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To my sons, Parker and Lincoln. I dream of a better world that you’ll grow up into. I believe that a better world will exist, because younger people like you will be guiding us as we usher in a new economy that serves everyone.






Foreword

Some business leaders have forged new economies where there were previously none. They saw a gap and brought to life ideas that were likely considered outlandish. Others have permanently altered existing economies by taking a concept and building something so unique or valuable that we simply never went back to the way it was. 

Transitions from the agrarian economy to industrial to service and experience were all the result of business leaders developing within a postconventional wisdom mindset. There are people who do not wear bike helmets because they simply do not want to. These people reject conventional wisdom. We can call them preconventional thinkers. There are people who wear bike helmets because it will keep them safe. They accept the conventional knowledge related to helmet safety. Next, we have the people who desire to move beyond what is conventionally accepted. These people wonder how to design a better bike helmet. 

Using the same metaphor, I can best describe David’s work as creating a world where we build a better bike helmet. In the process, he also wants to reconsider the manufacturing to ensure we are eliminating unnecessary and long-lasting impacts on our climate, ensure no one is disproportionately profiting off people’s need for basic safety, and consider the ways that the company might curate a rich community through its employees and customers. There is the bike helmet, and then there is the entire ecosystem surrounding the production of that commodity. David exhibits postconventional wisdom with endurance and dedication like very few people I know.

Leaders like David energize me. I have many colleagues who are asking the same questions about how we can do better, but it ends with their curiosity. There is a plethora of thought leaders to pontificate on this ideology without delivering actual outcomes. David, however, has not just asked better questions and presented at conferences. He has created better products and, in the process, curated business practices that disrupt the status quo. 

Where other leaders seek success by securing their market share in a specific industry, hoping for a profitable company and personal gain, David has ensured that every life impacted by his business is better because of it. Where some leaders follow the pathways forged by others in similar industries, maybe wishing they could do more for people or planet, or the community, David pioneers new pathways so that every business that comes after can build better. 

Since we met several years ago and shared our desire for improved, lasting, and legitimate outcomes, we have been strong advocates for each other’s work. We have sought each other’s counsel. We have shared bold ideas for feedback on how to bring them to life. We have sent text requests for pep talks on exceptionally hard days. We are in each other’s corner. You need someone in your corner if you’re going to do this work. You are living a countercultural existence. Many people will look at you, sigh heavily, and ask if you can please just wear the bike helmet—as it is currently designed and be grateful for it. 

David will be the first to tell you that this postconventional, countercultural work is exactly the work that he and everyone else should be doing. He will also tell you that he never realized it would be so hard to do the right thing. That is why this book exists. We cannot have just a handful of business leaders who are fighting against the odds and forging new paths. We need a collective movement. But in order for that to happen, we have to have more leaders step up and take this road less traveled. 

This book is a map for this journey, leading the way for daring business leaders to follow. You are now a part of the community David is building. This book is a pep talk on a day that was exceptionally harder than it needed to be. This book is a reminder that better is possible and profitable.

My husband’s great-grandfather was a dairy farmer. In those days, farmers delivered their milk in wagons drawn by horses. Then the car came along. Certain that the automobile was a fad, he never invested in a new business model. He quickly lost his market share. The neighboring farm, which did invest in milk trucks, quickly scaled their success. Today, that same neighboring farm is the dominant dairy farmer in a tri-state region. I actually had the opportunity to consult on their employee well-being strategy. It was the status quo. By that, I mean their model focused on reducing corporate financial risk by managing employees’ personal health behavior. It is a company built on conventional business thinking. 

I ask myself, what if my husband’s great-grandfather saw the value of the car for his business and the impact it would have on reduced physical labor for his employees? What if he reinvested his increased revenue into better livestock care and management? What if he used the car to reach more homes and, in doing so, created a co-op to lower the price of milk for everyone? Would his farm have been the one to survive? If it did, what if he would have supported his neighbor’s farm and expanded the company to ensure everyone had jobs? What if he did all that and still lost to the neighboring farm? Would it have been worth it for how it affected a communal mindset about what a great company could be?

