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The Southeast Asian Social Innovation Network (SEASIN) is a three-year long project funded
by the European Commission, to support social innovation in Southeast Asia through a consortium of 15 international partners of Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) and social innovation
practitioners. The objectives of this report are to understand the state of the art of social
innovation in participating regions at the end of the project namely the four focal countries of
Malaysia, Cambodia, Myanmar, and Thailand; to detail the direct achievements of the project
and indirect benefits to the regions involved, and to derive recommendations from the experiences of the SEASIN project and also for the region.
The research methodology for this report includes a combination of desk research, a survey
distributed to the stakeholders of the network, and interviews with the partner organisations.
The survey garnered 64 responses from the participating countries and serves to give a
snapshot of the social innovation ecosystem within the region. The interviews were conducted
with 15 of the partner organisations, some of which were participated by more than one interviewee, therefore resulting in 20 interviewees in total.
It is found that social innovation receives uneven policy support across the countries involved
in the Southeast Asian region, with Thailand and Malaysia leading in governmental support for
social innovation and social entrepreneurship. In these countries, social innovation is seen as
a strategic direction for development outcomes. Thailand for example aims to be the social
innovation hub of the region, building a regional innovation centre platform; and Malaysia in its
Eleventh Malaysia Plan outlines social innovation as one of the “game changers” in its five-year
plan from 2016 to 2020. The ecosystems of Cambodia and Myanmar rely more heavily on civil
society and the private sector, as they traditionally receive donations and development aid
for social initiatives. Thailand is the only country in the region with a legal definition for social
enterprise as part of the Social Enterprise Promotion Act.
The SEASIN consortium partners understand social innovation as novel approaches to bring
about the betterment of society, using social entrepreneurship and other types of collaborations. HEIs are seen as important hubs to support social innovation, not only through their
traditional functions for research and education, but also due to their position as interfaces
between science and policy as well as between the local and international. Universities are also
nurturing environments to inspire the young to see social innovation as viable career paths,
and provide physical safe spaces for experimentation and joint projects.
The impacts of the SEASIN project are therefore seen mainly from their provision of spaces
for social innovation in the Social Innovation Support Units (SISUs) of the eight HEI partners in
Southeast Asia, as well as resulting activities and partnerships built. Activities that have been
conducted by HEI partners include curriculum development, competitions, project incubation,
community building, capacity-building workshops, research, and public outreach. Non-HEI
partners were also able to initiate some projects as a result of being part of the SEASIN network.
On networks, several levels of partnerships were initiated, within universities, between
universities, and among universities and other players such as government agencies, NGOs
and the private sector. Challenges faced by SISUs in their activities are mostly connected to
coordination and communication, due to the lack of resources and the fact that the project
spans across different countries, varying local ecosystem maturity and level of support.
The recommendations, as gathered from the data, to improve the social innovation ecosystems
in Southeast Asia are as follows:
1. To focus on capacity building for social innovators;
2. To provide access and facilitation pathways to funding and raise awareness about existing
funds available;
3. To provide governmental support and lessen bureaucratic processes for social 		
innovation projects;
4. To provide platforms to bridge silos and to coordinate the work of social innovators to
eliminate duplication in projects, with an emphasis on physical interactions and being
inclusive to actors outside the social innovation sector;
5. To establish a regional network for social innovators not exclusively focused on HEIs;
6. To focus on strengthening the social aspects of social innovation and not technological
innovations alone.
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The recommendations for future projects that are similar to SEASIN include the following:
1. To build upon the SEASIN network – where the foundations have been laid and invite other
unlikely partners on board to build a thriving community;
2. To put a stronger emphasis on communication between project partners and project 		
management specific roles within the teams;
3. To ensure that SISUs are well supported by strong teams, with dedicated full time staff
from the outset and integration of social innovation practitioners as implementation partners;
4. To increase the number of non-university partners and activity level at each university
and within local communities;
5. To design the project from bottom-up instead of top-down;
6. To streamline and simplify the project’s deliverables;
7. To initiate the SISU activities at an earlier stage.
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The Southeast Asian Social Innovation Network (SEASIN) is a project and network built
to support and promote social innovation in Southeast Asia, funded by the Education and
Cultural Executive Agency of the European Commission, under the Erasmus+ Programme
(2013-2020). The objective of the project is to implement a model for higher education
institutions (HEIs) to drive social innovation through intercultural, curricular and extracurricular activities, as a means to achieve sustainable and inclusive socio-economic growth, social
cohesion and equity in Southeast Asia.
The project’s duration is three years, starting from 15 October 2016. Within this timeframe,
a consortium of 15 partners (including 11 universities/HEIs and 4 non-HEI partners) organised project activities in four Southeast Asian countries, namely Cambodia, Malaysia,
Myanmar, and Thailand and immersion visits to the United Kingdom and Spain. Members of
the consortium were selected using three criteria: 1) their experience in the area of social
innovation, 2) their work experience in general, and 3) the likelihood of them contributing
significantly to the project.
Among the partners, eight HEIs are from Southeast Asia: Royal University of Phnom Penh
and National University of Management from Cambodia, Sunway University and Universiti
Teknologi Mara from Malaysia, Cooperative University Thanlyin and Yangon University of
Economics from Myanmar, and Thammasat University and Kasetsart University from Thailand. Three HEIs are from Europe: Glasgow Caledonian University from the United Kingdom,
University of Alicante from Spain, and University of Aveiro from Portugal. The non-HEI
partners are Mission & Co. (Malaysia), Social Innovation Exchange – SIX (United Kingdom),
Ashoka Thailand (Thailand), and Mith Samlanh (Cambodia).
As part of the SEASIN project, the eight partner universities in Southeast Asia established
Social Innovation Support Units (SISUs) to carry out activities related to social innovation
within their university campuses. The SISUs are tailored to the individual university’s needs,
with special focus on knowledge transfer and incubation of social innovation projects when
possible. The broad aims are to develop tools and support the local ecosystem through
using the universities’ SISUs as a platform. Besides the SISUs, all 15 partners of the consortium collaborated on a series of work packages to fulfil the objectives of the SEASIN project,
from maintaining communication channels and project updates such as the SEASIN website
and its social media outlets, gathering case studies and contributing towards a book, running
capacity-building workshops and other functions.

1.1. Report Objectives
At the final stages of the SEASIN project, this comparator report is produced to gather the
lessons learnt from the project partners and stakeholders, as well as the overall experience
of the project itself. The objectives of this report are therefore:
• To understand the state of the art of social innovation in participating regions at
the end of the project,
• To detail the direct achievements of the project and indirect benefits to the regions involved, and
• To derive recommendations from the experiences of the SEASIN project for the
social innovation ecosystems in Southeast Asia
.

1.2. Definition of Social Innovation
The European Commission defines social innovation as:

The development and implementation of new ideas (products, services and models)
to meet social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations. It represents new responses to pressing social demands, which affect the process of social
interactions. It is aimed at improving human well-being. Social innovations are
innovations that are social in both their ends and their means. They are innovations
that are not only good for society but also enhance individuals’ capacity to act.
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This is the definition used within the context of this report, and is referenced within the
quantitative survey.

1.3. Research Methodology
This report uses a mix of methods, including desk research, a questionnaire disseminated to
the SEASIN network of stakeholders, as well as interviews with the SEASIN partners. Desk
research mainly involved a literature review and the identification of latest facts and figures
that depict the state of the art of social innovation in Southeast Asia, focusing on Malaysia,
Thailand, Myanmar, and Cambodia. The following subsections go into more detail on the
questionnaire and interviews.

