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An Evaluation of the California Endowment                  
Social Enterprise Academy 

Final Report: March 2013 

INTRODUCTION 

This report provides the results of an evaluation of the Social Enterprise Academy led by Academies 
for Social Entrepreneurship and funded by The California Endowment.   

The report examines results for a group of 20 Academy participants that includes three 2011-12 
cohorts. The cohorts included not-for-profits in South Los Angeles and Monterey-Santa Cruz, and 
community college foundations in the greater Los Angeles area. The organizational budgets of 
participating not-for-profits ranged from $500,000 to $9.5 million, with a median of $1.2 million.  

As defined in the September 2011 evaluation contract between the 
Academy and the evaluator, this report addresses the following three 
evaluation questions: 

1) What are the benefits to individuals and organizations 
participating in the California Endowment Social Enterprise 
Academy?  

2) What is the longer-term financial and organizational impact of 
the California Endowment Social Enterprise Academy on participating organizations?  

3) How satisfied are participants in the California Endowment Social Enterprise Academy? 
 
SOCIAL ENTERPRISE ACADEMY OVERVIEW 

The Academies for Social Entrepreneurship is located in Southern California and manages the Social 
Enterprise Academy.  The Academy is a 12-month program offered to teams of three to five 
individuals from not-for-profits selected through a competitive application process. The Academy is 
comprised of a package of services that includes: a series of work sessions to develop business skills, 
coaching by experts, mentoring from business leaders, participation in a “Showcase” venture 
competition, and post-work session support through peer Leadership Forums. The curriculum teaches 
entrepreneurial skills in social enterprise venture development, including market research, feasibility 
analysis, business plan development, and professional network building.  The Academy offers 
organizations the opportunity to learn and apply key business skills to diversify organizational revenue 
while also making a social impact consistent with their mission and values. The Academy has worked 
with over 200 organizations, and partners with over 100 business leaders who serve as expert mentors 
for organizations. 

Social Enterprise Academy 
core components: 

 Training work sessions 
 Coaching from experts 
 Mentoring from business 

leaders 
 Venture competition 
 Leadership Forums 
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KEY FINDINGS AND IMPACTS 

 

Evaluation Question 1: What are the benefits to individuals and organizations 
participating in the California Endowment Social Enterprise Academy?  
 
Training Work Sessions 

Participants evaluated their learning benefits via an anonymous survey completed at the end of the 
work session phase. Initial orientation was an important part of training because it established learner 
expectations and responsibilities; in fact, 95% of participating organizations and 88% of individual 
participants reported attending the orientation session. Nearly 80% reported that the orientation 
provided accurate expectations of the Academy training and clearly explained the level of 
commitment and work that would be required.   

Participants reported a high level of participation in the work sessions (89% attendance rate across 
five sessions).  A large majority of the participants (85%) gave very positive ratings of their overall 
learning experience. One of the key objectives of the Academy was to provide learning opportunities 
to not-for-profits that impart specific business skills needed for social enterprise implementation. As 
seen in the table below, participants reported a wide range of learned skills. The strongest results 
were noted for learning how to conduct competitor analysis, identifying organizational core 
competencies, doing feasibility market research and writing a business plan.  
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ACADEMY PARTICIAPNTS RATINGS OF PROGRAM BENEFIT 
WORK SESSIONS LEARNING TOPICS:  (N=43) 

% AGREE OR 
STRONGLY 

AGREE 

Competitor analysis 87% 

Identifying organization core competencies 82% 

Feasibility market research 82% 

Writing business plans 82% 

Identifying target markets/consumers 77% 

Operation & infrastructure capacity/requirements 76% 

Calculating risks and strategies for risks 76% 

Developing support from Board and Leadership 74% 

Financial analysis & projections 68% 

Marketing strategies 68% 

Cost estimating, pricing, budgeting 67% 

Funding sources (seed money, loans, grants) 59% 

 

“[The Academy] provides the 
needed business perspectives that I 
don’t get in my non-profit setting.” 

