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A SOCIAL 
REVOLUTION

How the 
Reconstructed 

Living Lab (RLabs) is 
making hope and 

empowerment more 
mobile, viral 
and global 
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Social innovation 
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A supplement on SRI, 
responsible investing 

and impact investing in 
South Africa. 
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SCALE SHIFT

Thinking about 
scaling a project or 
idea? Ask yourself 
these questions first 
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eTHE TRUE SIZE 
OF AFRICA

In a bid to fight “immappancy” and 
chronic misjudgement of Africa’s 

true scale, software and computer-
graphics guru Kai Krause created a 
public domain image that illustrates 

the truth. The continent is bigger 
than the USA, UK, Japan, China, 

India and the whole of Europe. All 
combined. No wonder there’s so 

much potential…

TRANSFORM, 
DON’T CORRECT

How to think differently to 
solve problems properly 

– page 3
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THE CORRECTIVE PARADIGM
“It’s broken? Let’s fix it.” 

Looks at PROBLEMS

“My bucket isn’t working.”

“There are more and more homeless people.”   

Finds GAPS

“There’s a hole.”

“There is a need for more houses.” 

Delivers SERVICE

“Let’s plug it.” 

“Let’s get funding, build houses and give 
them to people.”

Leads to DEVELOPMENT

“The leak is fixed. For now.”

“More people have homes. For now.”

Focuses on PRODUCTS & PROCESSES

“Can we sell these plugs to fix future leaks?”

“Can we get more funding for more houses to be 
built elsewhere?”

EXTERNALISED INSTITUTIONS

“We have to keep fixing buckets.”

“The government or organisations have to keep 
providing homes.”

THE TRANSFORMATIVE PARADIGM
“It’s broken? Let’s change it.” 

Looks at POSSIBILITIES

“My bucket could be replaced with a more 
effective water carrier.” 

“There is a growing group of people who want to 
build their own homes.”

Finds STRENGTHS

“We already have an airtight thermos flask 
in the kitchen.”

“We already have unemployed and interested 
labourers and artisans in this community.” 

Fosters CO-CREATION

“Let’s involve and empower a new water carrier.” 

“People have built their own homes for centuries.
 Let’s help them do it now.” 

 Leads to EVOLUTION

“This changes the way we store our water.”

“This changes the way we look at property 
ownership laws.”

Focuses on PATTERNS

“Let’s look at why leaks happen, why buckets are 
susceptible to holes and then avoid them.”

“Let’s look at why homelessness is on the rise. 
Are people disempowered by housing grants?” 

INTERNALISED INSTITUTIONS

“Thermos and water work together 
and don’t need us.”

“People who build their own houses value them 
more and become part of their own solution.”

From Without... From Within...

The Hole in the Bucket

Now imagine that this is the only water you have. 
Think quick. What are you going to do? You could fumble 
around under the bucket and plug the hole with a cork or 
a coiled up plastic bag. That could work. At least until the 
water starts dribbling out around the edges, or dislodging 

the plug with force and spilling all over the floor.

Either way, this external solution doesn’t address 
the problem. You still have a holey bucket. 
Plus you’re left with no water and wet feet.

The alternative? Think and feel from within. 
From the leaking water inside the bucket, which is the part 

that really counts. Then grab the bucket, pour the water 
into a big thermos flask, screw the lid on tight and toss the 

bucket in the trash. 

Water safe. Feet dry. Problem solved from the inside out.

Okay, enough about buckets. What does this mean in 
terms of social innovation and the opportunities and 

challenges facing Africa today?  

It means we need to innovate from the inside out.

Imagine you have a 
bucket with a hole in it. 

Imagine you fill it with water and 
then watch numbly as the liquid 

starts to trickle out.
... 
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Cape Town Social Venture 
Wins Global Recognition

I N S I D E  |  B E R T H A  C E N T R E

“The multi-faceted challenges of today call for creative 
and innovative solutions in the non-profit and public 
sectors that are more efficient and human-centred in 
how they deliver services to those who need them 
most,” says Bertha Centre Director, François Bonnici. 

That’s the thinking behind the SI Lab. It’s a learning 
space for purpose-driven people to pursue social and 
environmental ventures in emerging markets. It combines 
teaching, field work, practitioner colloquiums and 
design thinking in an alchemical process that changes 
the way students view challenges and work 
to solve them. 