1.3.1. Survey Questionnaire

The objective of the questionnaire was to understand the state of social innovation in Southeast Asia and to derive policy and programme recommendations. The questionnaire was
administered through the SEASIN partners to their networks, and succeeded in getting 65
responses, spread over Myanmar (24), Malaysia (21), Thailand (9), Cambodia (10), and other
countries (1). One respondent was not from the four focal countries and their response was
not considered given that the design of the survey focused on Southeast Asia, hence the number of responses considered is 64. In terms of background information, more than half of the
respondents (53%) were from universities, followed by 21% from social enterprises/businesses, and 12% from NGOs (see Figure 1). Most of the respondents (43%) were from established
organisations that had been operating for 10 years or longer (see Figure 2).
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Given that most respondents were from universities, it is not surprising that two thirds of
the respondents identified their field of work as “Education, Skills (including vocational and
technical) and Literacy”, followed by “Poverty, Livelihoods, Economic Opportunity” as the
second biggest area of work, and “Climate and the Environment” as the third. The entire list
of the focal areas can be seen in Figure 3. In terms of reach, most of the respondents were
working at the local level (68%) and the national level (59%).
Education, Skills (including vocational
and technical) and Literacy
Poverty, Livelihoods,
Economic Opportunity
Climate and the Environment

65%
48%
23%

Food production and Agriculture

17%

Urban development

7%

Health and Wellbeing
(physical and mental health)
Sustainable Consumption
(including fashion, consumer goods and food)
Democracy and peace-building

7%
6%

Energy

3%

Arts, Culture and Heritage

3%

Gender Equality

3%

Migration, Conflict and Disasters

1%

Mobility

1%

Water, Sanitation, Hygiene

1%

Human Rights
(including child rights, minority rights)
Other

WHAT PROBLEM AREA
OR THEMATIC FOCUS DOES
YOUR ORGANISATION AIM
TO ADDRESS?

7%

64 out of 64 answered

0%
4%

Figure 3 Problem area or thematic focus of organisation

Global
Regional (Asia)

WHAT IS THE REACH OF
YOUR WORK AND SOCIAL
INNOVATION PROJECTS?

12%
7%

Regional (Southeast Asia)

64 out of 64 answered

17%

National

59%

District

35%

Locality (urban/rural)

68%

Figure 4 Reach of organisation

1.3.2. Interviews
Besides the questionnaire, interviews were conducted with representatives of the 15 SEASIN
project partners to understand their experiences and lessons learnt through the participation
within the project, as well as general observations of the country and regional ecosystems.
Due to the disparate locations of the partners, these interviews were conducted through
teleconferencing, mostly by Mission & Co which was the partner managing the work package.
Mission & Co itself was interviewed by the University of Aveiro.
The full list of partner organisations and interviewees can be viewed in Table 1. As some of
the interviews were attended by more than one person from the partner organisation, the
total number of interviewees was 20.
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No

Country

Organisation

Interviewees

Position

1

Cambodia

National University of
Management (NUM)

Stephen Paterson

Dean of NUM International
College

2

Cambodia

Royal University of Phnom
Penh (RUPP)

Duong
Chanmettachampavieng

Lecturer in the Department of
Community Development

3

Cambodia

Mith Samlanh/Friends
International

Nicolai Schwarz

Head of Social Business

4

Malaysia

Sunway University

Foo Yin Fah

Associate Professor & Head,
Department of Accounting

5

Malaysia

Sunway University

Thilageswaran Vijayan

Programme Manager of iLabs

6

Malaysia

Sunway University

Matthijs Geert-Jan Van
Leeuven

Director of iLabs

7

Malaysia

Universiti Teknologi Mara
(UiTM)

Wan Nurul Elia Haslee
Sharil

Senior Lecturer

8

Malaysia

Mission & Co

Shariha Khalid Erichsen

Managing Partner

9

Myanmar

Co-operative University,
Thanlyin (TCU)

Yi Yi Win

Rector

10

Myanmar

Yangon University of
Economics (YUE )

Myint Myint Kyi

Professor and Manager of YUE
SISU

11

Thailand

Thammasat University (TU)

Austina Karma Gurung

Assistant Dean, School of Global
Studies

12

Thailand

Kasetsart University (KU)

Nadhawee Bunnag

Deputy Dean for International
and Special Affairs, Faculty of
Social Science

13

Thailand

Kasetsart University (KU)

Pailin Kittisereechai

Assistant Dean of Foreign Affairs,
Faculty of Social Sciences

14

Thailand

Ashoka Thailand

Worakamon Danpradit

Programme Manager,
School of Changemakers

15

United Kingdom

Glasgow Caledonian
University (GCU)

Mark Anderson

Director of Research
and Innovation

16

United Kingdom

Glasgow Caledonian
University (GCU)

Rose Cawood

Social Innovation Manager
of Research and Innovation

17

United Kingdom

Social Innovation
Exchange (SIX)

So Jung Rim

Programme Director

18

United Kingdom

Social Innovation
Exchange (SIX)

Sophie Monaghan-Coombs

Associate

19

Portugal

University of Aveiro (UAV)

Teresa Franqueira

Professor

20

Spain

University of Alicante (UA)

Carolina Madeleine

Senior Project Manager

Table 1 List of SEASIN partner organisations and interviewees

For ease of reading and brevity, observations cited from the interviews will refer to the
respondents from this table by their number (e.g. Interviewee #1).
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2.

STATE OF THE ART
OF SOCIAL INNOVATION
IN SOUTHEAST ASIA
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Social innovation, social entrepreneurship, inclusive business and impact investing have seen
growing interest in Southeast Asia in recent years. Southeast Asian governments, seeing the
potential in harnessing the combined power of the market and civil society, have provided
various levels of policy and financial support and recognition of this nascent field. This increasing support comes in the wake of increased public-private partnerships and a global trend
towards valuing social entrepreneurs and impact investors as key engines for impact, given
that governments alone cannot achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, or
the Sustainable Development Goals. Social enterprises and inclusive businesses, with their
balanced emphasis on social and environmental bottom lines and economic sustainability, are
well-positioned to be one of the pathways towards sustainable development.
The following subsections provide country overviews, of policy environments and country
contexts across the four participating countries of the SEASIN project, mostly relying on the
findings of the literature review, supplemented by findings from the interviews. A snapshot of
the social innovators in the region is also provided, from data collected through the survey.

2.1. Thailand

Thailand is aiming to become the innovation hub of the region. Its National Innovation Agency (NIA) together with the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), is building a
regional innovation centre and platform to support businesses that focus on social innovation within Thailand and also in other parts of Southeast Asia, particularly in the CLMV
countries. There are four main programmes to support these efforts, including a fund for
incubation, a programme for scaling up, a social innovation competition, and research to
monitor social impacts. As of mid-2018, NIA has supported 90 social innovation projects,
with a total funding of 70 million Bahts.1 NIA’s mission is to support and develop Thailand’s
innovation system by being a key player in building the ecosystem and providing support for
the startup community in Thailand.
Thailand has a vibrant social enterprise scene, due to strong governmental support and
the establishment of the Thai Social Enterprise Office (TSEO) in 2010. A Social Enterprise
Master Plan was implemented for five years, between 2010 and 2014. In 2019, the Social
Enterprise Promotion Act was passed. It provides a comprehensive framework to promote
social enterprises, including institutional structures such as the SE National Board, the SE
Promotion Office, the SE Assembly, the SE Fund, the legal form of social enterprise, and
a certification system for social enterprises or pre-social enterprises. Enabling measures
provided under the Act include funding (start-up grants and loan programmes), research and
education (scholarships and tuition fee waivers for social entrepreneurship programmes), a
Social Innovation Research Fund, and financial incentives (e.g. social impact as a criteria for
public procurement, and tax breaks).
The Prime Minister’s Office of Thailand puts the current figure of Thai social enterprises at
above 300, and forecasts that the Social Enterprise Promotion Act will stimulate the growth
of the sector to 10,000 social enterprises across the country. At the moment there are also
25,000 NGOs and 80,000 cooperatives that can be potentially upgraded to social enterprise
status.2 Any legal entity can be certified as a social enterprise, under Type A (a non-dividend
SE) or Type B social enterprises (less than 30% of profits to be distributed as dividends to
shareholders). A social enterprise is defined as any legal entity that has social objectives,
with more than 50% of its revenue derived from selling products and services (except for
Type A social enterprises), with environmentally and socially sustainable processes, and with
less than 30% of its profits given as dividends. Social enterprises in Thailand are more often
found to be start-up ventures rather than non-profit organisations that seek to diversify
their income.3
1
2
3