If you have been asking yourself similar questions about how we work and lead in our present day, you will undoubtedly be energized by David’s approach and the solutions you will find in this book.

—Maggie Gough, Chief Operating Officer, WELCOA



Introduction

When I hear someone talking about a “radical business idea,” I expect to hear about something no one has done before—a brand-new concept, a new technology, or a new way of operating. Imagine my surprise when I found out that the primary definition of “radical” is actually the opposite of cutting-edge or innovative. Rather, it means “of or going to the root or origin.” It comes from the Latin word rādīcālis, meaning “having roots,” which came from the Latin rādix, or “root.” This is where we get the word for radish, the root vegetable.

A “radical business,” therefore, is not necessarily a business that’s making crazy strides forward in terms of technology, innovation, and creative ideas—although that very well may be part of it. Instead, a truly “radical” business is one that goes back to its root purpose: to meet a need for a customer, to solve a problem, and to provide value.

This reframing of the word “radical” led me to the question, “What is the fundamental definition of ‘work’ and what is it supposed to be?” I believe that at the depth of our being, we are all creators, and I love to think that work in its purest, radical essence is to form, shape, and create. To be human is to celebrate the work of our hands. 

We are seeing a reframing of work and business that has led us to a gateway moment in history. Our work can be used to not only restore a broken world but also to bring a sustainability to the planet and to our lives. But it’s also bigger than that. I see a world beyond just sustaining our needs, one that is thriving in growth and beauty. I know that this is a radical notion, but I believe that businesses with social impacts can empower all people to be the best versions of themselves and help our planet flourish.

Imagine what it would look like when our collective work is all in line to make this world a better place! Leading a team or company, designing new and innovative products; helping to build systems that empower others; broadening our world view to include people with different experiences, backgrounds, and cultures; and conquering huge challenges like climate change; these are all ways we can make a positive impact in our world through work. Every job is a solution to a problem, and they all play a role in making this world a better place.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve held to this notion. As a young person, processes and problem-solving came naturally to me and I would often find myself investigating the systems around me, trying to figure out what was working and what wasn’t. I was always full of ideas about how to improve this or edit that in order to make the whole thing run better, which is perhaps one of the most essential requirements for an entrepreneur or business owner.

As a child, problem-solving skills became most evident through my experience in Boy Scouts, which was the first place I felt empowered to learn and to lead others. An important part of my story is knowing that I was an outsider at school. I was a scrawny little kid—when I graduated from high school, I was six feet tall, weighing 150 pounds dripping wet. I had buck teeth, wasn’t good at sports, and struggled with self-confidence.

Boy Scouts offered me an opportunity that school couldn’t. In my third year, I became the leader of my patrol—a subsection of the larger Scout troop. The other members of this patrol? They were the misfits like me. Leadership and ingenuity were always within me and this was my first real chance to put those skills to use. So, at twelve years old, I decided to look past my patrol members’ perceived weaknesses, choosing instead to identify each of our strengths and use them to our advantage as we worked toward completing various challenges. And guess what? Our little patrol started breaking records, even winning an award that had never before been earned in our troop history. We became one of the best-performing patrols in the whole city and even earned the respect of the older and “cooler” patrols. 

At such a formative age, this experience taught me an important lesson that has shaped me as a social entrepreneur today. I was able to pull together a group of fellow nerds, cast a vision, and do some really cool things—both for the members of my patrol and also for my community.

Despite my feelings of being on the outside looking in, I also recognize that I am extremely privileged in so many ways, as a white, American, straight man. I grew up lower-middle class, so my family was by no means wealthy, but we had enough. There was always food on the table and we were never hungry. I was able to get my teeth fixed, which was an expensive, mostly cosmetic (and therefore optional) procedure that gave me an entirely new level of confidence. As fortunate as I was, I also have an idea of what it’s like to be an outsider, to be deemed as less worthy, to be a member of the “have-nots.” And I also experienced firsthand what can happen when those in ostracized groups are empowered: really amazing things.