- Academy participant 
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It is important to note that participants were less confident in their learning when it came to financial 
issues. Learning how to locate and secure funding, how to estimate costs of enterprise work and how 
to conduct financial analysis were all areas where many participants expressed the need for continued 
development. 

“I feel I have benefited tremendously. I feel I have the tools to manage the project 
once implemented.” 
- Academy participant 

Coaching & Consultation Support  
Participating organizations received coaching and consultation by Academy trainers between workshop 
sessions to support learning. Organizations generally made good use of available coaching over the 
five-month Academy training. As seen in the figure below, satisfaction with coaching/consultation was 
high, in the 90% range. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

N=43 

Mentoring from Business Leaders 
Another component of the Social Enterprise Academy was the mentoring provided to organizations 
from seasoned business leaders. The mentors’ work with organizations focused on refining business 
plans and preparing for Showcase pitch presentations. 
 

To evaluate the mentoring portion of the Academy, participants were surveyed and interviewed about 
their satisfaction with the mentoring they received; in addition, six randomly sampled business 
mentors were interviewed about their mentoring experience.  

Participant Perspective on Mentor Support In general, participants reported benefiting from the 
support provided by their business leader mentor. Most of the organizations (84%) reported working 
with their mentor, either in person or over the phone.  Thirteen of the 16 organizations that utilized 
their mentor met ‘one or two times,’ and three met with their mentor ‘three or four times’ to prepare 

90% 

91% 

100% 

0% 50% 100%

Amount of coaching support
offered

Advice received from
workshop trainers

Quality of consultation and
coaching

Satisfaction with Coaching Support 
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for the Showcase competition.  Several participants reported that they would have liked to have 
mentors earlier in the process and would have benefitted from the having the mentor continue 
through the launch of their social venture.   

The majority of project leaders were very satisfied (high 80% range) 
with mentor availability and support in preparing Showcase slides and 
pitches.  

Most reported having good experiences with their mentors, who they felt gave good business advice. 
Satisfaction was only modest (71%) with the amount of time mentors were available (see table 
below), and three participants reported challenges establishing productive working relationships with 
their mentors. 

SURVEY RESULTS: PARTICIPANT SATISFACTION WITH BUSINESS MENTOR SUPPORT 
(N=16) 

% AGREE 
OR 

STRONGLY 
AGREE 

The availability of your mentor 88% 

The help/advice you received from your mentor on delivering you pitch presentation 87% 

The help/advice you received from your mentor in creating the presentation slides 86% 

The amount of time you spent working with your business mentor 71% 

 

  
“[Our business mentor] was incredibly insightful in helping me to frame a way of articulating 
the financial impact on the community. My brief interaction with him was probably the high 

point. He was the perfect coach for us; he ended up being a really great match.” 
- Academy Project Leader 

 

Mentor Perspective  Analysis of interviews with a sample of mentors found that they felt their 
experience was enjoyable and rewarding. Every mentor interviewed said that they became an 
Academy mentor because they wanted to contribute to a social good and help others or “give back” to 
the larger community.  They felt their work helped participants shift their thinking to a business 
mindset, understand the market value of their services and products, and effectively communicate 
their pitch in a way that would appeal to potential financial investors. 

 

 

 

 

“…I helped [participants] frame [their business plan] in their minds and be 
able to articulate it in a clear way to the outside world. I think that is how I 

helped [the organization] the most.” - Academy Business Mentor 
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Venture Competition (Showcase) 

The Showcase gave organizations an opportunity to apply their 
learning and to pitch their venture to a panel of expert judges. Survey 

results indicated a range of opinion about the Showcase.  While a total of 90% stated that the 
Showcase generally met their expectations, many of these felt their expectations were only partially 
met. Fifty-two percent stated the Showcase “definitely” met their expectations; 39% felt it 
“somewhat” met their expectations; and 10% “did not” feel their expectations were met.  
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

39% “somewhat” met expectations 52% “definitely” met expectations 10%  
“did not” 

90% felt the Showcase generally met their expectations.  

For the participants whose expectations were 
met, they reported the process was a positive 
challenge that provided a good sense of what to 
expect in a real-world business pitch. 