https://www.startupthailand.org/en/undp-nia-see-thailand-leading-the-way-in-social-innovation/
https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/news/1501114/draft-bill-on-social-firms-approved
British Council. (2016). Social Enterprise in a Global Context: The Role of Higher Education Institutions,
Country Brief: Thailand.
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2.2. Malaysia
Social innovation is highlighted in the Eleventh Malaysia Plan as one of the game changers
that the country would focus on within the period of 2016-2020. Social financing was a key
strategy to support social innovation, leading to policy initiatives such as the Social Outcome
Fund and the Social Impact Exchange. Under the Social Outcome Fund, the government repays
private investors the amount invested if their investment in social-purpose organisations
brings about the outcomes envisaged, and saves the government at least 1.5 times the budget
should a government agency deliver the same service.4 The Social Impact Exchange is Malaysia’s
first pay-for-impact exchange that works like a stock exchange for social financing. These initiatives are spearheaded by Agensi Inovasi Malaysia, a statutory body created to build and support
the innovation ecosystem in Malaysia.
Similar to Thailand, social enterprises in Malaysia have enjoyed governmental support, as
evidenced by the Malaysian Social Enterprise Blueprint (2015-2018) which was a threeyear plan aiming to develop the social enterprise sector. The Blueprint aims to inspire a
movement of social entrepreneurship, create an enabling environment, and affect systemic
changes. The Ministry of Entrepreneur Development oversees the policy direction of social
enterprises, while the lead agency that is in charge of its implementation is the Malaysian
Global Innovation & Creativity Centre (MaGIC). At the moment, there is no specific legislation to govern social enterprises in Malaysia, but there is an accreditation for “impact-driven
enterprises” by MaGIC. Estimates on the number of social enterprises in the country vary
widely, based on the methodology used in their estimation. In a recently published study on
the state of social enterprises in Malaysia, British Council estimates the number of social
enterprises in Malaysia to be around 20,000, considering a spectrum of legal structures
including micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), co-operatives, and NGOs.5 Another
report cites figures from MaGIC, putting the figure at 200 instead.6

2.3. Cambodia
According to the Global Impact Investment Network, Cambodia garners a relatively high
amount of impact investment, with about USD400.1 million coming from private investors
and USD648.1 million from development finance institutions.7 Most of the investment from
private investors is in microfinance. The Cambodian economy has traditionally relied on donor funding and international development aid. There are 3,600 NGOs in the country which
have the potential to pivot to social enterprises to diversify their income, especially with the
trends of falling allocations of international aid.8
As of 2017, Social Enterprise Cambodia estimates that there are 92 social enterprises that fall
within the criteria of companies delivering social and economic value, and 260 non-profits that
generate income through economic activities, which can potentially become social enterprises
in the future.9 There is no specific law for social enterprise under Cambodian law, and the
legal framework for incorporating businesses is challenging to navigate. For social enterprises
unconcerned with shareholder profits, associations and NGOs are attractive structures as legal
vehicles.10 According to Interviewee #3 from Mith Samlanh, more and more local projects driven
by locals have emerged in the last five years in Cambodia, which is a welcome departure from
the previous scenario of social innovation being a focal area of expatriates.
https://www.nst.com.my/news/2017/03/220229/govt-launches-social-outcome-fund-marginalised-communities
British Council. (2018). The State of Social Enterprise in Malaysia 2018. Kuala Lumpur.
6
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2018/02/28/social-entrepreneurs-left-with-newborn-babies/
7
Global Impact Investing Network. (2018). The Landscape for Impact Investing in Southeast Asia. Retrieved from
https://thegiin.org/assets/RegionalOverview_GIIN_SEAL_report_webfile.pdf
8
Ibid.
9
Asian Venture Philanthropy Network, & Sattva. (2017). Social Investment Landscape in Asia: Insights from
Southeast Asia. Singapore.
10
British Council, Thomas Reuters Foundation, & Tilleke & Gibbins. (2018). ASEAN Social Enterprise Structuring Guide.
Retrieved from https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/asean_social_enterprise_structuring_guide_
guide_final_web_version_.pdf
4
5
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2.4. Myanmar
One estimate puts the number of social enterprises in Myanmar at fewer than 500, with
about 60% with profit-making initiatives and at most, 30% that are financially sustainable in
the long term. It is stated that the majority of these social enterprises have revenues below
USD50,000 a year, and very few can be scaled up.11 In Myanmar, most social enterprises work
on providing access to finance, livelihood programmes, and vocational training.12 The visibility
of the sector is growing, however there is no legal status for social enterprises as yet.
It has been observed that reliance on grants and donations is very high in the sector, as there
is a widespread perception that initiatives serving the poor should not be profitable. On top of
that, bank financing is complicated, as the regulatory system is complex and banks have low
capacity to lend.13 This situation was confirmed by Interviewee #10 from Yangon University
of Economics, who found in her research that the social enterprises of Myanmar often do not
have clear visions to support society effectively, with scalable and sustainable strategies.

2.5. Social innovators in Southeast Asia

This section provides a snapshot of social innovators within the region by drawing from the
63 respondents of the survey, mostly coming from the partners and stakeholders of the
SEASIN project. From the 63 respondents, major sources of support received to implement
their projects on social innovation are corporations (35%), investors such as investment funds,
venture capital firms, and angel investors (31%), and government agencies (29%). In the second
tier of support organisations are consultants/ service provider organisations (18%), incubators/ accelerators/ intermediary organisations (17%), and multilateral organisations (17%).
Figure 5 provides a detailed breakdown. Even though respondents appeared to have received
support from various parties, as depicted in Figure 6, about half the respondents (48%) felt
that there is not enough awareness of the various assistance/support services provided to
social innovators, while 31% felt that there was enough. The remaining 20% were unsure about
the awareness level.

National or International Corporate
Organisation

35%

Government Organisation

31%

Investment Fund/Venture Capital Firm/
Angel Investor/Other Investor

29%

Consultant/Service Provider Organisation

18%

Incubator/Accelerator/
Intermediary Organisation

17%

Multilateral Organisation

17%

Philanthropic/Grantmaking Organisation

WHAT ARE THE MAJOR
SOURCES OF SUPPORT
YOU HAVE RECEIVED TO
IMPLEMENT YOUR SOCIAL
INNOVATION PROJECTS?
64 out of 64 answered

10%

Other

7%

Figure 5 Major sources of support received to implement social innovation projects

Dana Facility. (2018). Inclusive Business in Myanmar: An Agenda to Catalyse Social Impact. Retrieved from
https://www.dica.gov.mm/sites/dica.gov.mm/files/news-files/inclusive_business_in_myanmar.pdf
12
British Council, Thomas Reuters Foundation, & Tilleke & Gibbins. (2018). ASEAN Social Enterprise Structuring
Guide. Retrieved from https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/asean_social_enterprise_structuring_guide_guide_final_web_version_.pdf
13
Dalberg Global Development Advisors. (2017). Are Social Enterprises the Inclusive Businesses of Tomorrow?
Development Banks’ Perspective. Retrieved from Asian Development Bank website: https://www.adb.org/
sites/default/files/project-documents/46240/46240-001-tacr-en.pdf
11
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No

DO YOU THINK THERE IS ENOUGH
AWARENESS OF THE VARIOUS
ASSISTANCE/SUPPORT SERVICES
TO SOCIAL INNOVATORS PROVIDED
BY ORGANISATIONS SUCH AS
UNIVERSITIES, THE GOVERNMENT
AND INTERMEDIARIES (FOR E.G.
INCUBATORS/ACCELERATORS)?