I continued to become a more involved Scout leader until I graduated from high school. The natural inclination to notice and improve the systems around me continued when I was an adult. I remember, for example, the first time I ate at Chipotle. I was not only impressed with my very tasty burrito, I was also excited about the company’s decision to use pure ingredients at an accessible price. However, I also remember noticing a few pain points during that first visit. The cashier, for instance, seemed to be the bottleneck in the ordering process, inhibiting the number of customers they could serve within a certain amount of time—a problem a frequent Chipotle customer experiences. As I sat and ate my burrito, I found myself redesigning the restaurant’s flow in my mind, with the idea of creating a more positive and efficient experience for both customers and employees.

As a young adult, my pull toward entrepreneurship became even stronger for another reason: freedom. I was willing to work hard, but I wanted to be free from the obligation to work on someone else’s schedule and for someone else’s agenda. Alongside my love of business was a strong urge to actively impact the world in a positive way. It would be years before I realized that I could do both at the same time. Back then, I believed that “work” had to be separate from “positive impact,” and therefore I saw entrepreneurship as a means to an end: if I could be my own boss, then I could flex my time and energy in order to volunteer in my community as much as I wanted. Not only that, but I also desired more earning potential so that I could one day use the funds from my business to do something with a greater purpose. Entrepreneurship could give me the time and financial freedom to make a difference in a way that was most meaningful to me.

My dreams of becoming my own boss began to materialize at the age of twenty when I got the opportunity to start an environmentally conscious carpet-cleaning business. I had been working at Wendy’s while in college when a manager who trusted my work ethic approached me with an idea. The restaurant’s owners were having problems with their contracted carpet-cleaning company and they had yet to find a replacement. My manager suggested that I offer to take on the job myself. I gratefully took the opportunity and ran with it, full speed. After proving myself at one restaurant, I was referred to another location, and then another. After about nine months, I was able to gain enough clientele through word-of-mouth referrals to become my own full-time boss.

I had begun this crazy journey of owning my own business. To call it a “small business” would be a stretch—most of the time, I just worked by myself. But I had achieved what I set out to do: I had the time and financial freedom to volunteer when I could, and on my terms. So, for the next fifteen years, that’s exactly what I did. I was heavily involved in a couple of community organizations where I used my time and energy to do things like organize food drives and mentor younger people. I was able to provide both practical and intellectual resources that could help empower others in my local and global community.

Of course, the satisfaction of reaching my initial goals lasted only so long, and my ambitions began to change. I had created a job for myself that paid the bills and allowed me to be as involved as I wanted in social causes I cared about, but it wasn’t a business that I had grown beyond myself. As I grew older, I wanted more. Instead of volunteering, I wanted to be able to actually scale my company and provide sustainable jobs for people. I wanted to increase my financial contributions to issues near and dear to me. I wanted to build something that was bigger than just me, literally and metaphorically. But I wasn’t able to do any of this because my current way of operating had plateaued. My business had reached a point where I couldn’t grow without investing more time, energy, and finances in hiring and running a larger team. However, I couldn’t do that without sacrificing the very thing I had built my business for in the first place: my volunteer time. I felt stuck. I had to choose between the two: grow my business or continue with my nonprofit work.

I knew that solution to my problem was somewhere out there—I just had to find it. As I brainstormed what could be next for my life and career, I devoured countless books on subjects like team building, leadership, branding, company culture, and more. I applied as many of these lessons to my business as I could, but there was a larger idea brewing underneath it all that would change the trajectory of my career. 

My Introduction to Coffee

As I grew my carpet-cleaning business in my twenties and thirties, a friend of mine named Chuck had also started a business of his own: La Terza Coffee, a specialty coffee roasterie in Cincinnati, Ohio. This wasn’t just any coffee company—it was the highest quality coffee you could find within driving distance of my house. I knew there was something very different about this coffee because I actually enjoyed it. At the time I was the furthest thing from a coffee connoisseur—I didn’t like coffee, I didn’t drink coffee, and I had no desire to start. But for some reason, what my friend Chuck was making was a different experience.

Like so many entrepreneurs and artisans, Chuck was incredibly talented, knowledgeable, and passionate about his craft, but his business was going through a lot of changes and he had become overwhelmed. Having been through many of these branding and structural shifts with my own business, I offered to help Chuck as a consultant.

