested in the businesses designed and run by educated KaosPilots. 


50 % of the alumni address at a certain level different social and environmental issues, but they show only a slight social impact when it comes to addressing serious and global challenges. Some have established mutual beneficial partnerships with much larger organizations to start up building social enterprises. In “Greening Goliaths versus Emerging Davids” Kai Hockerts (2009) claims that  -future successes within sustainability and social economics are to be found within the exchange between small innovative social entrepreneurs and large social-minded enterprises with great influence.

Staff statements and interviews with students from existing classes at the Kaospilot School (2009) show that there is a growing interest for social, cultural and environmental issues among the students of the school, so a new course for the leadership education could include emphasis on training competencies and methods that allows future Kaospilot to build for-profit companies with a strong social or environmental purpose.


It could be interesting to look into the comprehensive three days selection process of the applicants for the education with the purpose to identify talents with knowledge and potential competencies within strategy, structure and business understanding. This could create an even more dynamic team culture with more profitable businesses as a result to follow.


Another question to rise is whether the playful attitude of Kaospilot students and graduates can lead to a reduced ability to make decisions, to define and follow a strategy and to establish the needed structure to fulfill the strategy.


The case study describes a characteristic new collaborative and networked form of social entrepreneurs. Several parameters in the case material indicate that the Kaospilots represent an emerging new form of leaders and entrepreneurs that start up several more sporadic and experimental developing projects and enterprises during a life period, instead of succeeding with one giant one.

Imagine that these projects all create different kinds of value for lots of people on their way, and that these low scale but multiple and diverse up-start companies and projects very well fits into the dynamic globalized society facing us today and in the near future.
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