48%

31%
20%

64 out of 64 answered

Yes
Not sure

Figure 6
Awareness of various assistance/support services
to social innovators

When asked about the challenges faced in implementing their work (Figure 7), about two
thirds of the survey respondents responded that access to capital and funding was a major
challenge. Lack of public awareness (31%), access to a skilled workforce (29%), and lack of
governmental support (28%) were the other challenges that were considered as important.
Access to office and event spaces (4%) and getting a customer base (9%) were considered
the least important challenges.
Access to capital and funding

59%

Access to skilled workforce

31%

Sustainable Consumption
(including fashion, consumer goods and food)

29%

Lack of public awareness

28%

Lack of know-how/knowledge
Capacity to implement the work

14%

Lack of appropriate strategy and focus

14%

Access to an enabling ecosystem

12%

Access to mentors/advisors

12%

Scaling up issues

64 out of 64 answered

10%

Access to customers
Access to office space/
Co-working Space/Event space
Other

WHAT ARE THE
CHALLENGES FACED
BY YOUR ORGANISATION
IN IMPLEMENTING
YOUR WORK?

18%

9%
4%
1%

Figure 7 Challenges faced in implementing social innovation work

About two thirds of the social innovators measure the impacts of their work, either by themselves
(57% of all respondents) or through a third party (10%). The most popular measurement metrics
or frameworks used are impact stories and case studies (46%), focus group discussions (44%),
and the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs by the United Nations- 37%).
Figure 8 lists the methods for impact measurement and their corresponding popularity.
Focus group discussions
Impact stories and case studies
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs by the United Nations)
Social Return on Investment (SROI)
Theory of Change
Logframe Monitoring and Evaluation
IRIS (by the Global Impact Investing Network)
B Corp Impact Assessment Framework

2%
4%

WHAT APPROACHES/
FRAMEWORKS AND
MEASUREMENT METRICS
WERE USED?

13%
17%
20%

45 out of 64 answered
37%
44%
46%

Figure 8 Measurement of the impact of social innovation projects
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In the survey, respondents were asked to indicate, on various aspects, if the social innovation
ecosystems of their countries and in the region were progressing towards a good direction
within the timeframe of the last two years. There appears to be a consensus that most aspects of the country-level ecosystem are progressing towards a positive direction, with very
few responses indicating the opposite (see Figure 9). The same consensus can be found in
observations at the regional level, as depicted in Figure 10.

Figure 9 Social innovation ecosystem progress at a country level, in the past two years

Figure 10 Social innovation ecosystem progress at the regional level, in the past two years
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3.

SUPPORTING SOCIAL
INNOVATION THROUGH
THE SEASIN PROJECT
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This section looks at the experience of supporting social innovation through the implementation
of the SEASIN project. Over three years of the project duration, the 15 partners had the opportunity to work together to further the agenda of social innovation in the region using mainly
the platform of higher education institutions (HEIs). Subsections cover the understanding of
social innovation from the perspectives of the partners, as well as the roles taken up by the
HEIs in accelerating social innovation. Impacts of the SEASIN project are discussed, followed by
challenges faced and lessons learnt, and future plans of the individual partners.

3.1. Understanding of social innovation
The first question asked during the interviews was the partners’ understanding of social
innovation, which illuminates the foundational thinking that guided the vision and implementation of the SISUs and their associated projects.
Box 1 provides a list of all the partners’ responses, edited for clarity and brevity. In general,
there is consensus that social innovation brings about the betterment of society, using novel
approaches which include but are not limited to social entrepreneurship, collaboration and
new organisational structures, as well as new methods, ideas, and practices. Some focus on
the market-led approach, while others express that social innovation can also be carried out
by other segments of society, not only entrepreneurs. Social innovation would ideally bring
about sustainable and systemic social impact. The nuances within the definitions provided
by the partners can be seen in Box 1.

Box 1 SEASIN partners' understanding
of social innovation

“ Social innovation is any
kind of innovation that
you make that would bring
sustainable change to a
certain community”.

“ Finding solutions to social
problems or making life in
society better through a new
way of doing something.”
Kasetsart University

Universiti Teknologi Mara

“ New ways to approach
social and environmental
problems, which does not
necessarily involve new
technology. It can be seen
through social impact,
and the resulting change
should be systemic.”
Sunway University

“ Social innovation is
human-based, people-based;
innovation is coming up
with a new idea or revising
an existing idea of how to
improve systems.”
Thammasat University
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“ Making social change
through social enterprise
and new ideas.”
Royal University of Phnom Penh

“ Any creative action of
project that leads to something
new that can have an
impact on society.”
University of Alicante

“ New practices or improve- “ Innovation is about how
ments on existing practices we can use our knowledge
to add value to society.
and provide value by putting
So basically that would also that knowledge to good use.
include things like social
Social innovation would be
entrepreneurship, or solving exactly the same process but
social problems with new
instead of lending commerideas, methods, practices,
cial value to the knowledge
be it within existing
and ideas, we are lending
organisations or creating
social value.”
new organisational structures.” Glasgow Caledonian University
National University of Management

“ Solving social problems by “ Solutions that feed people’s
innovative ways.”
needs. Social innovation is
Cooperative University, Thanlyin
when people get together
and find a solution for the
“ Innovative ways of doing
problems of the society.” business to share value beUniversity of Aveiro
tween society and businesses.”
Yangon University of Economics
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“ Essentially, new ways and
approaches, i.e. innovations
to address issues that have
social or environmental
bases. Social innovation is
something that can be done
by anybody in any type of
sector in industry, not only
the social entrepreneurs.”
Mission and Co.

“ Social innovation is the intervention that needs to
be discovered to tackle social
issues”. - Ashoka Thailand
“Social entrepreneurship
is at the heart of social
innovation, solving societal
problems with market-oriented or market-connected
solutions.
”
Mith Samlanh

“ Social innovation is about
how systems shift their
renewal capacity. [...]
Social innovation is social
both in its outcomes and its
methods. It is collaborative
and involves different people
and non-hierarchical
structures.”
Social Innovation Exchange (SIX)
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3.2. Importance of HEIs in accelerating
social innovation
In the questionnaire to the wider group, most of the respondents felt that the role of HEIs
centres on providing social innovation research and development services (71%) and providing social innovation capacity building programmes, including incubation, acceleration, workshops, and mentoring (70%). About half of the respondents (53%) saw that the provision of
social innovation courses and degrees were within the purview of universities. To a smaller
degree, universities also provide partnerships brokerage and industry matching (25%), and
grants and procurement (17%).
Social innovation research
and development services
Social innov. capacity building programmes
(incub./accel./workshops/mentoring)

71%
70%

Social innovation courses and degrees

53%

Social innovation partnerships
brokerage and industry matching
Social innovation grants and procurement
No role