Among participants whose expectations 
were “somewhat” met, many stated they 
needed more time to prepare and present 
their pitches. Others were not accustomed 
to receiving a critical review of their 
proposals. One organization felt that the 
judges’ scoring criteria were unclear. 

“Although sometimes harsh, I appreciated the critical analysis and recommendations from the panel of 
judges. Upon listening to the judges’ comments after each presentation, we received good insight on 

how to improve our plan, and what information funders would look for.”    
 -Academy Participant 
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Leadership Forums 

Leadership Forums provided at least six months of continued opportunity for participating 

organizational leaders to receive coaching, expert support and peer support 
in the months following Academy work sessions.  While some challenges were 

reported, participants felt the Forums provided them with useful information, valuable networking 
opportunities, and a chance to problem-solve and discuss ways to tackle the barriers. Survey of 
project leaders indicated that the Forums provided significant support (see table below).  

 

PARTICIPANT RATINGS OF LEADERSHIP FORUMS (N=13) 

% AGREE OR 
STRONGLY 
AGREE 

Academy staff provided adequate support. 100% 

The frequency of Forum meetings was satisfactory 92% 

The guest speakers provided useful information  91% 

The information presented was relevant. 85% 

The structure of the Forum was effective. 85% 

The discussions were valuable for me. 77% 

 

 
Participants identified 3 significant benefits of Leaderships Forums: 
 

Network opportunity & 
Peer to peer support: 

 

Additional Information: 
 Solution Focused: 

Appreciated connecting and 
hearing from other 
organizations about 

successes and challenges. 

Appreciated having the guest 
speakers provide in depth 
information on financial 

topics. 

Enjoyed working 
collaboratively to find 

solutions. 
 

 
“I like the small gathering size with opportunities to trouble-  

shoot specific barriers.” 
- Academy Project Leader 

 
Some participants were unable to attend the Leadership Forums due to either time constraints or 
were stalled by implementation challenges. Participants also offered suggestions for improving the 
Leadership Forum meetings, including extending the Forum time period, keeping attendance at a high 
level, and providing more structure for organizations struggling to implement their social enterprises. 
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Evaluation Question 2: What is the longer-term financial and organizational 
impact of the California Endowment Social Enterprise Academy on 
participating organizations?  

The evaluators interviewed project leaders approximately one year following their completion of the 
Academy. Nineteen of the twenty (95%) participating organizations provided feedback on the status of 
organizations’ enterprise work. This data is based upon 12-month follow up interviews with 18 
participating organizations. One organization did not complete the Academy and did not generate a 
business venture. Another organization provided feedback via email but did not provide the status of 
their project.  

 

One-Year Follow Up: Status of Social Enterprises 

Implementing ventures Five organizations reported that they have successfully implemented 
social enterprises. Of these, two have generated a total of $90,000 from their ventures developed 
during the Academy. Two organizations built their ventures by expanding on services they were 
previously providing; two continued existing social enterprises, while one created a new business 
venture.  

 

 

95% 

19 out 
of 20  

5 

Revenue generated from Academy 
ventures: $90,000 

Projected Revenue next year 
$600,000 

Participating organizations provided feedback on 
the status of their Social Enterprise work.  

Organizations are currently implementing social 
enterprise ventures 
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Ready to launch Two additional organizations reported that they have developed ventures and 
expect to implement them within the next several months. Both of these organizations have been 
impacted by changing State and Federal policies. One organization was impacted by delays with 
legislation, staffing, and competition. The other organization had the ability to be flexible and adapt 
to meet policy changes, thus pursued a separate venture opportunity. This led to signed contracts 
that will launch shortly.  These ventures are projected to generate a combined $185,000 over the 
next year.  
 

 

Projected Revenue next year $185,000 

 

Ventures in development, actively seeking funding Eight organizations continue to 
refine their social enterprises and are actively seeking startup funding. Three organizations have 
developed larger and more ambitious projects that require securing investment partners. In addition 
to requiring larger startup capital, four organizations reported encountering challenges with staff 
turnover and difficulty due to competing organizational priorities.  If successfully implemented, the 
combined projected annual revenue for these ventures is $1,556,750 (range $18,000 - $500,000).   

