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A B O U T T H E T R I C O C H A R I TA B L E F O U N D AT I O N

Established in 2008, the Trico Charitable Foundation seeks to close
gaps in society by provoking innovation and building capacity in social
entrepreneurship. Its work focuses on the Canadian context through
four key areas: 1) local capacity building tools and funding for nonprofit social enterprises in Alberta; 2) a biennial Social EnterPrize, which
celebrates mature Canadian social enterprises (for profit and not-for
profit) and commissions case studies on the recipients; 3) The World of
Social Entrepreneurship, an annual event in partnership with the local
community that brings some of the best and brightest examples of social
entrepreneurship from around the world to Calgary; and 4) nurturing social
entrepreneurship in Canada’s post-secondary institutions.
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“But it is important to

remember that building

a toolkit is more than just
putting arrows in your

quiver. It is about learning,
over time, through

disciplined practice, how
to become an archer.”

The Archer’s Stance:
Learning Our Way
Into Social Impact

of increasing specialization and to serve the
production of knowledge, not its application.
Some educators are starting to change these
systems, disrupting and innovating from within.”
While the shift may be more pronounced within the

This report sets out to understand if, and how, Canadian
post-secondary students might be using tests,

social or environmental cause they are passionate about.
Education has changed greatly over the past thirty
years, challenged by new learning techniques that

college or polytechnic applied learning environments.
a form of changemaking, appears to have emerged

have fundamentally changed the way we can access

knowledge, individually and collectively. While much of
the educational paradigm we inhabit still involves rote

simultaneously in both the systems-focused social

innovation discourse and in the venture-focused social
enterprise discourse. 4

knowledge transmission and memorization - students

As social changemaking continues to grow as a global

sitting in desks, memorizing theoretical models, facts

movement, it is benefitting from more attention at the

and figures until they could repeat it back sufficiently

post-secondary level. As Zaid Hassan notes: 5

- much has also changed: Today we are embracing a
more “hands on” blended, experiential and inquirybased learning approach, where students acquire

knowledge by moving through and interacting with the
world around them. 1 Accompanying this shift, we are
starting to see more courses and activities in design-

thinking, entrepreneurship and social innovation. While
many social scientists may have concerns about the rise

of innovation approaches within the academy, they may
be heartened by the call in this analysis for students

and educators to apply more critical ‘scientific’ mindsets
and methods in changemaker learning. Testing,

experimentation and effective learning are necessary to
avoid path-dependent, solution-specific learning paths,
which may not only be ineffective, but in their worst

“[changemakers] are a new breed – they’re not
simply scientists or academics, and neither are
they activists or entrepreneurs. They’re all of
these things and a few things we don’t have
good names for yet.”
Since the opening of the Skoll Centre for Social

Entrepreneurship at Oxford in 2003, there has been a

rise in programs on campuses that blend social impact
education with entrepreneurship - and we are now

seeing social innovation and changemaking courses
become integrated into business education. 6 With

the creation of new social entrepreneurship or social

innovation academic programs, campus social venture
incubators and accelerators, university-partnered

These primary shifts and movements within the

social labs, new community-engaged learning models,

discourse of what we might call “social leadership”

and Campus Compact (in the US), and international

education system are impacting both the practice and

and national initiatives such as RECODE (in Canada)

or “changemaking.” In the same ways that traditional

accreditation such as the Carnegie Community

education transform. As noted by Dr. François Bonnici,

4

environments that have their roots in community-

As well, the discourse of social entrepreneurship, as

Engagement designation and Ashoka Changemaker

education is transforming, so must social impact

in "The Dawn of System Leadership" (2015)

also beginning to see this shift within post-secondary
and within academia, 3 frequently in academic

experimentation and effective learning to advance a

forms can bring harm to people and communities.

Peter Senge, Hal Hamilton and John Kania

primary and secondary school environments, we are

“social impact educators are increasingly
coming up against the limitations of their
existing systems, which were built in an era

2

Campus designation, there appears, on the surface
at least, to be a robust emerging infrastructure for
supporting student changemakers. However, this

growth also means that post-secondary institutions

must dig deeper into the core competencies of social
5

impact changemaker learning. This includes developing
practices and methodologies for supporting all stages
of innovation, from understanding the complex nature
of social and environmental challenges, including

human agency and community dynamics, through initial
ideation, prototyping and scaling.

7

This report focuses on how post-secondary students in

Canada, who are identified as being on a changemaking
learning pathway, identify and test assumptions as part
of their learning.

Students

with more of a venture mindset, where this is an

identifiable gap or opportunity that can be filled within

a short-to-medium term horizon, are drawn to this latter
school. Not surprisingly, there are tensions between

these schools, though both could undoubtedly benefit
from more cross-communication and overlap.

It is important to also distinguish the work and aims of

enterprise development, nor, more broadly, to social
entrepreneurship or changemaking.

The social innovation school of thought and action
9

“social entrepreneurship is not about
generating earned income or even about
incremental innovations in the social sector.
It is about innovations that have the potential
for major societal impact by, for instance,
addressing the root causes of a social
problem, reducing particular social needs,
and preventing undesirable outcomes.”

social entrepreneurs from entrepreneurship generally.

of theory, discourse and practice around social
changemaking.

example, some of the tools used within the discourse
11

as issues unique to their social impact. Dees went on

to explain that, instead of being motivated by “wealth”,
the acquisition of capital and resources are sought in
support of a central social mission. 12

of entrepreneurship may prove of use when tackling
the question of working through challenges and key
assumptions. In particular, we look to “lean startup”
methodology for inspiration.