SI LAB STUDENTS CAUSING A STIR 

The SI Lab ran for the first time in 2012 and the 
inaugural crop of students has already started 
generating ideas and achieveing success. 

Bertha Scholar, Ayanda Mavundla’s team developed 
a Micro-Franchise Accellerator with the Clothing Bank 
and The Business Place in Philippi. Diana Moore’s team 
submitted an innovation plan to integrate small-scale 
farmers into the food retail supply chain to increase the 
sustainability of this sector.

The Social Innovation (SI) Lab is a unique learning-by-doing social venture course 
in the UCT Graduate School of Business MBA. It’s led by the Bertha Centre for Social 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship. This lab is causing creative chemical reactions in the 
way students think and do.

The SI Lab partnered another MBA team with social media innovation non-profit 
company RLabs to design the Kukua Fund, a novel investment fund aimed at 
discovering and investing in Africa’s high-potential internet and mobile start-ups 
driving social change. 

The cleverly designed Kukua fund will provide these start-ups with micro-investments 
of up to US$25 000, as well as human capital, mentorship, access to networks and 
business development. This will in turn promote further growth of the industry and 
even more jobs.

Bertha Scholar and SI Lab graduate Daniel Sullivan was snapped up before the end 
of his MBA in 2012 and appointed senior project officer on the Cape Town World 
Design Capital team. A previous project manager with the UK Carbon Trust, Sullivan 
is eager to apply his newly acquired social innovation, systems and design thinking 
to the challenges facing Cape Town as a city. Not to find quick fixes. But rather to 
unpick how and why the problems actually occur.
 
“Design thinking is a way of addressing the illness as opposed to the symptoms,” 
says Sullivan. “Take the problem of housing as an example – we need aesthetic and 
functional living spaces, but we also have to appreciate the poor spatial planning that 
plagues Cape Town.”
 
Sustainable positive change requires looking at problems through a lens of possibility, 
Sullivan explains. Then a whole new range of solutions presents itself.

“If we look at the system and consider the needs which a house fulfills, then we may 
realise our definition of a house doesn’t necessarily have to be four walls and a roof. 
This liberates us to look at apartment or other designs that address the needs and 
deliver their solutions within the defined constraints.”

Messages of congratulations from around the world have gone to Reel Gardening – 
a team including two UCT MBA students, both from the Social Innovation Lab – for 
their regional win in the Hult Prize London early in March 2013. Beating 50 teams 
from universities in Europe, Africa, and the Middle East, they now go on to New York 
for a six-week full-time incubation programme and to compete against five other teams 
for a US$1-million from the Clinton Global Initiative.

As if that isn’t enough, the team also won the Europe, Middle-East, Africa regional 
round of the Global Social Venture Competition and moved on to compete at the 
University of Berkley for even more recognition and a chance to present before 
global impact investors.

Claire Reid, founder of Reel Gardening, created a very convenient way to package 
seeds that ensures germination and reduces the amount of water used in the 
germination phase by 80%. The seeds are packaged in biodegradable material 
filled with fertilizer.

It’s a clever gardening convenience with business potential, of course. But it’s also 
a developmental innovation with broader-scale implications of use. 
 
The team came together through the Student Social Venture programme (SSVP) 
in November 2012, where people with ideas are paired up with MBA students 
to flesh out social business plans and come up with robust ways of ensuring 
scalability and impact.

Created and hosted by the Bertha Centre and the UCT Net Impact Chapter, the SSVP 
aims to improve the quality and performance of African universities at global student 
social business competitions. And clearly, the plan is working.

“We started doing community development pro-
grammes, and corporate social responsibility projects 
where we helped communities start vegetable gardens,” 
says Reel Gardening project manager Emily Jones. 
“And although the impact they made was considerable, 
the scalability posed a difficult problem.”

This issue of scalability was tackled when Reid and 
Jones were teamed up with MBA student Greg 
MacFarlane, a Bertha Scholar, and Dianne Moore 
from the school’s Social Innovation Lab. The potential 
within the team was immediately apparent.

“These seed packages grow in any soil,” says 
MacFarlane. “They manufacture a product that 
makes gardening easy, and when you pair that with 
the thinking around global food security issues, the 
potential for massive impact becomes obvious.”

After these intial global wins, evidently the 
international social venture community agrees.
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Inside/
  Bertha
  Centre

It started as a 16-year-old girl’s gardening experiment. 
But it’s grown into a social innovation that’s turning 
heads and winning awards in the international social 
investment community.

