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Defining Social 
Problems + 

Opportunities

September 13, 2023
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what’s happening + in the news01
Interview + Grameen Veolia reading02

wicked problems
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TODAY’S CLASS
Image source: imgarcade.com
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opportunities in solving the world’s problems

stages of transformation

• social business differs from low cost business

• stakeholder theory
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Sarah Caven
Samuel Chen
Luk Pham
Natalie Youssef
Menaka Alburquerque
Tony Pringle

When:
September 15, 2023
12:00–1:30 pm

Where:
Virtual
To register and receive Zoom 
link: ubc.zoom.us/meeting/register/u5YvcO2rrz0pGNKq4Xs5Wc8VTnp2KYXVQefe
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RESOURCE

COUNTDOWN Global Launch
The goal: To build a 
better future by 
cutting greenhouse 
gas emissions in half 
by 2030 in the race to 
a zero-carbon world –
a world that is safer, 
cleaner and fairer for 
everyone.

https://countdown.ted.com/

https://www.ted.com/series/countdown10.10.2020

Urgency
Leadership
Transformation
Breakthroughs
Action

https://www.ted.com/series/countdown
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https://ubc.zoom.us/meeting/register/u5YvcO2rrz0pGNKq4Xs5Wc8VTnp2KYXVQefe
https://countdown.ted.com/
https://www.ted.com/series/countdown
https://www.ted.com/series/countdown
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COUNTDOWN Global Launch

https://www.ted.com/series/countdown

Urgency Leadership

10.10.2020

Transformation Breakthroughs Action

RESOURCE
5

Can ”Leapfrogging” Mentality Be Applied to Accelerate the 
Transition to a Circular Economy in the Developing World?

IN THE NEWS

African nations often 
“leapfrog” outdated 
Western ways of doing 
things (i.e. communication 
infrastructure, banking access, 
solar energy)

informal waste collection 
(50%) + technology
Pilot w/ Mr. Green Africa 
and M-Pesa ~ provides 
additional collection 
method (reducing carbon 
footprint)

September 2022

https://sustainablebrands.com/read/from-purpose-to-action-building-a-sustainable-
future-together/technological-ingenuity-in-african-nations-how-they-are-solving-the-
plastic-waste-challenge
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https://www.ted.com/series/countdown
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https://www.mrgreenafrica.com/
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Devex excerpt from Osberg
• “A system of actors can and often will produce a relatively stable 

equilibrium that is unpleasant and unproductive for some of those actors, 
typically for the most underprivileged and marginalized.”

• “Moving from one stable state to a new one, therefore, is rarely a smooth 
and uncontested process. It is not always clear during the transition that 
the new state will be achieved.”

• “Models that require constant reapplication of the same level of investment 
regardless of scale will commonly fail to produce sustainable equilibrium 
change. Such an approach may be too expensive to achieve 
transformational scale, especially when intended beneficiaries are unable 
to pay for the benefit.”
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UN Sustainable Development Goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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“…social business is about making the economy 
work for everyone, including the poor people at 

the bottom of the pyramid...”
Muhammad Yunus
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“…Look to your core business, not a peripheral 
one as a source of inspiration...”

Muhammad Yunus
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what issues/barriers did the Grameen/Veolia 
venture face?

12
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Grameen Veolia Water
Business models to make the service accessible to all income levels:
• cross-subsidization among customer segments for same service 

(affluent vs. poor, urban vs. rural)
• cross-subsidization across different services (water and electricity)
• technological streamlining of access ~ i.e. delivery and payment
• other means of financing ~

– local taxation
– microcredit 
– PPP (public/private partnerships)
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Grameen Veolia Water
GVW’s options:
• cross-subsidize with bottled water sales to institutions
• cut out the dealers and sell direct to some households
• other direct sales methods?

14
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Grameen Veolia Water
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJvAte-2lXM
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Who is “the beneficiary” of clean water?
“Public education does not exist for the benefit of students or the benefit of 
their parents. It exists for the benefit of the social order.
We have discovered as a species that it is useful to have an educated 
population. You do not need to be a student or have a child who is a student to 
benefit from public education. Every second of every day of your life, you 
benefit from public education.
So let me explain why I like to pay taxes for schools, even though I don't 
personally have a kid in school: it's because I don't like living in a country with 
a bunch of stupid people.”
John Green
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJvAte-2lXM


© 2023 COMM485 Teaching Team.  This content is protect and may not be shared, uploaded or distributed

9

Reaching 
the World’s 
Poorest 
Consumers

https://www.strategy-business.com/article/11518
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Drivers of Innovation Implications for MNCs
Increased access among the poor to 
TV, cellular, information