Placing the Target:
Lessons from
Lean Impact
Ann Mei Chang served as the Chief Innovation Officer

and Executive Director of the U.S. Global Development

The dialogue between these two contrasting and

Lab at USAID. With a background in the world of high

shifting conversation, one that is reflected in academic

methodology that has relevance not just for tech start-

now a large and still emerging field of changemaking.

interview with Eric Reis, Ann Mei Chang the Executive

writes: “After the introduction of the scientific

of breakthrough discoveries. Both science and

entrepreneurship operate under conditions of extreme
uncertainty, so the thinking goes that the adoption of
some entrepreneurial method might do for business

innovation what the scientific method did for scientific
discoveries: dramatically accelerate the pace. This is
the core message of the Lean Startup methodology.
The closest equivalent to a scientific experiment in

innovation is a cycle around the Build-Measure-Learn
validated learning loop.” 14

The lean startup methodology is grounded in the

process of managing one’s learning through feedback
and iteration. It attempts to eliminate dangerous
solution-specific uncertainties by running tests,

collecting feedback, and adapting accordingly. 15
Maurya goes on to explain how scientists “use

experiments to validate (or invalidate) their model”

16

delving into why entrepreneurs need “simple

–

abstractions to help deconstruct the complex problems
of building a repeatable and scalable business.”

17

He contends that in many ways the disciplines of

entrepreneurship and science run parallel to each other,
and that businesses should adopt the model of testing

intertwined schools of thought has led to a dynamic and

tech, she is a major proponent of “lean start-up” as a

literature; forming the tentative beginnings of what is

ups, but also for radical social impact initiatives. In an

Even as the discourse changes, grows, and shifts, some

Director of “Lean Impact” notes:

Thus, just like the practice of learning to be an archer,

“The traditional approach to global
development, and much of the social sector,
is to run fairly large size programs that are
usually designed in detail upfront, then
executed accordingly.”

theorizing, testing, learning, and integrating/iterating –

She adds “there's very little room for experimentation,

impact become imperative to creating lasting positive

of the proposal. That's not a great way to innovate.” 13

Director of I-Think, writes: “Success is a student’s ability

tests and experiments to help deepen and leverage

their understanding as appropriate.” 19 As the world of

Measure-Learn” loop.

small experiments and tests could go a long way toward

clear patterns, themes and structures in student learning
emerge. The analysis that follows suggests that in order
to address issues of impact, growth, and sustainability,
a combination of social innovation and traditional
entrepreneurial tools are necessary.

The way in which the world understands changemaking,
both in practice and as a field of intellectual inquiry, is

Some students, such as those in policy studies or

still rapidly emerging, and it will take many voices and

this school - where a complex melange of public

practitioners, changemakers, and teachers grapple

mindset, culture or market shifts may be required. The

other ‘solutions’ create sustainable impact? What are

international development education, are drawn to

perspectives to drive it forward. Continually, scholars,

intervention, cross-sector collaboration and broadscale

with questions like: how can movements, ventures, and

social enterprise school, on the other hand, attributes

the key resources needed for a changemaking solution

6

method, there was a marked increase in the pace

solutions to the world’s most pressing problems. For

traditional issues of viability and sustainability, as well

dedicated to developing a process specific to social

These questions provide fertile soil for the development

challenges and assumptions integral to their solution?

and within the world to create lasting and high-impact

engaged in any sort of social solution, face both the

a surface level, there is no authoritative body of work

Ash Maurya, drawing heavily on the scientific method,

we cross borders both within our respective disciplines

Indeed, social entrepreneurs, or changemakers,

8

to thrive? How are changemakers to work through

As an interdisciplinary field, changemaking requires that

“social entrepreneurs are one species in the
genus entrepreneur. They are entrepreneurs
with a social mission. However, because of this
mission, they face some distinctive challenges
and any definition ought to reflect this.”

touch on testing and identification of assumptions on

holds that

use business models to affect social change.

10

Social entrepreneurship pioneer Greg Dees wrote that

Different Quivers
for Different Arrows:
Social Innovation v.
Social Enterprise
Despite the fact that texts like Getting Beyond Better

more weight to an individual entrepreneur’s ability to

and temporarily validating best guesses – adopting

them as strategy until they are rendered useless and
need to be revisited. 18

entrepreneurship becomes a continual process of

allowing solutions, movements, and ideas to accelerate

their growth and deepen their impacts in a highly logical
and methodical way. These processes and tools can be

just as effective within the realm of social changemaking,
where testing, measuring and iterating structures for

for risk taking, for iteration. You have to stick to the letter

impact. To this point, Nogah Kornberg, Associate

Chang advocates for the use of small scale, inexpensive

to test their models, understand their limits and modify

social impacts in a way that is parallel to Maurya’s “Build-

changemaking and social innovation continues to grow,

7

developing social solutions and interventions that

Alberta Social Entrepreneurship Support System: Tools,

Chang writes:

a set of worksheets, resources, and tools designed to

truly meet the needs of the communities they serve.
20

“We need solutions that people really want and
[will] embrace, and we need to look at different
ways we might go about solving some of these
problems and finding one that has the capacity
to reach much greater scale and impact in what
we are doing today. That’s exactly what small
experiments are for.”

Links, and Coaching (A.S.E.S.S.: TLC). A.S.E.S.S.: TLC is
assist and support social enterprises in the process of
testing, experimentation, and planning.

The questions for the interviews were largely adapted

from the A.S.E.S.S.:TLC tool, which were initially specific
to social enterprise development, but have been

adapted to also reflect learning needs of both RECODE
and the Institute for Community Prosperity. The topics
broached within the set of questions were as follows:

Regardless of the scale of the social intervention or

system change desired, small-scale experimentation
and testing can serve as a very useful tool.