What’s on at the Bertha Centre for Social Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship at the UCT Graduate School of 
Business in Cape Town?
Gareth Coetzee reports

Social Innovation Lab 
Causes Creative Reactions



6

An International Hub for 
Education Innovation

Students get inventive for
the MPhil in Inclusive 
Innovation Studies.

It’s a degree for unconventional thinkers looking to 
tackle conventional emerging market challenges. It’s 
an MPhil with a focus on Inclusive Innovation Studies 
now offered by the University of Cape Town’s Graduate 
School of Business (GSB) in association with the Bertha 
Centre for Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship. 

This February the programme welcomed five new 
students to Cape Town, a city that is evolving into 
the innovation capital of South Africa, and by 
extension Africa.

In part inspired by the MIT Media Lab’s multidiscipli-
nary approach to innovation, this MPhil aims to gather 
creative people from a spectrum of disciplines to work 
together on complex challenges facing developing 
economies. Students will spend the majority of their 
time of the year-long degree on research activities and 
the creation and live demonstrations of their inventions. 

The Bertha Centre has been chosen as one of just four hubs around the world to form part 
of the Center for Education Innovation (CEI) and participate in a global initiative to 
understand effective ways to improve access to quality education in emerging economies.  

“The Results for Development Institute in Washington DC has recognised us as a 
credible home for the South African Country Hub for a global network documenting 
education innovations around the world,” says Bertha Centre Director François 
Bonnici. “This means we will collect, document and analyse non-government 
programmes that are successfully driving learning in poor communities – often 
complementary to or more effectively than state initiatives.”

According to Dr Emma van der Vliet, who will lead the Country Hub in South 
Africa, the majority of South African corporate social investment – over 40% of 
the R6.9-billion – goes into education development programmes. But despite the 
country’s bustling education ecosystem, companies wanting to invest in education 
development often don’t know where to start or what to fund.

“That is why this CEI initiative is so important,” says van der Vliet. “With this 
research we hope to become the go-to place for understanding the innovative 
trends in education – from pedagogy, to technology, to operations, to financing 
– especially in South Africa.”

The Bertha Centre hopes to be able to display the most tangible of these education 
innovations as early as 2014 in Workshop 17 (see page 10). The other hubs 
participating in the programme will be situated in Kenya and India. 

www.educationinnovations.org

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

“The platform will allow us to put local 
innovation on the global map, which 
hopefully will invite the interest of the 

right people to ensure these innovations 
have their desired impact,” says 

Bonnici. “This initiative could be a very 
helpful tool for the education crisis 

faced in many countries.” 

“By empowering organisations and 
social enterprises already improving 
access to quality education, we can 

work to enhance the possibilities and 
increase the impact that exists.”

PUTTING PEN 
TO POLICY

Certainly the Bertha Centre is more about action 
than words and practice than policy. That’s why the 
Centre is actively pursuing change in the latter.

Within its first year, the Bertha Centre was commissioned by the 
Western Cape provincial government to produce a framework for the 
opportunities for government action and influence in stimulating a 
social innovation ecosystem and supporting social entrepreneurs. 
On the one-year anniversary of the Centre’s inception, this was then 
presented to the Ministers of Economic Development and Tourism, 
and of Social Development.

The message: government and other policy makers can and should be 
encouraging innovative thought, behavior and action for maximal economic 
and social effect. The result: policy makers agree. 

The Bertha Centre has now been tasked to develop a strategy and policy 
for cabinet submission next May, as well as to coordinate certain pilot 
projects in parallel with the strategy development.

“While not the main focus of the Centre, it is an external recognition of the 
expertise being developed within our walls,” says Director of Policy and 
Projects, Tamsin Jones. “It’s a terrific milestone for our first year in action.” The candidates can explore several themes, ranging from human computer interactions, social innovation strategies, 

inclusive business designs, and applied communications technology to aspects of health and education delivery and 
management systems, as well as sustainable business actualisation.