25%
17%
1%

Figure 11 Role of universities in accelerating social innovation

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITIES
IN PROMOTING OR ACCELERATING
SOCIAL INNOVATION PRACTICES AND
ECOSYSTEMS?
64 out of 64 answered

Interviewees in the qualitative data collection echoed the views above on the roles of HEIs
in promoting social innovation, but also gave other nuanced insights about the important
position of universities in the social innovation ecosystem which goes beyond their functions
in research and education.
Firstly, universities are important interfaces to governments and policymakers. Particularly
in the case of providing the interface between social innovation projects with governments,
universities are in a good position to provide credibility to social innovation as a practice and
legitimacy to its practitioners. As social innovation is “almost by definition, something that
breaks the mould and changes systems and is therefore subversive” (Interviewee #15, GCU),
it is often regarded with suspicion by policymakers, who have the power to determine the
policy direction and resource allocation to the sector. This view is supported by Interviewee
#9 from TCU, who specifically references the role of their university in creating awareness on
social innovation at the level of policymakers, through research papers and presentations at
conferences to provide policy recommendations to government. There is however a welcome
move to incorporate innovation into policymaking and development practices as witnessed by
the establishment of government innovation labs by some of the regional governments such
as Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, where social innovation practitioners, academics and
non-state actors are invited to contribute as technical experts. In July 2019, the United Nations
Development Programme launched the Global Accelerator Labs in an attempt to bring about
within their development practice and collaborations with government. Social innovators are
central to their strategy for execution (add reference of the UNDP Global Accelerator Labs
report here).
Secondly, universities are nurturing environments to inculcate the culture of social innovation,
and to sow ideas of social innovation into the younger generation and into the wider society.
As explained by Interviewee #8 from Mission & Co, universities have “the luxury of working
with a captive audience of young people”, who could become the next generation of social
innovators who see social innovation as a viable career path. Universities are essentially “really
large organisations” that encompass thousands of individuals from many different areas of
study, and have many different routes to reach out to society, especially as they are perceived
as neutral institutions (Interviewee #16, GCU).
Thirdly, as pointed out by Interviewee #1 from NUM, universities are long term structures
and can better ensure the sustainability of projects, as opposed to new organisations built
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for social innovation projects, which may not stand the test of time in handling the costs of
maintaining an office and staff. It has been observed in the situation of Cambodia that many
projects come in with the funding of aid agencies such as USAID, and fold after the funding
runs out, wasting a lot of resources in the process. The fact that most universities have physical
spaces is an added advantage, because it is difficult to build a movement without a safe space
for people to convene regularly for joint projects and experimentation (Interviewee #8,
Mission & Co).
Fourthly, as universities are often connectors to international actors, which is an area of connection that may be difficult for other players in the social innovation sector which focus on
the local. Interviewee #3 from Mith Samlanh notes that even though their organisation gets
many requests from people who want to share and exchange experiences on social innovation, they often do not have the time nor resources to do so. Universities, with their focus on
research and documenting empirical experiences, may be in a better position to connect and
network beyond country borders.
The SEASIN project harnesses the potential of universities as a base for promoting social
innovation, and incorporates non-HEI partners to create a bridge to the real world social
innovation practices.

3.3. Impacts of the SEASIN project/Social
Innovation Support Units (SISUs)
The Social Innovation Support Units (SISUs) are an integral part of the SEASIN project, as
practical support systems housed within the eight Southeast Asian partner universities to
support social innovation. The SISUs work through providing physical spaces for interactions
and equipment to develop product prototypes, as well as hosting activities such as project
incubation, social innovation competitions, training workshops, etc. Each SISU was tailored to
the specific needs of the local community and the capacity of the host university. Each SISU
was also given funding for three main budget items: equipment, staff costs, and travel costs
for networking.
Another publication has been slated to provide comprehensive coverage about the programmes
and initiatives that were run by the SEASIN partner organisations, with the documentation
directly provided by the SISUs themselves. This section provides an overview of the diversity of
projects run, and the overall impacts of the SEASIN project, drawing mainly from interviews with
the project leaders and coordinators.

3.3.1. Social Innovation Spaces in HEIs
Depending on where within the university the SISUs were hosted, the reach of its activities
would differ. As described by Interviewee #16 from GCU,
Different universities have different structures, and of course depending on
where the SISU sat within that structure and who we were dealing with, the
SISU would be different. So if you had a dean who is our partner within the
university, maybe within their faculty they could influence a lot, but maybe
outside their faculty not so much. If you had a rector who is actively engaged
in the project that would be very different. But we also have to be careful
that it's not just senior managers who are involved in the project, because you
need people who are actually going to operationalise and actually work on
the ground within those projects. So you need that right balance between
senior management and effective junior staff to really make the SISU operational
and effective.
NUM enjoyed such support from their rector, inspiring the university to bring the spirit of
social innovation to other parts of its campus.
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We are fully integrated into all of the programs and activities on campus in
addition to the general community. It has been very favourable in this sense
– we have this amazing platform and space at the university both as an event
space and also as our lab space, where we have the state-of-the-art equipment
to support the faculty and other members from the University. The response,
especially from our senior management, has been extremely supportive, so
much so that they are paying the staff to run and keep the space open. [...]
Our rector is also pushing the other faculties to do more design thinking workshops and experience-based learning methodologies, moving them away from
traditional lecturing. He now wants to create more spaces like what we’ve done
with the SISU, to use the university’s budget to expand that concept to other
parts of the campus. Interviewee #1
In the situation of Sunway University, as they are not set up under a specific school, they
have seen a multidisciplinary group of students congregating in the physical space of their
SISU, leading to cross-faculty collaborations and cross-disciplinary innovations. The situation of the SISU under Sunway University is also unique in that Sunway University is part of
Sunway Group, a conglomerate of corporations across 12 industries, including an investment
arm of Sunway Ventures and the education philanthropy arm of Jeffrey Cheah Foundation.
The Sunway University SISU is therefore positioned within an ecosystem with access to
different sectors, and an enabling environment for promising projects to scale up.
For Thammasat University, as they are set up under the School of Global Studies, a relatively
young faculty within a large university environment, students and staff from other faculties
do not necessarily know about the SISU. The SISU of Kasetsart University is housed under
its Faculty of Social Sciences which has six different departments under its umbrella, with a
strong level of executive support within the faculty. Its SISU is therefore a joint collaboration
between all departments and divisions underneath the faculty, strategically reaching the
students in the social sciences
By most accounts, the response of students towards the physical spaces of SISUs have been
very positive. With equipment provided within physical spaces within the universities, the
students are able to use the facilities for their coursework and projects, or collaborate with
other students. Some universities had reported that student participation was not immediate, as students needed to be inducted into its activities and using its equipment – however,
once the transition period was over, students and staff were very appreciative. As elaborated by Interviewee #11 from Thammasat University,
As you know in academia our biggest challenge is to find resources for our lessons,
and the SEASIN project has really helped in that, in designing our curriculum around
the equipment that we were able to procure. So the effect on faculty is that they're
more experimental in the content that they're creating. We are incorporating
a lot of VR, a lot of 360º videos, because a lot of our courses here involve experiential
learning, and so it's like when we go on field trips we're able to take videos and we
bring it back to the classroom so it's a shared experience for all of us. So in terms of
that, I feel that the effect is very positive.
Not all SISUs went ahead to get the most cutting edge technology. As noted by Interviewee
#16 from GCU, the lead coordinator for the project, one of the SISUs purchased sewing machines as those were more relevant to their context and projects that they were incubating.
Likewise with the activities, SISUs within the eight Southeast Asian HEIs did not have uniform activities, “behaving like accelerators, incubators, maker spaces, co-working spaces...
a very varied and interesting array”. These were tailored to the local needs of their student
body and the communities surrounding the HEIs.

