
As the field of social entrepre-
n eu rship devel op s , a growi n g
part of the discussion is the need
for “mutant” managers, people
who can bridge the nonprofit

and business worlds. This is a new role, with
new demands, expectations and standards.
In c re a s i n gly, business sch ools are bei n g
looked to as the source for these managers. As
an MBA student with a nonprofit background
now working in a social purpose enterprise, I
am faced daily with the challenges of filling
this new role. These challenges range from
translating business school concepts and val-
ues into the social purpose enterprise world,
to balancing issues of organizational culture,
to questioning the value of an MBA. By shar-
ing my experiences and addressing some of
these challenges, I hope to provide insight
into this new role, both for MBA students
interested in entering this sector and for non-
profits looking to hire an MBA.

My personal journey began at Oberlin
Co ll ege , wh ere I stu d i ed Econ omics and
Third World Studies. I was very interested in

economic development, and became involved
in the com mu n i ty econ omic devel opm en t
field by working at a community develop-
ment corporation in Holyoke, Masschusetts.
I felt a critical part of what was keeping many
communities from economic success was the
lack of access to resources,particularly techni-
cal skills and economic analysis. My role at
the CDC was to provide business counseling
and technical assistance in layman’s terms in
order to help aspiring entrepreneurs make
their dreams a reality. I felt that I could make
a difference by working to bring business
skills into communities traditionally isolated
from the business world. In order to develop
my business skills, I entered the MBA pro-
gram at the Un ivers i ty of Ma s s achu s et t s ,
where I took an internship through Students
for Responsible Business at Youth Industry in
San Fra n c i s co. Yo uth In du s try and Th e
Roberts Enterprise Development Fund intro-
duced me to the concept of social entrepre-
neurship, which brought together perfectly
my interests and experiences involving youth,
small business development, and economic
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change. My summer was so fascinating that I
agreed to stay full-time at Youth Industry as
the Business Development Coordinator.

Al t h o u gh my en t husiasm is undimin-
ished, there have been several challenges in
translating my technical and academic skills
and previous work experience into my new
workplace. Through conversations with other
MBAs who have entered this field I have
found that many of our experiences are com-
mon,although our backgrounds and motiva-
tions vary widely. Some challenges would be
present in any small business, and some are
particular to the social entrepreneurship field.
These challenges include applying business
school concepts, working in an organization
with limited resources,learning to balance the
double bottom line of profitability and social
change, and organizational culture.

One of the main challenges has been
translating business school concepts that are
traditionally geared toward large corporations
to small social purpose en terpri s e s .
Accounting in particular presents challenges,
as in business school our professors assured
us that “our book-keepers would take care of
the details” and our primary role was to ana-
lyze the information presented to us. This
attitude was immediately put to the test at
Einstein’s Café (Youth Industry’s café in the
Sunset district of San Francisco), where I had
to d evelop and implement a cost accounting
system. Business school teaches the concepts
and value of a system like this, but not its
implementation, such as how to program the
register or design a user-friendly inventory
tracking system. In addition to the imple-
mentation and scale issues, which are present
in any small bu s i n e s s , Yo uth In du s try
accounting calculations include social costs.
Moreover, implementation must take unique
factors into consideration, such as the high
employee turnover rate made necessary by the
design of our youth internships.

A related challenge is the reality that the
level of resources is clearly lower than in a
major corporation. The level of detail and in-
depth analysis expected from our professors
in many cases is prohibitively costly to imple-
ment at an organization like Youth Industry
or any small business due to the staff time and
resources required. One must learn to distill
the critical facets from business school and
apply them in a realistic and cost effective
manner. It is important to stay focused on the

main objective of the task and the particular
steps necessary to accomplish it.

The key questions I have learned to ask
are:

What is the objective of this project/task? 

What information is crucial to accom-
plishing this task?  

What information would be helpful, but
not critical?  

What are the challenges in gathering this
information?  

Are the costs and time required to gather
this information greater than the benefits
accrued?

What is the framework for analysis?  

These qu e s ti ons have hel ped me to
a pp ly marketi n g, opera ti onal and acco u n t-
ing con cepts in a re a l i s tic manner. Th e s e
qu e s ti ons may lead to pared down su rveys
that may not be stati s ti c a lly sign i f i c a n t , but
m ay sti ll yi eld va lu a ble inform a ti on . O n e
m i ght also have to make improvem ents in
s t a ges as oppo s ed to implem en ting a new
program all at on ce . Al t h o u gh it may yi eld a
less ac adem i c a lly correct outcom e ,u l ti m a te-
ly it may be more ef fective .