As we got into the weeds of the company, I also realized that Chuck’s work was more than your typical small business—it was a for-profit business but was also dedicated to helping other people. By simply operating and having a relationship with coffee producers and importers, he was having a very tangible impact around the world. At the time, La Terza was one in a small percentage of coffee companies that was operating fairly and ethically inside an industry that was fraught with injustice. 

As I witnessed firsthand how a traditional business could also have social impact, the seed that had been planted in my mind earlier began to slowly but surely take root: maybe I didn’t have to choose between building a profitable company and having a positive impact on my community. In fact, perhaps it was not only possible to do both at the same time, but it could potentially be even more powerful than if I tried to keep the two divorced from one another.

Over time, my role slowly and organically expanded beyond business consultant. After about a year, it began to make sense for me to actually buy the business from Chuck and become the primary owner. It was a well-suited transition for both of us: my work would consist of running the aspects of the business that I was passionate about and gifted in—business development and social impact—and Chuck’s work would be focused where his talent and dedication lay—phenomenal coffee and building relationships. So, in 2013, I began the journey to transition out of my carpet-cleaning business and fully focus my energy with La Terza Coffee. 

It didn’t take long for the business to start growing. We added a few other part-owners whose strengths lay where mine and Chucks didn’t—like the legal and accounting departments—to put together a solid team. We even managed to attract some incredible coffee talent within the barista community. 

Within the first year, we began rebuilding the foundation of a business that would one day go beyond Chuck and me. Along with my team, I was on my way to having a real, measurable, and scalable positive impact on the world, but through a for-profit business model. “Social enterprise” was not yet in my vocabulary, but I was able to see clearly that “profitability” and “positive impact” didn’t have to be separate from one another. The more coffee La Terza sold and the more it grew as a company, the larger impact it could make in the world by building direct relationships with farmers and paying them fair rates for their beans. Those farmers are then able to reinvest in their workers, families, and communities, creating a ripple effect of positive impact.






Defining Quality

In most professions, the operator’s skill, experience, education, and budget give the customer different options of quality to choose from. There are many coffee shops and restaurants that rely on coffee and espresso equipment that can be programmed to make drinks at a push of a button. At this type of coffee shop, the barista making your drink behind the coffee bar just needs a basic understanding of coffee in order to make a great tasting drink. On the other end of the spectrum, there are coffee shops where everything is hand-crafted. Drinks are made with a higher level of artisanship, care, and detail, and the experience of the customer is much more unique. For this kind of barista, there are even opportunities to compete and hone your skills against other baristas around the world. Shortly after I began working at La Terza full-time, a man named Robert Gatesi had moved to Cincinnati from Uganda and was looking for work in the coffee industry. Robert’s reputation preceded him. He was an African Barista Champion and had competed in three World Barista Championships. Today, Robert is our Master Roaster. 






Seeing the potential in La Terza gave me hope and began a transition toward true integrity for me. The word “integrity” comes from the word “integer,” which means “one.” I’d always wanted to be someone who lives with integrity, but I’d always felt split and divided within myself. I worked like I had to always choose between making money and investing in social causes. As I slowly learned about the social enterprise concept, I began to feel more whole. I didn’t have to split up my work, goals, values, or core identity. I gradually began to feel more like the truest version of me. What I realized is that I was becoming radical with myself . . . moving to the roots of who I have always been. And this feeling would profoundly impact the rest of my career. 






Throughout this book, I’ve used many examples, statistics, and references. In an effort to minimize the environmental impact of the paper used for the book’s printing, you can find references at www.radicalbizbook.com/references.
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Terms to Know 

Some Social Enterprise-Adjacent Terms

Below is a list of terms that you will probably come across in the world of social enterprise. Many of them are related, even almost synonymous, so I’ve included a brief description of each to provide some clarity. 


	Social impact business: A broad term used to describe a for-profit entity that addresses a pressing social challenge in an impactful way.

	Positive impact business: Can be used synonymously with social impact business.

	Social entrepreneurship: The idea of social impact business, but applied specifically to start-up companies.