3.3.2. Initiatives and programmes within HEIs
There are many initiatives and programmes that were born out of the SEASIN project, given the
diverse roles taken up by the HEIs. Below are some that were mentioned during the interviews.
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Curriculum Development
Quite a number of academic programmes have been developed as a result of the SEASIN
project. Some are entire degree programmes, especially at the postgraduate level, while
others are course units. YUE, in collaboration with a German university, is creating a new
Master’s programme on social innovation and social entrepreneurship. SEASIN partners RUPP,
GCU, and University of Aveiro are jointly creating a PhD programme on social innovation for
Southeast Asian HEIs. NUM recently launched a new master’s programme on global innovation management, which includes a component on social innovation. Kasetsart University has
included one subject on social innovation and social enterprise in their BA curriculum at the
Department of Political Science. TCU created a programme for vocational training for social
innovation, while all its previous programmes were academic. Thammasat University has
also integrated social innovation into some of its programmes, notably using the SISU maker
space to develop courses in the Engineering Department. Sunway University in collaboration
with the Jeffrey Sachs Center on Sustainable Development launched a Master in Sustainable
Development Management with a significant focus on innovative solutions and actions for the
Sustainable Development Goals.
Competitions
A number of HEIs have run social innovation competitions to raise awareness, with some
examples as follows: Kasetsart University held the Social Innovation Award for their university,
to identify social innovation projects, to learn from the case studies as well as to support them
in scaling up. NUM ran the Mekong Challenge in Cambodia and promoted social innovation at
a regional level. YUE organised a social innovation idea contest and a social business plan contest, and worked with Myanmar Business Executives Association to give awards to the winning
projects. Sunway University held the Make It Challenge, where student entrepreneurs focusing
on sustainable development and impact drive innovations were identified and partnered with
related industry partners to build working solutions.
Incubation of projects
Some of the universities worked on project incubation, including Sunway University, Thammasat
University, and RUPP. Thammasat University for example had incubated eight to nine projects,
among them two projects that were from outside of the university (not student projects).
These projects range from eco-friendly products to systems and applications to better engage
youths in deciding their career paths. Sunway University collaborates with Impact Hub Kuala
Lumpur on the Global Goals Labs 4 Youth as a pre-incubator for student projects related to
the Sustainable Development Goals, whilst the SAY Empower Incubator with a state NGO, saw
social innovation projects undergo 12 weeks of incubation. Other universities such as RUPP
work with students to develop their projects to participate in competitions.
Community building
A case of successful community building around the SISU maker space is Sunway University.
The university has two student communities associated with the SISU maker space. The first
is the Wizard Community, where students train other students on how to use the equipment
within the SISU; and the second is the Social Innovators’ Club, also designed for peer-to-peer
knowledge transfer, to empower students on equipping themselves with social innovation
skills even when the staff is not around to provide training.
Research
Universities that have mentioned a focus on research in their interviews include SISUs of
YUE and Kasetsart University. YUE for example is doing a study on barriers for social entrepreneurs within Myanmar.
Public Outreach
Public outreach is another common area which SISUs have worked on, targeting not only
the university staff and students, but also communities outside the universities. YUE SISU
gave lectures to high school students in rural areas with social problems, while NUM ran
social innovation seminars and webinars. Kasetsart University also mentioned seminars for
the public and the university.
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Projects by Non-HEI Partners
Two of the non-HEI partners mentioned projects that were linked with SEASIN. Ashoka
Thailand started their own incubator project called the Insight Tank, providing their stakeholders
with insights on gaps and opportunities within social issues that can potentially be solved with
social innovation. Mith Samlanh initiated a project called Child Safe Academy, under their Child
Safe Programme which advocates for proper behaviour for tourists in environments where
children may be at risk. The target group for Child Safe Academy are young people, travellers,
student groups and such who visit Cambodia. Interviewee #3 from Mith Samlanh pointed out
that the SEASIN network provided a lot of energy to the project, with many visiting groups
coming from partner HEIs.

3.3.3. Partnerships and collaborations
As the core idea of SEASIN centres on network-building to promote social innovation, much
of the impact of the project lies in the partnerships and collaborations built by SISUs in the
HEIs, within and outside the confines of the universities.
Within universities, the SISUs provides a good platform for cooperation between different
faculties and departments. The physical spaces and activities enable students and staff
to come together; within some of the coordination teams of SISUs are staff and faculty
members from different departments who sit together to plan SISU activities. In Kasetsart
University, its SISU is hosted under the Faculty of Science, and cooperates with the Yunus
Centre under the Faculty of Business Administration. The School of Global Studies, through
its SISU, works with the Engineering Department to use the maker space. Sunway University,
as mentioned in a previous section, is a hub where students of different disciplines converge
to work on projects because it is not hosted under any school.
In terms of the bigger picture, the SEASIN partners form satellites of hubs within the region,
fostering partnerships at the local level with other universities, governments, and the private
sector as well. As such, the project itself is engaged with the local ecosystems in the countries in which it operates. Part of the work package requirements are signing of memoranda
of understanding (MOUs) between SEASIN partners and external collaborators. Most of the
SEASIN members have used this vehicle to connect with stakeholders to work jointly on promoting social innovation. UiTM for example, has signed nine MOUs with partners ranging from
other faculty members’ initiatives to communities in rural areas.
Between universities, there are two types of cooperation: one between the SEASIN partner universities, and the other between SEASIN partners and other universities. Within the
SEASIN network itself, most partners emphasise that the international exchanges and visits
as a result of the project activities have been beneficial for the staff and students involved.
Beyond the SEASIN network, HEI partners in Southeast Asia have reached out to other universities as well – examples include NUM which worked with Singapore Polytechnic to bring
Singaporean students to Cambodia to do design challenges, and Kasetsart University which
is having open talks and networking with seven universities in Thailand, some in the provinces, to work jointly on social innovation programmes.
Some notable collaborations with government agencies include NUM’s obtainment of a
scholarship fund from the Cambodian Ministry of Post and Telecommunications for their
new Master’s programme in Global Innovation Management, sponsoring female candidates
with a background in engineering or technology to join the course. Another example is that
Kasetsart University is in talks with the Stock Exchange of Thailand to develop a Master’s
degree on social innovation, as a result of the observation that there is a vacuum in such
training at the corporate level. Most academic programmes design their curriculum at undergraduate levels and aim at younger people, who may not have amassed the acumen to
realise meaningful projects at a practical level.
With NGOs and international organisations, some of the partnerships that have surfaced
include Sunway University’s collaboration with the United Nations Technology Innovation Lab
(UNTIL), and NUM’s partnership with Engineers without Borders. YUE is partnering with the
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Myanmar-India Entrepreneurship Development Centre (MIEDC) to provide capacity building
on social innovation and social entrepreneurship. For non-HEI partners, the network is the
main draw for their participation within the project. As expressed by Mith Samlanh, SEASIN is
about connecting across countries and sharing best practices and lessons learnt from failures.
The formal link with academia is also attractive, to connect practical work with research.