How students became engaged in the

social or environmental challenge they were
seeking to address;

Drawing the Bow: Our
Collaborative Project
Working in a collaborative partnership between the

Trico Charitable Foundation, the Institute for Community
Prosperity at Mount Royal University, as well as the

RECODE network, we designed interview questions

to build a strong understanding of how students were
learning their way into changemaking. Students were

interviewed and recorded by phone. All interviews were
conducted in English, reviewed and transcribed by the
author. The interview structure was semi closed, with

students answering specific interview questions while

allowing room for elaboration and anecdote. The goal

of this approach was to understand the thought process
of if and how students and their social initiatives were
hypothesizing, testing, learning, and growing from
identifying and resolving assumptions.

Keeping the techniques of various disciplines in mind,

the Trico Charitable Foundation has worked to develop

a set of resources to assist changemakers in developing

their skills and techniques through a disciplined practice
of hypothesizing, testing and learning. The goal is to

strengthen them as the leaders of social change as well

as the social solutions they grow in the world. As a multi
stakeholder undertaking, the Foundation developed the
8

The length of time each student had been
engaged with their challenge of choice;

The tools and approaches each student had
used or developed in support of their social
impact goal;

The processes taken to develop or choose
these tools;

The ultimate and “steady state” goals of their
approach;

The key assumptions (uncertainties, and
unknowns) regarding their approach;

If and how students were targeting and
resolving assumptions;

If the students had received training on

identifying and resolving assumptions, and if
so what that training looked like;

Student predictions and processes of

reflection as a means of learning more
effectively;

How students engaged with processes of
consultation;

“Look for people who
have lots of great

questions. Smart people
are the ones who ask
the most thoughtful

questions, as opposed to
thinking they have all the
answers. Great questions
are a much better

indicator of future success
than great answers.”

How students were aware of and overcoming
their own biases.

Ray Dalio in “Principles: Life and Work” (2017)
9

Student Interviews

studies; many were pursuing additional certificates,

Generally, many of our interviewees had been working

the participants who competed in the Oxford Global

As previously mentioned, the discourse and practice

concentrations of study. Students were also at various

or more; however, some students had been working

sparked their desire to seek a deeper understanding

of social entrepreneurship is in a constant state of flux,
providing fertile ground for intellectual inquiry and
practice. Additionally, within the sphere of popular
culture, “changemaking” is on the rise - with many

and diverse as well as interdisciplinary minors and

degrees of completion for their programs, as early as

their second year of study up to recent graduates and
one graduate student.

people deciding to live and work with a changemaker

Unsurprisingly, students were tackling many different

the definitions are porous, criticisms abound, and

tackling more than one problem at once, both directly

discovering new ways forward. In the same way that

interviews, six students were engaged in issues of food

innovation and social enterprise schools of thought, as

this report relate to food. The social/environmental

mindset. Yet, as any emergent field, the work is messy,

social or environmental challenges– some were even

we have to be careful not to discard the past while

and indirectly. Perhaps most notably, from the ten

changemaking requires input from both the social

or water security - as such, many of the examples in

well as more established fields of inquiry and endeavour,

challenges mentioned also included the following:

we decided to undertake this work as a partnership

between organizations with different theories of change.

Issues of student life (on and off campus)

on their social or environmental challenge for two years
on their challenge for just under a year and others had
been working on their challenge for almost five years.

The understanding of the issue, as well as the intricacies
of the proposed solutions, tended to correlate to the
amount of time spent working on the issue.

Community Engagement

All of the students we engaged with credited their

contacted received funding from RECODE, specifically
for the development of social innovation-focused

programming. Campuses were asked to nominate a
working on a solution to a social or environmental
challenge.

The team selected ten students all engaged in different

aspects of changemaking, to participate in the interview
process. The study included Canada’s winners and
student representatives in the 2017 Oxford Global

Challenge 21 which is a global competition that asks
student participants to research and describe the

ecosystem (including the problem landscape and

solutions landscape) of a social or environmental issue
they care about.

Interviewees included some students from programs
within Bachelors of Arts and Bachelors of Science.

school experience as their initial point of entry into the
problem context they were working on. Frequently,

Education

students encountered these problems, as well as the

Environmental Sustainability

within their classrooms or extracurricular experiences.

initial frameworks for imagining a potential solution,
Organizations such as clubs, student centres, and

student change exemplar who had developed or was

Anchoring Our Arrow:
Complex Solutions for
Complex Findings
Often, students were working on complex solutions to

complex and intricate social or environmental problems.
On the surface, student changemakers might appear

to be tackling a single issue such as food security, yet
often their proposed solutions addressed a range of

social or environmental challenges - the silver thread
of sustainability indirectly linking them all together.

However, most were pursuing a Bachelors of Business

For example, one student was working on a solution

of Business Administration degree. All students were

a goal of providing gainful employment to homeless

from pursuing further research and solutions.

THROUGH ON CAMPUS AND IN COMMUNITY SERVICE

Learning v. the School of Life

across Canada. All of the campuses who were

research and initiatives, has not stopped these students

The Initial Point of Entry: Campus

Employment

Waste Management

although serving as a starting point for both their

Loosening Our
Bowstring:
What We Found

effective learning to move the needle forward on their
We reached out to faculty from twenty-four campuses

solve. Additionally, the completion of the competition,

served as a catalyst for deepening an understanding of

Health and Wellness

chosen social cause.

and better solution to the challenge they were trying to

Work terms and experiences involving group work also

The shared goal being to understand if, and how,

students might be using tests, experimentation and

Challenge all noted that it was the competition that

on-campus hubs were cited as spaces of connection
where students were able to explore both problems

and solutions further. Two of the ten students alluded to

lived experience, of the challenge they were working on,
as the spark behind their solution.