We are not placing limits on anything say co-conveners of the course, Dr François Bonnici and Professor Kosheek 
Sewchurran. “Our goal is radical innovation and sustainable solutions for Africa,” says Sewchurran. “We don’t 
really worry what shape or form these take – only that they work.” www.gsb.uct.ac.za/inclusiveinnovation
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A Degree in Building 
Africa’s Future

The 2013 IPA received 
an unprecedented:

903 
applications from 

45
countries

The Innovation Prize for Africa is grounded 
in a belief that the best way to predict the 
future is to create it. It is a call to action 
across Africa to develop our own solutions to 
our own critical challenges. To create a better 
future, the future Africa deserves, we have to 
collaborate. We have to innovate. 

The Innovation Prize for Africa 2013The Innovation Prize for Africa 2013
WHAT? The Innovation Prize for Africa (IPA) is an initiative that mobilises 
African innovators and entrepreneurs by providing US$150 000 to winners 
who deliver market-oriented solutions for African-led development. This 
prestigious annual award was co-founded by the African Innovation 
Foundation, AIF (www.africaninnovation.org) and the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Africa, UNECA (www.uneca.org).

WHERE? Last year the IPA Awards Ceremony was held in Addis Ababa 
alongside the fifth joint annual meetings of the AU Conference of Ministers 
of Economy and Finance and the ECA Conference of African Ministers of 
Finance, Planning and Economic Development, where a resolution was 
passed to promote an innovation society for Africa’s social and economic 
transformation. This year, the University of Cape Town’s Graduate School of 
Business is proud to have been selected as the host city partner for the IPA 
2013 in Cape Town. This high-profile partnership allows a natural synergy 
with the work being done at the GSB’s Bertha Centre for Social Innovation 
and Entrepreneurship.

WHY? The IPA focuses on African-led solutions, thus it invests in Africa’s 
greatest resources – its human capital and particularly its youth – and 
encourages creative ways to overcome everyday challenges.

DETAILS? The 2013 Innovation Prize for Africa Awards Ceremony and 
Gala Dinner will be held at The Mount Nelson Hotel in Cape Town on 
7 May. A team has been assembled to welcome the incoming innovators, 
judges and finalists from across Africa. As part of the delegate proceedings, 
an Innovation Roundtable will also be held on the morning of 7 May in 
collaboration with the UCT Graduate School of Business. 

Contributed by Pauline Mujawamariya, Programme Manager at AIF 
and Eskedar Nega, Programme Officer at UNECA.

Celebrating

African 

ingenuity in 

Cape Town
Celebrating

African 

ingenuity in 

Cape Town
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Scaling the invisible

It’s n
ot only about sca

ling the visi
ble, but also the invisib

le. 

We can’t ju
st lo

ok at observable, tangible things lik
e 

projects, 
products, 

programmes, o
rganisations. W

hat 

about sca
ling invisib

le elements lik
e experiences and 

relationships? What about sca
ling quality? 

Consider an organisation like
 RLabs (se

e case study on 

page 12). It’
s not just a

 tech products a
nd servic

es 

company; the core of the organisation is i
ts st

ories 

and experiences. A
 big part of why RLabs has been 

able to thrive
 is t

he quality of its
 relationships. S

o if y
ou 

want to sca
le RLabs, you have to sca

le that quality, 
not 

just sp
ecific

 products l
ike training modules, w

eb apps, 

and venture funds.

4.

Participatory scaling

Scaling doesn’t have to be driven just by entrepreneurs, 

organisational leaders, or funders. It 
can also be driven 

by participants, clients, m
embers, users – the people who 

have received the benefit of the original innovation. Social 

movements know this. Religions know this. Social innova-

tors tend not to think this way, although you can certainly 

find examples, like open source technology projects. 
5.
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2.

And what about 

descaling?

What is re
ally responsible for social innovation success? 

We always assume that growing is im
proving… that 

scaling up is the best or only way forward. But sometimes 

it isn’t. Some projects or plans won’t be more successful 

when scaled. Some innovations might be more impactful if 

you actually made them smaller.

6.

Questions 
of Scale

There is no right w
ay, or one way

Scaling a succe
ssfu

l project i
s n

ot a sim
ple shift o

f one element in
 one directio

n, fr
om 

a sin
gle origin to a sin

gle target. It
 is 

complex and non-lin
ear. Y

ou ca
n have adaptive

 

sca
ling – programmes o

r id
eas th

at are co
nsta

ntly ch
anging due to shifts

 in co
ntext 

– or p
arallel, m

ultid
irectio

nal sc
aling of m

any things o
r p

rojects 
through each other. 