	Conscious capitalism: A term coined and popularized by John Mackey, the co-founder of Whole Foods, and Raj Sisodia, a researcher, professor, and author. (The two collaborated on the book Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of Business.) Conscious capitalism refers to for-profit organizations that prioritize both profit and positive impact, and therefore excludes nonprofit and governmental organizations.

	Accountability capitalism: Comes from the Accountability Capitalism Act, a proposed federal bill introduced by Senator Elizabeth Warren in 2018. The act includes a “constituency statute” that would give companies a duty of “creating a general public benefit” with regard to all of its short- and long-term stakeholders, which would include not only shareholders but also employees, the environment, and so on.

	Conscious consumer: Someone who considers the who and how behind a product, and who bases purchasing decisions on the perceived positive or negative impact a certain product or service has on the world. Conscious consumers are people who “vote with their dollar” in an attempt to push the entire market toward more responsible and ethical operation. 

	Triple bottom line: Refers to “people, planet, and profit.” Calling an organization a triple bottom line business is a condensed way of communicating that the business prioritizes all of its stakeholders equally, as opposed to insisting on profit overall.

	Ethical brand/business: Often refers to the “people” part of “people, planet, profit.” Generally, an “ethical brand” or “ethically made product” indicates that the people involved in the supply chain work in safe conditions, are not overworked, are paid a living wage, and receive other benefits such as health care, education, and sick pay. 

	Sustainable brand/business: Generally refers to the “planet” part of “people, planet, profit.” Producing a “sustainable product” makes a minimal footprint on our environment. Sustainable products are made from natural, biodegradable, nontoxic, and/or recycled materials; use low-impact processes; utilize things like carbon offsets and plastic-free shipping and the like. The terms “ethical” and “sustainable” can sometimes be used interchangeably, as you often cannot truly have one without the other. 

	Corporate social responsibility (CSR): A social impact program within a traditional business or corporation. These programs can have a significant social impact but are not typically part of the primary purpose of the business. Sometimes these initiatives are temporary, to address immediate needs within communities, but more businesses are incorporating many long-term goals and initiatives as a way to be more active participants within their local and global communities. 

	Benefit Corporation or B-Corp: A third-party certification that assesses the overall positive impact of a company. For a list of other common ethical and sustainable certifications, see pages 58–61.

	Impact investing: Investments “made into companies, organizations, and funds with the intention to generate a measurable, beneficial, social or environmental impact alongside a financial return” (The Global Impact Investing Network). 








Part 1

The New Economy Is Coming



Our culture, and the economy that goes with it, are entering a new era. The younger generations of consumers—millennials, members of Gen Z, and now Gen Alpha—have growing expectations that the companies they work for and the products and services they purchase from are thinking about doing business in a way that is more holistic; thinking of how companies are engaging with all of humanity and the planet. These young citizens are becoming more socially and politically active. They’re voting with their dollars. They’re holding companies to a higher standard. They’re embracing the idea of capitalism with a conscience.

It’s been over two centuries since the Industrial Revolution, when the productivity and profit of capitalism began to skyrocket. Although we have many great things thanks to our current economic system, we are also seeing the disadvantages and lack of sustainability of what psychologist and author Tim Kasser calls “hyper-capitalism,” or others may call “late capitalism.” 

Our economy’s dependence on fossil fuels has created an unprecedented climate crisis. The wage gap between the rich and poor, which has been even further exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, keeps widening. When adjusted for inflation, the minimum wage in 2022 was less than it was in 1956. Along with a myriad of other ethical issues, countless companies have been found guilty of using human trafficking and slave labor to produce the goods we buy, use, eat, and wear. The largest and most powerful corporations are able to invade citizens’ privacy with little to no consequences. And what was once a system built on empowering anyone to reach for their dreams, capitalism has turned into a system that relies on overconsumption, consumer debt, environmental destruction, and modern-day slavery. These practices are sustained by the exploitation of human dissatisfaction and ill-health through the constant bombardment of marketing.

The American economic system has been divided into three main segments: for-profit, nonprofit, and government. Each was designed to play a distinct role, with for-profits generating revenue, government serving the public infrastructures like education and transportation, and nonprofits serving people in the margins and the different perspectives of religion and morality. Because of this basic framework, many have argued for decades that it is not the role of business to address society’s moral shortcomings and that they belong in the nonprofit sector and our religious institutions.