One of the challenges in making changes
and establishing new systems in a social pur-
pose enteprise is implementing them with
employees who are not trained in traditional
business. Many MBAs are used to working as
part of a team, in an environment of shared
knowledge and a common language and skill
set. The people MBAs work with in social
purpose enterprises bring a different set of
skills to the table, such as counseling, experi-
ence working with the target population or
contacts in the community. Often it is the
MBA who is expected to bring the business
knowledge. To effectively fulfill this role, it is
crucial to assess the skills of the people who
have been running the business to date and
l e a rn from their ex peri en ce and intu i tive
knowledge. Business managers often have the
knowledge and business sense, but may not
share the same vocabulary as MBAs. It is
important not to assume knowledge and to
avoid being patron i z i n g. Business sch oo l
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taught me how to write a business plan, but I
had to actually work in a business to under-
stand its particular operational needs and
how to effectively execute that plan.

As part of balancing the do u ble bo t tom
line of financial su ccess and social impact , con-
cepts that MBAs feel are important to bu s i n e s s
su ccess may be com prom i s ed . This can cause
f ri cti on and a sense of f ru s tra ti on . It is impor-
tant to maintain flex i bi l i ty and pers pective in
order to ju d ge wh i ch com promises are accept-
a ble and wh i ch are not. One example of this is
at Ei n s tei n’s Ca f é . I wanted to track each com-
bi n a ti on ava i l a ble (half tu rkey sandwi ch/cup of
s o u p, h a l f tu rkey sandwi ch / s a l ad , etc.) on our
m enu in order to ga t h er inform a ti on for co s t ,
m a rketing and sales analys i s . However, t h i s
would have requ i red a com p l i c a ted reprogra m-
ming of the regi s ter, wh i ch would have been
difficult for the yo uth program parti c i p a n t s
( i n terns) at our program to implem ent wi t h o ut
a high degree of error. The cost differen ti a l
bet ween a soup and salad was minimal, so we
com prom i s ed to measu ring a half tu rkey com-
bi n a ti on , soup or salad . The regi s ter was repro-
gra m m ed and now gen era tes inform a ti on hel p-
ful to our cost con t a i n m ent and marketi n g
s tra tegi e s , but it is more user- f ri en dly than the
ori ginal plan. My analysis wi ll sti ll be ef fective ,
and yet the cashiers wi ll be able to use the reg-
i s ter wi t h o ut exce s s ive training or errors .

The organizational culture of a social
purpose enterprise is also very unique. The
pre s su res of accomplishing po s i tive soc i a l
goals while being profitable create a new set of
tensions. As an MBA, I quickly realized I
would have to get my hands dirty to under-
stand these dynamics. Maintaining an out-
side, consultant perspective wouldn’t allow
me to grasp the complexity of the issues fac-
ing these businesses. Before I was able to
design an effective cost accounting system I
had to understand the operational reality of
the business. I accomplished this by working
on the line and in the kitchen to understand
the conditions under which this system would
be implemented, the key issues facing the
business and the manager’s challenges and
pri ori ti e s . In ad d i ti on to gaining gre a ter
understanding for myself, by working in this
manner I also believe I gained the trust of the
interns and employees.

The need to be aware of and cultivate
trust is another issue commonly facing MBAs
entering this field. An advanced degree in

itself does not automatically create trust– in
many cases it is cause for mist rust. Many of
the program participants may feel that MBAs
stand for everything they are trying to over-
come – trad i ti onal aut h ori ty, va lues and
power. It is important to recognize that these
dynamics may exist not just in relating to the
participants, but to other employees of the
organization as well. This can be minimized
by having the position and expectations clear-
ly defined to all parties before the MBA starts
working. It is also important for the MBA to
be conscious that this reaction may happen
and to be sensitive to the dynamics. As one
small example, I dressed in  “business casual”
attire during the first few weeks of my job. I
eventually realized that such attire was creat-
ing a wider gulf and mistrust, causing me to
fit the stereotype even more. By toning down
my wardrobe,I was able to fit into the organi-
zational culture more smoothly. However, I
remained myself – it would have backfired
completely if it appeared that I was trying to
be someone that I’m not.