You also have to co
nsider th

at diffe
rent cu

ltures a
nd places re

spond diffe
rently to the 

same thing. You ca
n’t a

ssu
me that you ca

n just s
pread a co

nsist
ent id

ea in a co
nsist

ent 

way. T
his m

eans th
ere is 

no formula or ri
ght answer. W

hich
 means th

ere’s
 even more 

to talk a
bout.

3.
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To sc
ale or n

ot?
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1.

When is the answer not the answer?

The thing about scaling is it’s not just the endpoint or 

answer that matters. Maybe that answer is actually less 

important than the way of questioning. In other words, 

the lesson from a particular project could come from 

the thought process that went into it, and not the answer 

that was reached. We need to think more about how we 

can scale questions, not just the answers.

7.

The psychology of scaling is powerful. It can also be exhausting. We carry this 
idea and need for growth inside us. It can be burdensome to try and scale to 
save the world. Especially  because we don’t always know how and why to do it.

Inside | Warren

Warren Nilsson is a Senior Lecturer in Social 
Innovation at the University of Cape Town 
Graduate School of Business and co-founder of the 
international social change project Organization 
Unbound. He also cycles to work every day – and 
everywhere else too.

So you’ve got a socially 
innovative project or product 
off the ground. But not that 
far off the ground – it’s pretty 
much working at grassroots 
level. This is when most 
innovators want to start 
rolling it out and scaling it 
up to something bigger and 
(hopefully) more beneficial. 
But Warren Nilsson has 
some big questions first…

I N S I D E  |  S C A L E I N S I D E  |  S C A L E
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Inside/
 Scale

Want to talk about it some more?

Through the GSB’s Bertha Centre, we are getting ready to start a research collaborative 

called ScaleShift. It will be an emergent project, open to any researcher or practitioner 

interested in exploring scale in new ways. We may combine more traditional theoreti-

cal work and literature reviews with some action projects, depending on who shows up 

and what their interests and goals are. To find out more and be added to the mailing list, 

email me at warren.nilsson@gsb.uct.ac.za.

8.

- Warren Nilsson, 
  Senior Lecturer in Social Innovation

*Join ScaleShift now.

9
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W
or
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p 17
It’s called Workshop 17. Founding Director, Tamsin 
Jones calls it the “big warehouse with the big vision”. 
Why? Because it’s a huge, dedicated space for inventing, 
prototyping and testing new products, business 
models and services aligned to African markets. 
It’s an innovation sweet spot. Here’s the first taste…

It’s official.
South Africa’s V&A Waterfront and Africa’s top 
ranking business school, the University of Cape Town’s 
Graduate School of Business (GSB), have announced 
the first collaborative home and hub for innovation 
and enterprise development in Africa.
 

It’s a living laboratory.
Workshop 17 is an innovation hub modelled on 
the world-renowned Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) Media Lab in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts USA (read more opposite). In short 
it’s a shared innovation model that will provide a 
collaborative living laboratory for the greatest minds 
on the continent – from social innovators, entrepreneurs, 
foundations and thought leaders, to government, 
industry players, funders and those who can commer-
cialise these ideas into successful, sustainable results.

“By leveraging the GSB’s strengths in business model 
design, inclusive innovation and systems thinking,” says 
Tamsin Jones, “Workshop 17 is expected to make a 
significant socio-economic difference in South Africa, 
and Africa at large.”

We are creating an innovation 
ecosystem for the next generation of 
doers. Workshop 17 is another landmark 
step for the GSB, the V&A Waterfront, 
the City of Cape Town – as well as 
for this continent.

- Tamsin Jones, 
  Director of Workshop 17
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It is difficult going back to the US. I feel like I’m leaving 
a part of me behind. I feel like Africa still has the highest 
opportunity for doing good and moving forward. 
Especially in the innovation economy I believe we are in 
– a new kind of economy that creates economic growth 
and social development.

- Julius Akinyemi, Bertha Centre Innovation Fellow 
  and Entrepreneur-in-Residence at the MIT Media Lab
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Inside/
 17

Once it was a power station.
Previously home to the SA Maritime Museum, the Workshop 17 warehouse is situated 
alongside the Robinson Dry Dock at the V&A Waterfront. It occupies the site of the 
original Electric Light and Power Station built around 1890. Now it’s generating 
power of a different kind.

Today it’s a manpower station.
“Significant job creation can only come from entrepreneurship and innovation,” 
says V&A Waterfront CEO David Green. “Economic growth requires business 
leaders and business schools to assume moral custodianship and work together 
with partners to create a supportive environment that fosters enterprise business
development in our country.” 