3.4. Challenges faced and lessons learnt
The challenges faced in implementing SISUs in the HEIs are mostly connected to coordination and communication, due to the lack of resources and the nature of the project that
spans across different countries and timezones.
In terms of internal coordination of individual SISUs, interviewees emphasised the importance of strong teams. SISUs with teams of staff dedicated to their operations were able to
run their activities more smoothly and effectively. It was emphasised by Sunway University
that social innovation initiatives in the university were successfully supported because there
was a dedicated team devoted to coordinating them. “It would be difficult to ask academics
to do this while they are busy with their day job and other priorities.” (Interviewee #6, Sunway University) Indeed, for HEIs where the faculty staff handle SISU coordination alongside
their academic work, interviewees have expressed that coordination presents a main challenge. For some SISUs, team members changed in the process of the project and brought
about disruptions and delays in the work plans. As the project spanned three years, these
situations are inevitable.
The difficulties in internal coordination have a ripple effect on communication and coordination between partner organisations. Multiple interviewees expressed that response
times were very slow when working on work packages that require input from the SEASIN
partners. These comments were usually bolstered with the expressed understanding that
all SISU coordinators were busy with other priorities and lacked the resources to have a fast
turnaround time. In some cases, the coordinators did not have authority to make decisions,
and the process of getting approval through the chain of command itself slowed down the
movement of the project in general.
Cultural differences, language barriers and time zones added on to the complexity of communicating within the international project. Cultural differences lead to different understandings of situations and complicate the process of working together. Most SEASIN partners operate in countries where English is not their first language. This presents challenges,
for example, when forms or surveys need to be filled in by locals who do not understand
English. As expressed by Interviewee #14 from Ashoka Thailand, the forms need to first be
translated into Thai, and when responses are received they need to be translated back to
English. While teleconferencing transcends geographical boundaries, differing time zones
and busy schedules made it difficult to have regular calls. The need for regular meetings was
expressed repeatedly, but the difficulty to achieve that was acknowledged.
The intricacies of the EU project was another challenge. While funds were allocated, they
were allocated for specific budget items, which sometimes did not correspond to the actual
needs of the SISUs, for example “space, furniture, transportation costs for trainers, technician for trainings, etc” (TCU). In the case of TCU, the faculty staff and students chipped in
to collect funds for these costs. Due to the lack of experience, the Southeast Asian partners
had trouble understanding the process of being involved with a project funded by the EU,
and in hindsight some of the bureaucratic matters should have been explained better in the
beginning of the project (Interviewee #19, University of Aveiro).
In terms of running the SISU activities, participation from the students cannot be taken for
granted. For example, as experienced by Sunway University,
One thing we realised was that it is not as easy as setting up a space and
expecting people to come in large groups and start using all the equipment. So
I think the first lesson that we learnt was that we have to raise a lot of aware-
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ness. So the Sunway iLabs model is inspire, build and launch. and I think you can’t
start building or launching things before you've actually inspired the students. So
one of the things we did other than the speaker series was to run quite a number
of workshops. Workshops from industry partners, workshops from people who
sold us the equipment to tell us and the students how to use the equipment and
how to use it for their own projects. I think it took quite a bit of time to get students
to that stage. [...] After two and a half years, I can say that we are now in a much
better place. Interviewee #5
For UiTM in Malaysia there were also difficulties in getting students to attend workshops,
involving “a lot of coaxing”. The approach taken by the SISU of UiTM was to provide extrinsic
motivation in the form of certificates of participation to entice students to come, which was
a method that was effective. After attending the workshops, students were usually appreciative about the new understanding of social innovation and associated concepts and tools.
Trying to fit the activities into the academic calendar was also a challenge, with many other
activities vying for the students’ attention and participation.
Despite the challenges faced in the SEASIN project, all project partners agreed that the benefits derived from the project outweighed the challenges. Most highlighted that the exchanges
and visits had been beneficial for the students and staff alike. The opportunity to learn and
to observe the level of development of social innovation in the region was important to the
partners, likewise the opportunities to create partnerships and networks. The interviewees
from GCU for instance expressed that “having partnerships abroad helps you understand your
situation a lot better as you begin to relate it to different systems and environments”; similarities found between the disparate systems also serve to help the project partners relate to
each other, particularly in challenges faced while promoting social innovation.

3.5. Future plans for social innovation in HEIs
As the SEASIN project draws to a close, the project partners are considering plans for
sustaining its SISUs and future activities supporting social innovation. Some have ensured
sustainability through long running programmes, others have embedded social innovation
within their universities’ strategic plan. For those who still lack the capacity at the moment
for more complex activities, they discussed visions to build towards such programmes in the
future. Some of these thoughts are captured within this section.
In Cambodia, for NUM, sustainability is not a problem as the university has committed to
provide resources for the costs to run the SISU, covering two salaries of its coordinator. The
university has also included a strong focus on entrepreneurship and innovation (including
social innovation) in its strategic plan, therefore ensuring that social innovation would be
prioritised within the university’s direction of growth. To continuously update the stakeholders of happenings connected to social innovation, NUM will launch an online platform
and a newsletter to send quarterly updates. RUPP plans to continue their current trajectory
of collaborating with stakeholders like NGOs and government agencies, and provide more
opportunities for students to go on field trips and join social innovation competitions.
In Malaysia, the SISU of Sunway University has a dedicated team of staff and resources to
ensure that its programmes continue to run. As it has built a community around the maker
space, the students are able to teach and learn from each other, empowering them to use
the facilities even when the staff is not around. The ecosystem that they have built around
incubating projects will sustain itself even after the project closes. For UiTM, at the moment
their work centres on identifying existing social innovation initiatives which have not been
named as such, to use them as case studies to promote the concept of social innovation.
The next step is to get beyond awareness raising and to build and support more projects.
For Thailand, Thammasat University’s sustainability plan involves integrating social innovation
into the curriculum, which its SISU has focused on doing. Even if the SEASIN project is over, the
ideas of social innovation and social entrepreneurship would be sustained within the curriculum
itself, embedded within the education system. For Kasetsart University, it is acknowledged that
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they still lack the expertise to incubate projects at the moment. However, the vision is to start
incubating projects in 2-3 years’ time, in collaboration with other partners. For the moment the
focus is still on provision of research and academic services connected to social innovation.
In Myanmar, for YUE, they have specific plans to arrange a social business plan contest and a
social innovation idea contest on campus every year. The education programme to schools
in rural areas will continue, and they will also use a mobile app to share updated information
and research findings to its alumni, to get more participation and collaboration on social
innovation programmes that they run. For TCU, the vision is to develop its social innovation
ecosystem within the wider ecosystem, particularly across universities in Myanmar.
Apart from the HEIs in Southeast Asia, the SEASIN project has also made an impact on the European partner HEIs. For GCU in the UK, the experiences in Southeast Asia and in Latin America provoked the realisation that they were not doing enough within their own university. They
have therefore created their own SISU in the university with an incubation space and other
areas. The new strategy for 2030 in GCU has included a key line in it, stating that GCU will aim
to be the world’s leading social innovation university. The SEASIN project has therefore made
a significant impact in GCU’s direction as a university. The university will soon launch a global
portal for social innovation, which aims to link up students and social innovators in Southeast
Asia and Latin America so that they can share experiences and tools.
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4.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Two types of recommendations arose from the data: one on how to improve the social innovation ecosystems in the region, and the other on how to structure future projects similar to
SEASIN to provide better outcomes.