During our interviews, three main patterns of

engagement emerged. The initial point of entry for
students was one of three ways: course or project-

based research; engagement with on-campus external
organizations; or lived experience of the social or
environmental challenge.

STUDENTS WHO ENCOUNTERED AND IDENTIFIED
THE PROBLEM THROUGH COURSE-BASED OR
P R O J E C T- B A S E D R E S E A R C H . . .

problem contexts. For example, multiple students spoke
about their engagement with on-campus supports

and classes that sparked their engagement with the
challenge they are working on.

STUDENTS WHO CAME TO IDENTIFY THE PROBLEM
BASED WORK...

Additionally, work with organizations existing on campus
but acting as separate organizations, such as Enactus, “a

community of entrepreneurial leaders who see business
as a way to address social issues,”

22

inspired multiple

students to push for the creation of social solutions.

Despite working with Enactus on international problem
contexts, the three students in this vein wanted to work
on challenges specific to Canada.

In particular, one student noted that they had obtained

experience in international social entrepreneurship from
working in Enactus, but wanted to do something for the
Canadian context. A second student noted that Enactus

served as the catalyst for the solution, but also provided
support finding a market or problem context for the
solution.

Other students noted university hubs, labs, and
organizations as paths to interacting with and

deepening their understanding of the problem context
and social solution they were working on.

S T U D E N T S W H O D R E W H E A V I LY O N T H E I R O W N
U N D E R S TA N D I N G A N D T H E L I V E D E X P E R I E N C E

OF THEIR COMMUNITIES TO IDENTIFY BOTH THE

Administration, Bachelors of Commerce, and Masters

to textile waste, while simultaneously working toward

Often, the first seeds of the student’s solution or

PROBLEM, THE TOOLS, AND OPPORTUNITIES THEY

deeply engaged within their campus communities and

citizens of her city.

group projects, or research competitions. For example,

Conversely, students who cited lived experience as their

10

initiative were planted within the context of work terms,

WOULD USE TO DEVELOP THEIR SOLUTION...

11

entry point into the conversation about the challenge

they were seeking to address discussed how they had
used the tools/opportunities they had been given in

“Ultimately the reason to

become more innovative
is to become more

effective, and make a

bigger difference more

quickly for more people.”

university to really inform their approach. One student
noted that:

“I always grew up with our traditional foods
and culture, and then, as I got older, I kind of
started to realize there are a lot of issues in not
only my reserve but in many reserves across
Canada” and later stated “[I used] the Oxford
Global Challenge and their systems mapping
methodology... that [helped me] delve into the
research in my community.”

The Two Year Tipping Point

LENGTH OF TIME

INSIGHTS

4.5 years
(one student)

The student had a

enterprise, and was

moving towards scaling.
3 years
(two students)

operational social solutions.
focused on the day to day

management of their social

solution and the challenges of
operating efficiently.
2 years
(four students)

This group of students was

evenly split with two students
operating a social solution

Two years appears to be a typical tipping point for

and two students focused on

students, where they move from information-gathering

information gathering.

to the development of a social solution.

Students who were actively

Half of the students we spoke to were actively working

gathering information on a

seeking to address. To do this, they were employing

noted a significant lack of

and other forms of primary investigation as well as

and, as such, were conducting

within their field of interest.

other research within the

on gathering information on the problems they were

problem they hoped to solve

a number of tactics such as community consultation

community-specific research,

connecting with mentors and other key stakeholders

their own ethnographic or
community.

Students currently operating

community consultation, connection and research so as

a mobilized social solution

to aid their specific solution rather than to understand

were engaged with small-scale

the context of the social problem. These students, as

operations with the hope of

one might expect, often had a clearer self-perceived

expansion in the near future.

understanding (i.e. confidence) of the assumptions and
goals they were working on.

These different focuses have widely different mindsets

1 year
(three students)

All of the students in this

category were focused on:

and needs, yet both groups were learning from the

· Gathering information about

how they might affect change.

were seeking to address;

problem contexts around them to better understand

TOOLS & APPROACHES USED

The students interviewed used a variety of tools

and approaches to tackle social and environmental

12

Two students both with

Both of these students were

Students working on a solution were engaging with

Ann Mei Chang, Lean Impact (2018)

fully operational social

problems, from building web-based platforms;

conducting mixed methods research; dismantling

the problem or problems they
· Developing a skillset to
support social solution
building; and/or

· Working towards imagining

what a solution might look like.
13

supply chains; to building mechanical technologies to
break down textiles. Approaches were as varied and

complex as the problems. However, there were three

Any approach to solving a social problem must be
inherently collaborative.

common thematic areas that emerged repeatedly:

Academic Research

primary research.

academic research was also deeply informing the

Community Consultation

pre-existing research on the different approaches they

Community consultation, academic research, and

Within the interviews, consultation was an integral part

In addition to community consultation, existing

student approach. Many of the students engaged with

might take to building a solution. For example, a student

in the development of tools and approaches within

engaged in community food security work stated:

the need to use community consultation as a tool from

“We looked at individual growing, so people
could grow at home. We looked at centralized
growing, so community focused growing [in]
communal spaces like a health or community
center; and, [we looked at] different ways to
grow food through hydroponics, aquaponics,
etc. (…) We identified what would be best for
our specific community.”

student social solutions and initiatives. Students stressed
the beginning, but also even when working on more

established projects. One student noted specifically:

“[when] tackling a problem issue, when you look
at it, as much as it might appear on the surface
to be a huge need, until you actually go in
and talk to people in the community you don’t
actually know what the ground zero is like.”
Community consultation took various forms, such as:
On campus events, workshops, conferences
Formal and informal outreach
Facilitating committees
Student ambassador programs
Community partnerships
Corporate sponsorships
Town hall meetings
Within the interviews, there was a deep understanding

of how community voice must be central to any project
in order for it to have impact. When speaking to one
student they noted that:

“[our community partner] has been extremely
kind to us, and cannot be the means to the
ends of our research.”
This student went on to explain how despite the fact

that community-based research and consultation may
take longer, it is much more impactful in the long run.
14

Conducting environmental monitoring or

Students were using pre-existing research to inform

their understanding of a problem and the subsequent
development of their solution.
Primary Research

Where there were gaps in the research available, or

no information specific to communities, students were

engaging in their own “Frankenstein process” (as termed
by one student). Students, within a number of different

scenarios, were taking the tools and approaches from a
classroom setting and adapting them to the work they

were doing within communities as a means of collecting
data. These tactics included:

Building community needs assessments
Adapting change based frameworks to
Indigenous perspectives

Building frameworks and opportunity funnels
Conducting mixed methods research

projects without a primary investigator
Conducting environmental scans
Designing online platforms and then
collecting data from it

science sampling, such as (in one case) soil tests
T O O L I D E N T I F I C AT I O N & U S E

The tools that were chosen appeared to largely rise out

of opportunity - students appeared to be choosing tools
based on their past experience using different tools, as

well as what was readily available and accessible to them
in the community. There was no mention of a detailed

process of tool selection. One student even noted that
he "didn't choose [his tools]; they chose [him]."

Consistently, the tools and approach to designing a

Ultimate Goals

Despite the fact that most students appeared to have

a clear understanding of what they wanted to achieve
(ie. reduce food insecurity, reduce waste, etc.), few

had numerically quantifiable ultimate goals. Only one
interviewee was able to state a clear, numerical goal

right off the bat, stating that they would like to expand
their initiative to twenty colleges by 2025. Even this

goal might have been deepened to include quantifiable
representations of impact. Of course, responses varied
depending on the social or environmental cause

the student sought to address, however some of the
responses were as follows:

preliminary solution rose from organic conversation,

“To help reduce food insecurity in Canada”

and collaborative solutions came by way of consultation

“To start a big project or work [in community]

members regarding how a problem may or may not

project or integrate farming with traditional food

learnings from the community into the development of

to increase jobs and food security.”

observation, and need. Often community partnerships
– with students asking questions from community

or probably both to either start up a farming

be solved. From there, students would integrate their

systems, knowledge and language, in a program

their approach.

“Obviously, we would like to see [our solution]

When faced with challenges in finding a solution, such

scale across Canada.”

as soil quality, or a lack of primary research to draw on,

“To bring local food to students”

resources to solve these issues as they arose. The issues

“To increase the visible adoption of technology

students were utilizing their own past experiences and

that arose were often not ones that had been previously
predicted, and generally students appeared to take the
approach of navigating problems as they arose.
G O A L S A N D K E Y I N D I C AT O R S

The creation of goals and key indicators for

changemaking initiatives are integral to the

development of impact positive processes. Often,

social impact is difficult to quantify, as it can be hard to
measure. The Trico Charitable Foundation breaks up
goal-setting into two main categories.
1.

The ultimate goal of the changemaker’s efforts

2.

‘Steady state’ goals (this may or may equal

the ultimate goal. It is the state where most

assumptions have been resolved and progress
appears to be steady)

in [my community’s] schools.”

“To reduce the amount of waste”
The aforementioned responses suggest a need for

greater clarity with regard to goals. Yet, as students

were interviewed, and allowed to speak in depth on

the topic of goals, some even began to formulate their

goals during the course of the interview, moving from a
seemingly surface level goal to a much more articulate
vision within moments. Examples include:

“...if I had a number… actually, I think it’s
eighty six communities who are under

these long term advisories, we would like to
eliminate the need in these communities.”

“But I mean, we aim to feed entire communities,
right? So for our current installation (…)

[we are able] to feed 63-70 percent of the

community. So I mean, that is kind of the goal
we are reaching for: feeding communities.”
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, the longer the student had

assumptions within their own social solutions

availability of resources – all hindering the ability of the

challenge, the more precise their goals were, such as:

assumptions students were able to identify fit into

whose initiative was at a scaling stage were the minority;

spent working on their current environmental or social
expanding their initiatives to 20 colleges in 7 years and

having [Northern] communities source 50% of their food
locally. Additionally, students who were focused on a

single pilot or community seemed to have an easier time
articulating ultimate goals.
Steady State Goals

There seemed to be difficulties for students when asked
to break down their “steady state” goals, or indicators

of progress. Some students seemed to interpret these
goals as tasks such as:

Consulting with specific communities
or community members

Bringing a product to market
Receiving support from a specific
person or organization.

However, still other students provided tools of
measurement such as:

Tracking the amount of attendees at specific

events and email inquiries received post-event
Inquiries received from community members or

four main categories:
Research
Scalability
Resources
Readiness

Most of the assumptions that were articulated operate
on a high level. Students appeared to struggle with

articulating the specific points where a misstep might

mean catastrophe for their solution. Often, the next key

steps were general goals and aspirations as opposed to
technical, nitty gritty steps.

social solution or intervention to scale quickly. Students

However, it appeared to be top of mind for many of the
changemakers we interviewed, irrespective of stage.