However, we are entering a new era. Business is evolving and our relationship to work is changing. We have reached a point where the “moral” and the “profitability” cannot be so easily separated. Consumers, shareholders, and CEOs alike are now calling for social responsibility and profitability to exist alongside one another. In August 2019, 181 of the largest companies, from Apple and Walmart to Vanguard and Goldman Sachs, released the “Statement of the Purpose of a Corporation” through the Business Roundtable. The purpose was to “supersede” previous statements that “stated that corporations exist principally to serve their shareholders.” 

In this updated declaration, the CEOs drastically widened the definition of “stakeholder” to include not only those who put a stake in their companies with direct investment dollars, but also those who do so with their time and energy (employees and suppliers), with their trust and buying dollars (customers), and with their participation in the larger free market (communities and environment). All these stakeholders together are necessary for corporations to operate. “Each of our stakeholders is essential,” the statement concludes. “We commit to deliver value to all of them, for the future success of our companies, our communities, and our country.”

This statement of purpose reflects a monumental and meaningful change in the way we might collectively approach business. There is a new type of economy coming, and the companies that don’t adjust and adapt will be left behind. Organizations that don’t listen to the demands of younger consumers will fail. No longer can businesses operate in an ethical way simply because “it’s the right thing to do” morally speaking. It is now the right thing to do in terms of the bottom line, too. Even those entrepreneurs and business leaders who couldn’t care less about issues like modern-day slavery and climate change should realize that we are ushering in a new way, and that if they are going to continue to turn a profit, radical responsibility has to be at the forefront of their business plans.

Which leads me to hope. 

I believe we can use many of the same tools that got us into our current predicament to get us out of it and move toward a more equitable and sustainable future. After all, in their essence, businesses are built to solve problems for a customer. So, who’s to say they can’t also be used to solve larger societal problems like inequality, environmental destruction, and even employee burnout? This book is not about getting rid of capitalism—it’s about how businesses can usher in a newer, better form of capitalism in a practical way.

Although this book is primarily geared toward small- and medium-sized business owners, managers, and entrepreneurs, its contents can help just about anyone make a larger positive impact in their personal life, business, activism, and/or creative work. If you work for a large corporation, you can find ways to implement positive social impact within your department. If you dream of being an entrepreneur one day, you can use this book as a holistic framework so that when the day comes, you’re able to start your business off on the right foot. If you run or work for a nonprofit organization, most of this content will easily apply to your work as well. 

You can even apply the principles of social entrepreneurship to your own life as an individual consumer and citizen in how you spend your money. Every dollar we spend supports the organizations we purchase from. Conversely, our voices are also heard where we don’t spend money—both in our small daily purchases as well as moments of organized boycotting. Every dollar spent is a vote, and as more companies incorporate social initiatives in their work, we are showing our support with our purchasing power.

The idea of a social enterprise is not new. Nowadays there are tons of positive-impact companies out there, with new ones popping up every day—which I’m so excited about. Things have changed a lot in the past ten to fifteen years. Prior to the 2010s, most organizations in the US had to make a clear choice between becoming a nonprofit or for-profit entity. When I discovered that La Terza was a for-profit company making a social impact—blurring the lines between for profit and nonprofit—I wondered: How many other “do-good” businesses are out there that I don’t know about?

Of course, I knew of TOMS Shoes, which had been founded a few years earlier. With their “Buy One, Give One” model and incredible marketing campaigns, TOMS proved that it’s possible to do good while turning a profit at the same time, paving the way for the current generation of social impact businesses. I also knew plenty of large corporations that implemented some sort of corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiative, where they’d give back a portion of their profits to a charity organization. The way I saw it however, there was a crucial difference between putting ethical responsibility at the core of operations and simply giving back a portion of profits or products. I couldn’t help wondering if there were more companies that were going beyond the give-back model to operate in a more holistic and sustainable way.

This question eventually snowballed into other ones that began to bother me, like: 


	What specifically constitutes a “good,” “ethical,” or “social impact” business?

	How do we define or measure “good” or “impact”? 