 

 
 
 

Projected Revenue next year $1,556,750, ranging 
from $18,000- $500,00 

 

 
 

2 

8 

Organizations ready to launch social enterprise 
ventures in a couple of months 

In development and seeking startup funding 

“We wanted to have something 
that had a big impact. The need 
[and] the commitment of time 
was pretty significant to go 
through the process and we 
really felt that for that kind of 
commitment of time we needed 
to develop a big plan.” 

- Academy Project Leader 
 



 9 

Ventures on hold Three organizations reported that their social enterprise ventures are currently 
on hold.  Each of these organizations felt they had developed viable business plans, but are unable to 
move forward at this time for various reasons. Reasons reported included lack of financial resources, 
staff turnover, lack of dedicated staff to pursue venture, need for additional market research, and 
competing organizational priorities. One obtained a new state contract that was larger in scope and 
size than their Social Enterprise venture. However, most of the project leaders whose ventures are on 
hold reported they are hopeful about their enterprises and expressed interest in pursuing social 
enterprise work in the future. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Summary of Financial Information  
The majority of organizations (83%) reported actively pursuing social 
enterprises, either currently implementing (5 organizations), anticipating implementing shortly (2 

organizations) or in development (8 organizations). While most organizations are engaged in some 
form of social enterprise work, three organizations reported that they have launched the venture that 

they created in the Academy Training. Of these Academy ventures, a combined 
earned revenue of $90,000 was generated and a $245,000 is 
projected in the next year.  
 

Many organizations reported challenges and barriers in building internal 

capacity and securing resources to implement their social enterprises. These challenges included lack 
of seed funding, staff turnover, needing dedicated staff and staff time. A few organizations had 
applied for grants but have not yet gained funding. Many are actively seeking funding partners and 
investors and are hopeful about their prospects to secure partnerships.  Several suggested that more 
time be devoted to exploring additional resources, which could be used to fund ventures. 
 

3 
What are the challenges of social enterprise? 

Organizations reported a variety of barriers such as financial challenges, 
need for greater internal capacity, lack of staff dedicated to the venture, 
difficulty obtaining seed funding, and need for more competitor and 
market data. Most project leaders reported they are optimistic and have 
the necessary skills to implement their social enterprises. 

Social enterprise ventures on hold  
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Organizational Impact Academy project leaders, as well as business mentors, were also interviewed 

about the organizational impacts of Academy training. A recurring theme was a “Shift 
in Thinking” that took place in the not-for-profits participating in the 
Academy.  Historically, not-for-profits have focused on primarily on implementing their missions 

and performing tasks related to the social good. However, the Academy helped to change participants’ 
views of the services they provide and to understand that their services have market value. This, in 
turn, can be leveraged into revenue by seeking out new consumers who would value those services. 
As respondents noted: 

 

“I think the initial shock as nonprofit 
staff that we have to get over is that we 

can market ourselves and become a 
private enterprise...[The Academy] 

pushed us to make a cultural shift when 
we were talking social enterprise.” 

- Academy Project Leader 
 

“There was just so much fear that we were 
doing something wrong by charging the 

community for something that should 
offer for free” 

-Academy Project Leader 
 

 
Another theme related to organizational impact that emerged from interviews was the marketing of 
services.  Not-for-profits have historically not been in a position of having to “sell” their services to 

consumers. The Academy offered an opportunity to not only learn to 
place a value on services but to also develop strategies for marketing 
services to new consumers.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“This really has not just created our [SE], 
it has created completely different 
thinking within the administration, 
within executive staff and now I am 

hoping to engage the managers in this 
same type of thinking.” 
- Academy Project Leader 

 

“We are really thinking things differently 
now…We changed our mindset; we can’t give 

everything away for free and have to think 
about how we leverage the skills and talent 

that we have.” 

- Academy Project Leader 
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Evaluation Question 3:   How satisfied are participants in the California 
Endowment Social Enterprise Academy? 