Many of the student solutions require resources by way
of community partnerships, (wo)manpower, and the

availability of products, space, and financial supports.
This was an additional area where students felt that

they had made assumptions. For example, a student
working on sourcing local food listed the availability
of local foods year-round as an assumption that was

fundamental to their solution. Additionally, that the key
community partners – such as local shops – will remain

operational. These assumptions could deeply impact the
solution if this student is wrong. These answers were in
response to the questions asked, and it was unclear if

More than one student noted that context-specific

the student changemaker was using these assumptions

environmental challenge they were seeking to address,

One interviewee spoke on the assumption that the

research was severely lacking for the social or

and as such were concerned about assumptions that

might be made based on a lack of research. As such,
students were relying heavily on their own research

and, to a certain extent, “hunches” when developing
their own initiatives, leaving themselves vulnerable
to assumptions. For example, one student noted

that, although there was research on food security

as opportunities to resolve key issues.

political, cultural and economic climate posed a threat to
their solution. Essentially, they were assuming that they
could affect cultural change through their solution or

intervention, or that the community on both a local and

national level was ready for such a change. This student
changemaker was working on a project involving the

uptake of technology within his own home community.
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We have all heard the story of the changemaker setting
off to change the world, a specific plan in mind, only to

find that their proposed solution unleashes a pandora's
box of unforeseen impacts due to assumptions

the change team carried into their work. Yet, little
exploration has been done on how to effectively

train students on both resolving or validating these

assumptions based on small, cost-effective tests. Zaid

Hassan writes about the “nobility of intention” and “lack
of realism” that seem to permeate the ideation phase

of changemaking; noting that sometimes “[prospective

changemakers] do not seem to fully grasp the nature of
the challenges they seek to address.”

25

Congruently,

students working on the ground on their social solution,
at least those that we interviewed, understood the

high level concepts on assumption and validation; yet,

students appeared to struggle with discussing designing
tests to resolve and iterate past these assumptions.
Identifying Assumptions

As the discussion turned to effectively identifying
assumptions, many students cited a general

understanding of how to look for opportunities and

build solutions from business courses. Few students
listed formal training identifying assumptions often

noting that they had attended a one-time workshop,

conference or speaker series. A single student noted

external organizations

being done across Northern Canada, there were no

Feedback from community members, specifically

the changemaker was working with. As a result, this

position within their solution, unsure whether there were

explored. Students, on the whole, appeared to recognize

food security within this area, informed by community

within the space. These student changemakers were

they had received little support by way of how to identify

those who are perceived authorities on the social
or environmental challenge

A lone interviewee noted that organizational

sustainability within their pilot project as a “steady
state” goal, where key assumptions, uncertainties,
and unknowns would be resolved.

I D E N T I F I C AT I O N O F A S S U M P T I O N S ( I E .
U N C E R TA I N T I E S A N D U N K N O W N S )

There will always be assumptions at the heart of any
entrepreneurial or changemaking endeavor; often

the success of a solution hinges on the team’s ability
to identify, validate, and effectively learn from these
assumptions. As such, how students are tackling
16

was an important topic to broach. Generally, the

through “apprenticing with the problem.”

numbers or statistics representative of the community

Additionally, some students questioned their own

a thirteen-week lab intensive where the topic was

student had undertaken the task of writing a report on

key allies or competition that might already be engaging

the importance of identifying key assumptions; however,

members and advisors. After the report is completed, he

typically in the ideation phase of their solution.

assumptions specific to their solutions.

T R A I N I N G P E R TA I N I N G T O A S S U M P T I O N S

Students noted that they had sought out additional

will be better equipped to build a solution based on the
community specific research he is engaging with.

Within the literature of changemaking, there is definitely

supports from community organizations, such as the

National Student Food Summit; Mental Health First Aid;

Many students were highly aware that what is effective

an emphasis placed on thoroughly understanding the

cultural or geographic contexts. As such, students

Social Change Starts By Paying Attention, Ken Banks

as an assumption, since many of the approaches

you don’t understand the problem.”

communities the student changemaker is working

move away from focusing our attention and resources

Despite this, only one student cited formal training on

climate, geographic location, cultural context, and

supporting the development of their social impact

assumptions of hypotheses. Little work had been done

in one community may not necessarily work in cross

problem context you are working with. In his TEDx Talk,

identified scalability and growth of their solutions

states: “you will never create a meaningful solution if
23

In the same vein,

must be adapted and customized depending on the

Daniela Papi-Thornton passionately advocates that we

with. Approaches may need to be changed based on

on the specific changemaker, and move towards

and Health Change Labs. Additionally, many student

changemakers drew on their own knowledge to design,
validate, and iterate their solutions.
Testing & Validating Assumptions

the topic of using tests and experiments to validate

17

to inform students on the various tests and experiments

Consulting with entrepreneurial mentors.

a need for localized food production on

the impacts or working through challenges of their

university instructors of entrepreneurship on

growing our own fiber, dye, and medicinal

they might be able to conduct or utilize when measuring
solution. Generally, students relied heavily on their own
discipline specific skills to mitigate or test challenges
within their solution as they arose. For example:

A student with science related experience was
able to use their prior knowledge to test the

soil quality of their food security solution. This
impacted what they were able to grow

A student with prior experience using needs

assessments was able to design their own for
the purposes of their community research -

this allowed the student changemaker to truly

validate the community need and hone in on the

(Eg: students consulting with businesses and
how to design and build their solution.)

Consulting with other students, professors

and academics. (Eg: a student that is currently

writing a report on community food security is

working with a professor to develop a research
methodology.)