	How do we hold companies to high standards in a practical way while also allowing room for improvement when “ethical perfection” may be unattainable?

	Which is more beneficial: a donation to someone in need or creating opportunities for dignified work?

	What about businesses that support social causes but are in direct opposition to social causes that I care about. Are they still considered social enterprises? 

	In what areas must a company be making a positive impact in order to be considered a social enterprise?

	What about companies that sacrifice the quality of their product and use marketing to sell the “story” of their social impact rather than invest in a product you’d want to buy again and again?

	How do the roles of nonprofit, for-profit, and government organizations differ, and how might they work together? 

	Is the idea of “conscious capitalism” even possible? 



I realize now that these questions and ideas had been brewing inside me for a long time, just waiting to be asked, explored, clarified, and even continually edited. I still don’t have the answers to all these questions, but through my work at La Terza, I’ve learned that there are many ways for a company to have a positive impact on the world.

The version of capitalism we’ve been operating under since the Industrial Revolution is dying. It’s not working for us anymore, and we see proof of it every day. Some economists and scientists might argue that it has to die—or else it will kill us first. I don’t say that to be dramatic or fear-mongering, but rather to encourage us to take an honest look at the direction we’re headed in the hope that we might be able to make needed changes as soon as possible. The United Nations reported in July 2019 that one climate disaster (i.e., a tropical storm, drought, etc.) happens every single week somewhere around the world, costing us about $520 billion per year, and disaster frequency has been steadily increasing over time. Simply put, the current version of our economy cannot sustain the type of climate needed for the survival of the growing human race.

Not only that, today’s consumers are fed up. The next generations of consumers don’t want to spend their money on products and services from irresponsible companies that are operating out of line with their values. They want high-quality products at a fair price from brands that treat their workers and the planet with care. These younger consumers are the future; therefore, in the long run, what they say goes. Demand will continue to drive the market, and these young people are certainly demanding a new, different, and more responsible economy.

This change in generational expectations is a good thing, and I see it as an incredible opportunity. While it may seem like the huge corporations are taking over, the numbers tell us that small businesses are often the overlooked powerhouses of our economy, and that we can absolutely compete with large corporations and monopolies. In 2019, small businesses generated 44 percent of US economic activity. In 2017, almost half of the nation’s private sector workforce (47.1%) were employed by small businesses. Over the past twenty-five years and throughout the economic recession brought from the COVID-19 pandemic, large businesses generated 6.7 million net new jobs while small businesses generated 12.9 million net new jobs, meaning that small businesses have accounted for two out of every three new jobs created. Even in the age of COVID-19, with the fate of so many enterprises on the line, I still believe that small businesses can and will be the solution to so many of our current problems, just like they were following past recessions.

These are not small numbers. They remind me of an analogy that I heard once about ants and elephants. Let’s think of small businesses as the ants and huge corporations as the elephants. At first glance, it may seem obvious that the elephants are significantly stronger, smarter, and more powerful than the ants. But when added together, the ants actually weigh a lot more. As of 2020, there are about 450,000 elephants in the world. An average adult elephant weighs about 8,800 to 14,000 pounds, depending on the species. So, if we use 11,500 pounds as the median, all the elephants in the world weigh somewhere around 2,587,500 tons. 

The average ant weighs 2.5 milligrams, and scientists conservatively estimate that there are 20 quadrillion ants on Earth. That means the weight of all the ants on this planet is somewhere around 50 quadrillion milligrams. That’s 55,115,565 tons. That means that all the ants added together weigh over 50 million tons more than all of the elephants! Needless to say, that’s quite a significant difference.

The point is this: When we join forces as entrepreneurs, small business owners, managers, and team members, we can actually compete with the giant corporations to usher in this new economy. Together, we hold an incredible amount of power to move the needle toward a more positive, equitable, and sustainable future. 






Section 1

What Is Social Enterprise, Anyway?



When I met my friend Maggie Gough, she had a small business that provided resources and education on employee well-being for companies of all shapes and sizes. Whether she was facilitating workshops with small groups or speaking to large audiences, Maggie was and continues to be dedicated to creating workplaces filled with thriving, healthy employees. 