Increased awareness of and 
aspiration for beneficial products

Deregulation, diminishing role of 
government and foreign aid

More hospitable investment climate 
for MNCs, more cooperation from 
NGOs

Global overcapacity and intense 
competition in other pyramid tiers

BoP represents a huge untapped 
market for profitable growth

Need to discourage migration to 
overcrowded urban centres

MNCs must create products for rural 
populations

source: Prahalad et al., 2002

Opportunities in Poverty Reduction

Exhibit 2: Innovation and MNC Implications in Tier 4
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https://www.strategy-business.com/article/11518
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Social Business ≠ Low-Cost Business

source: Yunus et al., 2015

19

The Blue Sweater
Jacqueline Novogratz

20
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Manifesto for a Moral Revolution
Jacqueline Novogratz

https://www.acumenacademy.org/course/the-path-of-moral-leadership
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Remember 
“Question Zero”

Stages of Transformation
(a model for equilibrium change)

defining
the problem

source: Martin & Osberg, 2015
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https://www.acumenacademy.org/course/the-path-of-moral-leadership
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Tensions in the Process of Understanding

Abhorrence
Appreciation

Expertise
Apprenticeship

Experimentation
Commitment

source: Martin & Osberg, 2015
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Source: Martin & Osberg, 2015

1. Systemic approach
• Specific constituents targeted
• System actors understood and accounted for

2. Compelling future state
• How are specified beneficiaries’ prior conditions 

transformed?
• How is the system transformed – and sustained?

Envisioning a Transformed Future

24
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source: Freeman, 2013

Stakeholder 
Theory

25

wicked problems

26
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1. Defining problems
2. Locating problems
3. Identifying the actions that might effectively narrow 

the gap between what-is and what-ought-to-be (p. 
159)

“Social problems are never solved.  At best they are only 
re-solved –over and over again”. (p. 160)

Greatest Problem Solving Challenges

Rittel & Weber (1973)
27

1. No definitive formulation of a wicked problem
2. Wicked problems have no stopping rule
3. Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but 

good-or-bad
4. There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution 

to a wicked problem
5. Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one shot 

operation”

10 Distinguishing Properties of Wicked Problems

Rittel & Weber (1973)
28
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6. Wicked problems to not have an enumerable set of 
potential solutions

7. Every wicked problem is essentially unique
8. Every wicked problem is considered to be a symptom 

of another problem
9. The existence of a discrepancy, representing a 

wicked problem can be explained many ways.
10.The planner has no right to be wrong

Rittel & Weber (1973)

10 Distinguishing Properties of Wicked Problems

29

what problem would you like to solve?

30
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what problem would you like to solve?
1. what is the fundamental problem?
2. who are the beneficiaries; other system actors?
3. what/who preserves the current equilibrium?
4. what would the transformed future look like?
5. what would you do first to tackle this problem?

• Remember the stages of transformation: understand, envision, 
build, scale

• Consider who might be a good collaborator

31

ASSIGNMENT 1
32
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Intro Card
1. full name + preferred name (if different)
2. faculty + year
3. specialization
4. why are you here?
5. what do you hope to learn (from course, peers)?
6. how do you define “social entrepreneurship”?
7. what inspires you?

33

individual
/ partner

team

prep: Pre-assessments 10%

assignment 1: Social Problem Situational Analysis 20%

assignment 2: Selected Case Study + Presentation 0 15%

assignment 3: Applied Social Enterprise Project 30%

assignment 4: Reflection Paper 10%

Participation*: Participation + Engagement 15%

total 55% 45%

ASSESSMENT
34
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*Participation + Engagement ~ 
Participation “Portfolio”

1: in class speaking (synchronous)
2: discussion boards (asynchronous) ~ 1 week

PARTICIPATION
35

due present
prep: Pre-assessments ongoing

contribution: In-class Participation + Engagement ongoing

assignment 1: Social Problem Situational Analysis oct 1

assignment 2: Selected Case Study + Presentation oct 23 oct 23 -
oct 30

assignment 3: Applied Social Enterprise Project nov 28 nov 29* +
dec 4*

assignment 4: Reflection Paper dec 8
note* clients attend  

DATES
36
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EXPECTATIONS

respect
sensitivity
punctual attendance
lids down
phones away
engaged participation

Image source: thengojourney.blogspot
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class prep ~ review, complete class prep 

01
pre-assessments ~ due by 9am on day of class02

sharing ~ new articles, resources, inspiration

03

REMINDERS
Image source: imgarcade.com

Sean Condon ~ Director Social + Economic 
Innovation, Vancity Community Foundation

assignment 1 ~ partners + topics
(email teaching team)

04

38
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exclusive copyright of the COMM 485 teaching team and may only 
be used by students enrolled in COMM 485 in the Fall term of 2023 
at the Sauder School of Business, University of British Columbia. 
Unauthorized or commercial use of these lectures, including 
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