Some of the MBAs I spoke with, particu-
larly those with no previous nonprofit experi-
ence, found it challenging to learn how to
effectively interact with the program partici-
pants. Many MBAs are used to working with
and supervising college students who are con-
ditioned to accepting feedback, multi-tasking,
and problem solving. Due to the barriers
many of the program participants have to
overcome, a traditional supervisory approach
is often unsuccessful. Communication styles
may have to be examined and modified to
su cce s s f u lly rel ay ex pect a ti ons and tasks.
Furthermore, if the MBA’s position is more
analytical, involving less direct client contact,
it is easy to feel alienated from the program
participants or employees. I have found the
best way to counteract these issues is to make
a concerted eff ort to spend time with fellow
employees and program participants during
and after work hours, although this is not a
stated part of my responsibilities. Without
this contact I would feel unable to understand
the pressures the business managers face, and
would risk losing sight of our mission.

At times it can be isolating to be the only
one jumping up and down over a successful
spreadsheet, or to have to look for advice out-
side of the agency on technical questions. In
the private sector it is common to learn busi-
ness skills and techniques from peers and
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supervisors. While such learning is present at
social purpose enterprises,the MBA has often
been brought in to provide answers to busi-
ness issues,and the learning that takes place is
more operational and social. It can be diffi-
cult to be placed in that position, and it has
been crucial to my success to have the support
and expertise of the Executive Director and
outside consultants.

I have en co u n tered a lot of i n terest and
qu e s ti ons abo ut wh et h er or not an MBA was
the appropri a te degree to have for su ccess in
this fiel d . Wh en I first dec i ded to get my
M BA I do u bted wh et h er or not this was the
degree I should be pursu i n g. I went to bu s i-
ness sch ool to con ti nue in the econ om i c
devel opm ent field but wasn’t su re if I was
going for the creden tials alon e , or if I wo u l d
also learn som ething usef u l . I was afraid of
being bra i nw a s h ed by corpora te cultu re
a n d / or being isolated from my fell ow cl a s s-
m a tes because of our different world out-
l ook and po l i tical vi ews .

While I did not find business sch ool as
i n tell ectu a lly sti mu l a ting as I might have
found a Ma s ters in history, for ex a m p l e , I
am actu a lly using every class I have taken .
Ma rketi n g, opera ti ons managem en t ,
acco u n ti n g, or ga n i z a ti onal beh avi or – the
l e s s ons learn ed in business sch ool are part
of my daily work . In order for a social pur-
pose en terprise to be su ccessful it is impor-
tant for business devel opm ent staff to
u n derstand the whole spectrum of bu s i n e s s
i s su e s . Business sch ool ex po s ed me to the
ra n ge of i s su e s , and gave me en o u gh of a
fo u n d a ti on to iden tify issues as they ari s e ,
and determine a stra tegy for solving them .
The key is to at least have su f f i c i ent ex po-
su re and understanding of an issue to be

a ble to iden tify it and the re s o u rces needed
to ad d ress it.

Business sch ool gave me analyti c a l
s k i ll s , took aw ay my fear of nu m bers ,
open ed doors and opportu n i ti e s . It doe s n’t
t a ke the place of real world ex peri en ce , but it
has given me a va lu a ble fo u n d a ti on and a
depth of u n derstanding I may not have
ga i n ed thro u gh work alon e . The import a n t
ch a ll en ge facing mutant managers is how to
ach i eve a balance bet ween business va lu e s
and social goa l s . Business sch ool has given
me tools to help accomplish the goals I tru ly
bel i eve in, h owever the tools are a means to
the final goa l : s ocial ch a n ge .

The rewards of working in this field are
numerous. It has been exciting to work in
small businesses and to discover my strengths
and weaknesses through the challenges I have
encountered in this new field. Working with
the program participants and developing rela-
tionships is rewarding and inspiring. It is
deeply satisfying to be part of something new
where you are not following rules, but making
them. You can challenge yourself intellectual-
ly about the value of what you’re doing and
strive to make a difference. You can see how
your skills are valuable while you work with
incredible people - both staff and partici-
pants. And it is invaluable to be able to carry
out your values through your work.

The presence of MBAs in this field does
s i gnal a ch a n ge in cultu re , with differen t
expectations and challenges. The standards
and experiences also differ, and the challenge
facing this field is to find a way to integrate
the skills and perspectives of MBAs and other
businesspeople with the social conscience and
values of the nonprofit world in an equal and
complementary way.
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