As reported throughout this document, participants expressed a high level of satisfaction with various 
Academy services. As measured in surveys with work session participants and project leaders, satisfaction was 
in the upper 80% range at time of session completion. In addition, as part of the interviews conducted with 
project leaders one year following the Academy, participants looked back on their experience and rated their 
long-term satisfaction. These results were found to be even higher than those obtained at the end of the work 
session phase.  Ninety-five percent (18 of 19) project leaders would recommend the Academy to other not-
for-profit organizations, and 100% (19 of 19) felt that their participation was valuable to their organizations. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
 

“… It [the Academy] was well designed. It was delivered with great energy and compassion. 
There were was a real sense that the instructors and the helpers really wanted us all to succeed. 

They were really responsive to request for assistance, for help with clarity.” 
-Academy Project Leader 

 
Suggestions for Improvement from Academy Participants and Project Leaders 

While participants and project leaders were highly satisfied with the Academy, they also offered 
suggestions for program improvement. Suggestions were grouped into the following categories and 
will be discussed next.  

Frequency & Scheduling of Meetings Several participants made suggestions regarding scheduling and 
frequency of meetings.  Participants stated they would benefit from having the Work Sessions as two 
half-day sessions twice a month. They noted that the increased frequency of meetings – for shorter 
time periods per meeting - may help keep organizations more focused on their social enterprises. Two 
participants suggested that the Leadership Forum time decrease from 4 hours to 1.5 hours.  

 

“We have a lot of work to do. It would 
have been easier if I had been brought 
back into it every two weeks instead of 

every four weeks.” 
-Academy Project Leader 

“I suggest finding a way to compress 
some of the sessions, and therefore the 
assignments, to be able to spend more 

time on financial projections and 
budgeting.” -Academy Project Leader 

95% 

100% 

Of project leaders would recommend the Academy to others. 

Felt their participation was valuable to their organization. 
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Work Assignments  
Participants reported benefiting from the time they spent in class to work on their business plans and 
identify barriers. They particularly appreciated discussing their concerns as a large group and getting 
feedback from instructors, guest speakers and other organizations. Several suggested a decrease in 
the percentage of time spent in lecture, and an increase in class time spent working on assignments 
and business plans, so that they would have greater access to support from Academy trainers.   

Leadership Involvement  
All participants agreed that support of upper management was an important part of Social Enterprise 
that was stressed by the Academy. It is critical for agency executives to be supportive of the Academy 
process. However, a number of participants felt that these individuals did not need extensive training 
on the details of the process. Rather, they may benefit more from a briefer training that focuses on 
general concepts of social enterprise.  
 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Results from this evaluation show that the 20 organizations participating in the 
2011-12 Social Enterprise Academy funded by The California Endowment 
reported significant learning and were satisfied with the program.  
Seven organizations launched or nearly launched social enterprise ventures, and an additional eight, 
were poised for launch contingent upon startup funding. $90,000 has been earned to date from 
Academy ventures, and that figure is projected to increase significantly in the coming year. 

 

A summary of the key findings of this evaluation and recommendations are 
presented below. 

Work Session Series and Coaching 

• Key finding Participants reported that the Academy workshops and coaching support was valuable 
and taught them key business skills. Participants reported that the coaching was very beneficial in 
the refinement of their market strategies, and completing feasibility and competitor analyses.  

• Recommendation: To increase opportunities for more Academy trainers support consider 
reducing lecture time and providing more in-class time for activities and assignments. To 
accommodate participant time constraints and learning styles participants may also benefit from 
shorter sessions spread out over longer period of time.  
 
Business Leader Mentorship 

• Key finding: Participants stated that the mentorship from business leaders was valuable, and 
mentors reported feeling they helped participants in the limited time they worked with them.  
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• Recommendation: It may be beneficial to involve mentors earlier in the Academy series to 
provide more guidance to participants in the early stage of venture development, and to continue 
support through launch and implementation phases.  
 

Venture Competition (Showcase) 

• Key finding: 90% stated that the Showcase generally met their expectations. Fifty-two percent 
stated it “definitely” met expectations; 39% felt it “somewhat” met their expectations; and 10% 
“did not” feel their expectations were met.  Many reported the competition was a positive 
challenge that provided a good sense of what to expect in a real-world business pitch.  