Consulting with government partners, as well
as institutional and local stakeholders. (Eg:

students working with local organizational and

Within disciplines such as psychology and the physical

collecting data

regarding the outcomes of both assumptions and

engaged in actively trying to resolve an assumption.
However, few of these students had methodically

sciences, it is commonplace to make predictions

based on clear predictions and judgment. The

decision overwhelm your analysis”.

potentially solved with prior supports.

and integrate learnings from tests. It is also helpful

the greenhouse.)

significantly.

I predict at least some level of success

changemakers call on both the communities they serve,
their own communities, and the people / resources

around them to tackle large issues. This allows them to
catch their own blind spots, biases, and assumptions

before these can cause too many problems. In general,
the students that we interviewed were engaging in the

process of consultation. Typically, this involved seeking
guidance from faculty, students, academics, mentors,

and community members. These consultations took the

Town halls / Community conversations

one wonders if the challenges currently faced by these

actually desires the produce that is grown in

to its changes. [We predict] that it will grow

the saying goes, “nothing for me without me” many

predictions in the forefront of their thoughts.

an “inside view” which is “where the specifics of the

the goal of ensuring that the community

remain in operations contingent on our

assumptions is through the process of consultation. As

Committees / Advisory panels

as a proactive form of learning and problem solving,

community on what should be grown - with

product to market in time to solve that need.

A key way that changemakers tackle the resolution of

of hindsight bias. Most groups specified that they

prediction and judgment”. 26 It is imperative that

the problem clearly, through analysis, as opposed to

student running a greenhouse consults with

term need that we can solve and get the

Walter Frick notes “decision making requires both

was currently facing. When thinking through testing,

Consulting with community members. (Eg: a

We predict that there is going to be a short

Expert and User Validation

as a means of measurement. Students made no mention

purpose of this is to make decisions based on seeing

in a number of ways including:

benefit of their own communities.

assumptions and tests in the same way.

working in changemaking were engaging with their

out of a challenge that the solution or entrepreneur

Students were attempting to resolve their assumptions

next steps.

provide the key assumptions they would tackle in their

When asked if these predictions were written down, only

changemakers, he argues, make strong decisions

student changemakers might have been anticipated and

research on their own communities for the

more First Nations people to do their own

assessment. In this analysis, we wondered if students

mapped out their assumptions and specifically targeted
one to solve. Rather, the assumption rose organically

they would tackle. Only two students were able to

few students had mapped out the next assumption

manager’s ability to execute on it and adapt

A student with a background in statistics was

Most students did, in fact, state that they were currently

research that it will highlight the need for

that through this project and through this

community.)

PREDICTIONS AND PROCESSES OF REFLECTION

Resolving Assumptions

As far as the preceding assumptions were concerned,

We predict that [our organization] will

with the work that is already being done in

what further research was needed

crops. We are hoping, or at least I’m hoping,

governmental partners to align their solution

appropriate solution

able to harness their knowledge as a tool when

reserve, and that we can start producing and

How their approach needed to be refined, or

27

By having clear

predictions, one can avoid bias and effectively measure
when identifying key assumptions integral to the
success of one’s social solution.
Predictions

two students had previously recorded the predictions
of how they might use predictions to avoid the issue

had many group discussions and were keeping these

Prediction Based Adaptations

or initiative based on resolving assumptions. A number

such as:

about how they would adapt or change their solution
of students mentioned that they would likely make

changes depending on what the results were. Some of
the ways students suggested they might change their
solution included:

of these predictions included numerical data. These

The message they were using to communicate

included, but were not limited to, the following:

Student support teams
The range of what these consultations covered was vast

Their plans to scale their solution across

predictions were made during the interview. Predictions

Mentorship

Most students specified that they had not thought

Roughly half of the students were able to make

predictions for their social solution, however none

form of:

communities

and varied. Some students sought consultation on topics

Funding
Methodology
Proposal design
Iteration feedback
Community outreach

their initiative

Messaging

How they would reach more people

Channels

We are hoping that this project… will show
18

19

Frameworks

“Social innovators and their funders

should aspire to transform the status

quo by starting with a low-resolution,
cheap prototype. While it won’t be

highly successful, it will produce learning
for the next prototype and the next and

the next. In other words, each successive

prototype, will, effectively, de-risk the bet.
The bet will get bigger but less bold.”

Next steps
Organizational specifics (example:
what to grow in your greenhouse)

Students really valued the advice that they were being
given, often integrating it directly into the work they

were doing. As one student described the importance of
integrating a wide range of perspectives in this way:

“You can get narrow-minded when you have a
solution, so having a diverse set of students has
helped us take a step back.”
Another student noted, on the topic of community
consultation:

“[The community’s] advice is the most important
thing to do. They know the system that they are
working in a whole lot better than we do.”
Typically, students were using the advice they were

given in a number of ways from both a high level and

on the ground perspectives. For example students were
using the feedback to:

Change the produce grown in their facility
Change the content of their workshops and
messaging

Ask better questions
Transition team members
Scale pilots
Build connections
Drive the direction of research
The goal of these changes appeared largely to be

creating deeper impacts while scaling and managing
the organization in an efficient and timely way.
COGNITIVE BIAS AND BLIND SPOTS

Many start-ups and social movements alike appear to

fail prematurely. However, there is comparatively little

Roger Martin in "Bold Bets for Social Change"
20

discussion as to why this happens and what can be done
to fix this. Lovallo and Kahneman write: 28
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but also lean and rapid tools of assessment, as well

making money, getting customers, building
features, or engineering technical quality. Of
course, those things are important, but only
insofar as they contribute to learning what
creates value and what creates waste…. At the
outset, waste is anything that doesn’t contribute
to the learning.”