4.1. For strengthening the social innovation
ecosystems in Southeast Asia
Recommendation 1: To focus on capacity building for social innovators
Mentoring from industry experts

37%

Workshops, webinars and training
programmes on various topics
Resource sharing

31%

Access to investors and funders

31%

37%

Hands-on, experiential social
innovation projects
Supportive government policies
and incentives
Networking events and talks; conferences

31%
26%
18%

Online platforms for visibility, networking
and partnerships
Financial advisory services

WHAT ARE THE WAYS
IN WHICH ONE CAN
BUILD CAPACITIES AND
SUPPORT ORGANISATIONS
LIKE YOURS?
64 out of 64 answered

17%
12%

Mentoring from peers

7%

Talent search and placement services

7%

Figure 12 Social innovators' preferred capacity building and support mechanisms

When asked to list their top three needs for capacity building and support, survey respondents
spread their needs over six main areas: mentoring from industry experts (37%), workshops
and trainings on various topics (37%), resource sharing (31%), access to investors and funders
(31%), hands-on and experiential social innovation projects (31%), as well as supportive governmental policies and incentives (26%). These priorities reflect the surveyed social innovators’
need for more channels for learning, specifically from 1) mentoring, 2) workshops and trainings,
3) resource sharing, and 4) hands-on projects, in that order.
Recommmendation 2: To provide access to funding and raise awareness
about existing funds available
The second recommendation that can be derived from the list of priorities of support in Figure 12 is access to investors and funders. Indeed, the main challenge faced in social innovation
work is access to funding and capital (See Figure 7). While some funding is available in the
focal countries, whether provided by impact investors or governmental support, there needs
to be more awareness on how to access it, as most respondents to the survey believed that
the awareness level of various assistance and support is low (see Figure 6).
Recommendation 3: To provide governmental support and lessen bureaucratic
processes for social innovation projects
Another recommendation from Figure 12 is the provision of governmental support, which
was also echoed in the main challenges faced in Figure 7. Policy support in the four countries
is uneven, as can be seen in the country contexts covered in Section 2. Thailand and Malaysia
appear to have a firmer policy direction towards spearheading social innovation and social
entrepreneurship, as part of the social innovation ecosystem which also includes other sectors
of society, while Cambodia and Myanmar rely more on civil society and the corporate sector.
Governmental support does not refer only to providing incentives, but also removing barriers.
In the case of the Myanmar HEI partners for instance, the process to participate in the SEASIN project itself involved a long procedure of applying for permission from the government.
In such a situation, overly complex governmental requirements should be simplified to enable
social innovators to focus on their work instead of bureaucracy.

32
SEASIN
Final Comparator Report

Recommendation 4: To provide platforms to bridge silos and to coordinate the work
of social innovators to eliminate duplication in projects, with an emphasis on physical
interactions and being inclusive to actors outside the social innovation sector.
A common theme that surfaced repeatedly in the interviews is the observation that people
work in silos, a situation that is prevalent across all of the ecosystems of the different countries. This was mentioned in the case of Thailand, where “true collaboration” is needed - “not
just in name but in actuality, true collaboration that involves people willing to exchange ideas
and knowledge” (Interviewee #11, Thammasat University). Interviewees from Sunway University echoed this in the Malaysian scenario, citing “disconnectivity” among most social entrepreneurs, causing many different programmes being run by different parties at a small scale.
Being connected and working together would enable them to make an impact at a larger
scale. In Cambodia, the same duplication of efforts happens, and many actors end up working
with the same teams most of the time (National University of Management). For this, it was
recommended by Interviewee #14 from Ashoka Thailand that some coordination should happen to match and connect those with similar interests to work effectively together.
On this recommendation, Interviewee #3 from Mith Samlanh emphasises that physical
interactions such as those supported by SISUs need to be considered as a crucial part of the
networking process, where people can get together and talk about social innovation and
work on joint projects. The provision of a physical space and face-to-face events can help
in this regard. From another angle on bridging silos, Interviewee #18 from Social Innovation
Exchange – SIX cautions that social innovation projects could operate within a bubble, which
would limit their capacity to create changes. The challenge is to become more open and
porous with the networks. Cross-sector collaboration is very important, to work with parties
outside the social innovation sector. As social innovation can be implemented by any party,
the best way is to spread the concept and share the knowledge outwards.
Recommendation 5: To establish a regional network for social innovators
Related to Recommendation 4 on bridging silos at the local level is the need to network across
different countries at the regional level. There appears to be a great demand for a regional network for social innovators in Southeast Asia, as an overwhelming 90% of the survey respondents
indicated that they would like to be part of such a network if it is established.
Recommendation 6: To focus on the social aspect of social innovation and not technology
One concern that has come up a few times in the interviews is the importance of focusing
on the social aspect of social innovation, and not be carried away by the increased reliance
on technology to solve social problems, as implied by the term “innovation”. As observed by
Interviewee #3 from Mith Samlanh, some projects involve having “a cool idea about a cool
app” and the social problem is retrofitted into the solutions provided by the technology. The
lack of a systematic analysis of the issue creates its own problems, but the fixation on technology also creates a difficult environment for organisations that focus on “old school social
innovations” to fundraise and promote their work.
Concerns of over-emphasis on technology were echoed in the interview of Sunway University,
who maintain that technology should be an enabler to solving problems and not the solution
itself. Social innovation has to be measured by its impact, and social problems often require
the “human touch” as part of the solution. The recommendation derived is therefore for social
innovation projects to focus on the social aspect of social innovation, viewing technology as an
enabler and not the main solution.

4.2. For the SEASIN project and future
such projects
Recommendation 1: To make better use of the SEASIN network
A few partners had expressed that although SEASIN has been a good opportunity for networking, the partner universities did not maximise the usage of the network. For instance,
Interviewee #2 from RUPP recommended more experience sharing at the student level
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among the partner universities. Both Interviewee #11 and Interviewee #5 from Thammasat
University and Sunway University expressed that more collaboration should have happened,
but there is still time to expand the connections. Projects are becoming sustainable and
looking to grow, and the network of partners in Southeast Asia would help in that regard
(Interviewee #5).
Recommendation 2: To put a stronger emphasis on communication between
project partners
The slow response and turnaround times among partners have been repeatedly mentioned,
and this can be alleviated if the next project would put communication at a higher level. Faceto-face meetings were much appreciated, and interviewees recommended for more regular
virtual meetings to get the rhythm of the project (Interviewee #19, University of Aveiro). The
difficulties in coordination ultimately had an impact on achieving optimal results (Interviewee
#3, Mith Samlanh).
Recommendation 3: To ensure that SISUs are well supported by strong teams,
with dedicated full time staff
Connected to the above recommendation is the need for stronger teams behind the SISUs, in
the sense of having enough staff to run the programmes and activities on a full time basis, as
this was identified as partly why the communication was slow. SISUs that were run by faculty
members with existing priorities and duties did not fare as well as those which had a staff
that focused on SISU operations only.
Recommendation 4: To increase the number of non-university partners and activity level
Both HEI and non-HEI partners felt that there could have been more non-university actors to
be included into the network, with more practical input (Interviewees #3, #7, #16 from Mith
Samlanh, UiTM, GCU). It was mentioned by Interviewee #16 from GCU that more direct activities could have been run by the non-HEI partners.
Recommendation 5: To design the project from bottom-up instead of top-down
It was mentioned by Interviewee #4 from Sunway University that the SEASIN grant could
have been designed in a more bottom up manner, by first identifying the happenings within
the network and the communities involved, and getting their input in the planning of the
network. The SEASIN project, while very useful for the network of universities, could have
supported the local needs more if designed this way.
Recommendation 6: To streamline and simplify the project’s deliverables
Another observation was that the project proposal contained too many work plan initiatives
and could have been streamlined for simplicity (Interviewee #1, NUM). Some other partners
suggested that not all of the deliverables added value to the project as a whole, as there were
some duplication of efforts (Interviewee #8, Mission & Co).
Recommendation 7: To initiate the SISU activities at an earlier stage
For a next project similar to SEASIN, Interviewee #20 from University of Alicante suggested
to initiate SISU activities at an earlier stage so the implementation of the SISUs could be
supported better, perhaps at the end of the first year of the project. In the current project,
the SISUs were launched closer to the end of the project and therefore are left to face the
challenges on their own after the project closes.
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