• Recommendation: It may be beneficial to further clarify expectations of the venture competition, 
including panel composition, judging criteria, and the type of feedback to expect. 
 

Leadership Forums 

• Key finding: Participants felt the Forums provided them with useful information, valuable 
networking opportunities and opportunity to problem-solve and discuss ways to tackle barriers. 
They enjoyed the leadership forums when attendance was high.   

• Recommendation: Consider offering the Leadership Forums for a longer period of time, and 
structure the meetings to focus on specific problem-solving strategies that occur at different 
stages of implementation. Develop strategies to maintain a high attendance level. 
 

Implementation of Social Enterprises 

• Key finding: The majority of organizations (83%) reported actively pursuing social enterprises, 
either currently implementing (5 organizations), anticipating implementing shortly (2 
organizations) or in development (8 organizations). While most organizations are engaged in some 
form of social enterprise work, three organizations reported that they have launched the venture 
that they created in the Academy Training. Common barriers to implementation were lack of 
financial resources and internal capacity.   

• Recommendation: Consider increasing the amount of guidance provided to organizations on how 
to secure resources needed for project startup and internal capacity building. This could include 
more support on grant writing, partnership development, and increasing networking skills.  
 

Financial 

• Key finding:  From Academy ventures a combined $90,000 has been generated in the first year.  
Of the five organizations currently implementing social enterprises, the current projected revenue 
over the next year is $600,000.  

• Recommendation: Continue to examine the longer-term financial impact of organizations’ social 
enterprises to identify the characteristics of organizations that are associated with more positive 
financial and organizational outcomes. Additional focus may be needed on the development of 
organizations’ skills in feasibility market research, effective marketing strategies, financial analysis, 
and identifying target markets and customers. 
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Participant Satisfaction 
• Key finding: The majority of participants reported the Academy met their needs.  All projects 

leaders felt Academy and Leadership Forums were helpful, and 95% would recommend the 
Academy to other not-for-profit organizations. 
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EVALUATION METHODOLOGY 

The present evaluation assessed the benefits of the Social Enterprise Academy for not -for-profits in 
terms of financial growth and organizational impact. The evaluation also examined several aspects of 
the Academy, including the work sessions, trainer coaching and consultation, the Showcase 
competition, business leader mentoring, and the Leadership Forums. This report presented 
information from participant surveys conducted during the Leadership Forum period as well as key 
informant interviews with project leaders and a sample of business leader mentors.  

 

DATA COLLECTION STRATEGIES AND TOOLS 

The primary data collection methods used for this report were surveys and key informant interviews. 

 

 PARTICIPANT AND TEAM LEADER SURVEYS 

Surveys were emailed to all cohort participants and a slightly different version was distributed to 
project leaders during Leadership Forum meetings. Survey responses were received from 19 
organizations (95% organizational response rate).   
 
Forty-three participant surveys and 13 project leader surveys were received, resulting in individual 
completion rates of 49% and 87%, respectively. Survey topics included:  status of social enterprise 
implementation, application of business skills to practice, financial impact and earned income, 
perceived benefit from Leadership Forums, program satisfaction and additional training and 
resource needs. 

 

 KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS WITH BUSINESS MENTORS 

Semi- structured, personal interviews were conducted with six business mentors who worked with 
organizations during the Academy. Interviews were conducted over the phone between March-
April 2012 and ranged from 20-45 minutes. One mentor worked with two teams; therefore 
information was collected from 7 organizations. The interviews were analyzed qualitatively. 
 
 

 KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS WITH PROJECT LEADERS – ONE-YEAR POST WORK SESSIONS 

Semi- structured, personal interviews were conducted with 19 project leaders. Interviews were 
conducted over the phone between October 2012- February 2013 and ranged from 15-75 
minutes. These interviews took place approximately one year following organizations’ completion 
of the Academy work sessions and Showcase competition.  A primary goal was to assess the 
degree to which organizations implemented the social enterprises developed in the Academy and 
any associated financial/ organizational benefits. 