engagement and modes of ethical inquiry into

There are limited resources available to changemakers,

"We don’t believe that the high number of
business failures is best explained as the result
of rational choices gone wrong. Rather, we
see it as a consequence of flawed decision
making. When forecasting the outcomes of risky
projects, executives all too easily fall victim to
what psychologists call the planning fallacy.”

of biases. The first interviewee states that academic and

in the monster’s blood to make his weapons stronger. In

found at work in the processes of community-focused

disciplined practice of testing approaches, assumptions,

Perhaps this view might be applied more broadly to

Follow Through: Learning Through

changemaking initiatives - where scholars like Zaid

Hassan, Ken Banks, and Daniela Papi-Thornton all note

the need to really understand a problem before diving
into a solution.

work, and it was important to be aware of that fact. The

second student noted that they constantly had to remind
themselves to be neutral in the way they lay out facts as
well as be critical of their methodologies.

Practice and Next Steps
L E A R N I N G S & C O N S I D E R AT I O N S

This assessment rose out of a need to better understand

There are many forms of bias: self interested; affect

heuristic; groupthink; saliency; confirmation; availability;
anchoring; halo effect; endowment effect; optimistic

bias; disaster neglect; and loss aversion, for example.

economic bias (as a university student) could often be

29

Daniel Kahneman and his team have created a tool to
help understand the way biases may be influencing

the ways that students are effectively learning their way

into changemaking and innovation. The Trico Charitable

Foundation defines “effective learning” as the process of
undergoing two crucial steps:
1.

projects within the world of business. Yet, how often
do we apply these terms to the discourse around
changemaking? How are changemakers at large

negotiating these biases to create true and lasting
impact? Discussion of these specific biases was

noticeably absent within our interviews - suggesting
that perhaps student changemakers are engaging

with the concept of bias without the support of taught
techniques for understanding and assuaging them.

In our interviews, when asked whether they had any

concerns regarding the presence of cognitive biases in
their work most students, with a few exceptions, were

aware of the presence of biases. However, few students
were able to identify explicitly the biases they might

succumb to. Overwhelmingly, students noted that they
hoped to overcome biases through the process of

consultation. This included consultation with community
members, advisors, and other students.

The students who were not worried about bias either
believed they had adequate consultation to see past
their biases, or believed that “if [they] knew of [their]

biases they would no longer be biases” (as one student
framed it).

Two student interviewees stood out in their discussion
22

2.

this same way, changemakers can learn much from the
and predictions - using their learnings to make their
approaches stronger. This includes not just testing

and verification tools familiar to social scientific inquiry,
as understanding methods of facilitating community
community experience, knowledge and wisdom.
The field of changemaking is still emerging and there
is much still to learn. Like the discipline of archery, it
is not about collecting or committing knowledge to

memory and then moving out into the world - instead it
is about learning through discipline and practice within
the complexities of the real world. The problems facing
the world today are messy, and the solutions deeply

interdisciplinary. They cross borders, demographics,

Breaking down a proposed solution into its

and many other great divides. It stands to reason that

assumptions);

disciplines, must act as bridges between communities,

key uncertainties or unknowns (i.e. its key

Using experiments or otherwise acquiring

our changemaking efforts, born from dialogue between
disciplines, and toolsets.

knowledge that works through and resolves

The findings of this report suggest that there may be

fastest and effective way possible, thereby

their way into changemaking or leadership based on

solution, or showing what different actions

Zaid Hassan writes that despite the surge in uptake for

these key assumptions in the most efficient,

a gap in how students are taught to effectively learn

confirming the predicted path to the

predictions, tests, experiments, and integrated learning.

must be taken to address the challenge.

social solutions, “the underlying problems continue to

The absence of an authoritative literature on the

topic of “effective learning” suggests that, although
students were aware of the need to effectively

identify, test, and resolve assumptions as a means of
thoroughly understand the problem context, there

is a gap in how students are being taught to engage
with these processes.
CONCLUSION

grow.”
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can make the most of the resources they are given by
learning how to observe, predict, and test effectively,
integrating their learnings to strengthen their social
solutions. As noted by Eric Ries: 32

“What differentiates the success stories from
the failures is that the successful entrepreneurs
had the foresight, the ability, and the tools to
discover which parts of their plans were working
brilliantly and which were misguided, and adapt
their strategies accordingly... The modern rule
of competition is whoever learns fastest, wins.”
Teaching student changemakers how to adopt effective
learning and embrace social impact as a continual

process of experimentation and iteration, will enhance the
arrow's trajectory and deepen the impact of their work.

same practices we use for solving scientific challenges

to the world of changemaking - his avenue of choice is

through social labs (also called change labs), beautifully
blending science and entrepreneurial thinking.

Instead of focusing on building the biggest and boldest
social impact solutions, perhaps we should be training
our changemakers to start small, dig in, and build up?

As a naturally iterative process, the practices of testing,

snake from Greek mythology. In our fear and rush

entrepreneurship might be applied more widely to the

like a metaphorical Hydra, a large and many headed

measuring, and learning within the discourse of

to solve the problem, it is easy to fall into the trap of

world of social impact. Paul Michelman writes: 31

forget that in one version of the story, Hercules kills the

“Learning is the unit of progress in
entrepreneurship. It’s more important than

Hydra through disciplined strategy, then dips his arrows

becomes of paramount importance. Changemakers

He goes on to explain how we might apply the

The problems we face in the world today might seem

reactivity, solving problems as they arise. We cannot

such that how we manage these few resources then

23
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