One day over lunch, I asked Maggie if she’d be interested in becoming a member of the Social Enterprise Alliance. SEA is a national network of organizations that seeks to empower social enterprises with the tools and resources they need to succeed. Because of the positive impact that Maggie’s business was making in our community, it was an obvious fit for membership.

“What are you talking about?!” she asked me with surprise. “My business isn’t a social enterprise.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “Of course it is! You’re directly improving the lives of employees who often feel underappreciated and burnt out. You’re making vital, positive impacts that have ripple effects on our whole society.”

Maggie was skeptical at first. The idea of “social enterprise” in her head involved charities or nonprofits, artisans in third-world countries, or second-chance workers here in the States. While Maggie very much saw the deep purpose of her work in helping employers design work for employee well-being, she didn’t think she checked the boxes of a “social entrepreneur.” But then I asked a question that Maggie had trouble answering. “How is your business not a social enterprise?”

Maggie is most certainly not alone. I’ve consulted and networked with hundreds of small business owners over the years, explaining to more than a few individuals that their businesses were in fact social enterprises—they just didn’t know it. Either they simply hadn’t heard of the idea of social enterprise, they believed they didn’t fit the bill because they were trying to make a profit, or they were convinced that their small social initiative couldn’t have a deep and long-lasting impact. 

Back when I ran my green carpet-cleaning business, I had no idea I was owning and operating a social enterprise either. I was simply cleaning carpets. I did not take into account that we were using cleaning agents that were also safe for the customer, including their children and pets who often play and roll around on the floor. I did not think about how a significant part of our services in cleaning homes was educational for the homeowners, empowering them through education on how to improve indoor air quality and increase the life of their carpets. I didn’t consider how we often donated portions of our proceeds toward clean water initiatives in other parts of the world. And I absolutely did not think about how the work enabled me to be involved in many other social causes. If I asked my younger self the same question I asked Maggie, “How are you not a social enterprise?” I would not have been able to answer the question. I know that mine and Maggie’s experiences are not unusual. Maybe you own or work with a social enterprise even as you read this book, and you also haven’t realized it yet.

Embracing the social enterprise “label” allows entrepreneurs like Maggie—who are often working alone and against cultural odds—to find a community of support; and with joining a larger community of social enterprise entrepreneurs comes a host of resources. Being a social enterprise, Maggie could develop herself and her business with greater breadth and depth than when she was doing it alone.

I believe that part of the reason Maggie, myself, and so many others have faced confusion about whether our organizations belong in the social enterprise category is that there isn’t a universal consensus about what a social enterprise actually is. Not only that, but the loose definition we do have has expanded and evolved quite a bit since the turn of the century. 

I would say that a social enterprise can be generally described as “an organization that considers all of the stakeholders involved in the business’s operations (including members of the supply chain, employees, the environment, investors, etc.).” Stripped down to its most basic definition, one could say that a social enterprise is a business that does good. The challenge then is, how do we define “good” and how much “good” is enough to be a social enterprise? We all have our own








Social Enterprise and Conscious Business



	The Social Enterprise Alliance (SEA), as referenced above, defines a social enterprise as: “An organization created for impact. It uses a sustainable and earned income business model with a governing structure focused on stated social or environmental goals. It invests a significant portion of its revenue, profit, or assets into expanding this stated mission.” 

	Conscious Capitalism, Inc., which is focused more  on larger companies, says that “conscious businesses are galvanized by higher purposes that serve, align, and integrate the interests of all their major stakeholders.” Those stakeholders include customers, employees, vendors, investors, communities, and others.

	The Center for Social Entrepreneurship at Miami University Oxford defines social entrepreneurship as: “innovative solutions to persistent social problems—particularly to those that are marginalized or poor—that create social value through sustainable, systemic change.”

	Social Enterprise World Forum recognizes that defining what a social enterprise is can be a complex question to answer as there are many cultural and structural differences throughout the world. But they do offer that at the core, social enterprises have a mission focus, surplus aimed at helping the mission, ownership tied to the mission, are ethically transparent and accountable, generate income through trade, and the mission is locked for any transfer of ownership.
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