This is exactly what Workshop 17 is about. The V&A Waterfront and the GSB share 
a vision to be a world-class hub for innovation and entrepreneurship. The initial 
R1.5-million of funding came from the GSB’s Bertha Centre for Social Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship, while another R3.6-million for operational costs has been made 
available by the UCT Vice-Chancellor’s Strategic Fund. 

Development work on the space has already begun. The GSB is now seeking 
corporate and foundation partners and members to refit Workshop 17 to 
full functional capacity.

More information tamsin.jones@gsb.uct.ac.za

The MIT Media Lab has been an engine of innovation 
for 27 years. A powerful engine – according to a 2009 
Kauffman Foundation study, if the companies founded 
by MIT graduates formed a country, it would have the 
11th largest economy in the world. Clearly, the MIT 
Media Lab is the ideal inspiration for the Workshop 17 
model. That’s why its Entrepreneur in Residence, Julius 
Akinyemi, has been based in Cape Town as a visit-
ing Innovation Fellow to help with the establishment of 
Workshop 17 and the 2013 Masters programme that 
forms a first project stream. But he’s adamant that this 
world-class Workshop works from within Africa first...

We’re not importing developed 
world ideas…
As Africans we have to develop our own ideas, develop 
the capacity for innovation, and be creative in how we 
leverage existing technologies and capabilities and 
nuance them for the African context.

This is a one-stop workshop…
Workshop 17 is the first inclusive innovation hub in 
Africa and is unique in the world because it is more 
than just an incubator. It’s a place where everything 
from research right through to sourcing capital for new 
businesses is done under one roof. No one else in the 
world is doing it this way.

It’s high-tech and grassroots… 
Workshop 17 is not just a high-tech tower in the plush 
V&A Waterfront. It’s also intimately linked to on-the-
ground projects in the underdeveloped area of Philippi. 
Ultimately there will even be a mirror-image centre there 
called Workshop 71 where students and doers will 
interact. This is not innovation for innovation sake, but 
innovation to solve social problems and improve and 
uplift the people in Philippi who need it. And those very 
people are helping the practical development of the 
innovations themselves.

But how?
This is learning by doing. We’re combining the 
intellectual property of MPhil and PhD students with 
community common minds, entrepreneurs and people 
working on projects in Philippi. They bring the hands-on 
knowledge of what is needed and offer opportunities 
to test and improve innovations. They will tell students 
what works and what needs doing. We are cross-
pollinating between the grass-roots and deeply 
academic. Nobody else in the world is doing that.

It’s like a laboratory trial 
followed by clinical trials…
You can’t only test a pharmaceutical academically in 
the lab. You also need clinical trials to see how it works 
for real people. That’s the innovating that’s going on 
here. The MPhil students are creating practical solu-
tions to African problems. But they’re building them, 
not just writing them. The concepts will be developed in 
Workshop 17 and then tested in Philippi to make them 
inclusive, relevant, sustainable, scaleable. I think this is 
the first time these two tracks have been combined.

It’s from Africa to the world… 
I’ve always been passionate about developing Africa’s 
innovative capabilities, and capacity to develop its 
economies. What excites me so much is that Workshop 
17 will eventually become a catalyst that will change 
the continent, a platform from which the fruits of 
Africa’s intellectual capacity can be presented to the 
world, fully formed and ready to implement. South 
Africa has a combination of the intellectual capacity 
and the will to create a supportive, innovative environ-
ment. That’s what will make the difference.

What Makes 
Workshop 17 
World-Class?
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The RLabs Recipe

RLabs is a hybrid organisation of sorts, whereby business and non-profit motives 
exist side-by-side. The organisation remains focused on working to empower and 
uplift the community, but sometimes uses commercial means to achieve these ends. 
Here’s how...

•  By creating a significant level of self-sufficiency – RLabs has to-date 
    raised nearly R12 million (approximately US$1,440,000) through 
    various business income, accounting for almost 70% of total 
    funding requirements.
•  RLabs has a tremendous degree of flexibility in terms of the projects and   
    direction it chooses for itself. Were it constrained by traditional NGO-type 
    funding, this would almost certainly not be the case. 
•  This flexibility to take risks and therefore create innovation is a key 
    component of the RLabs recipe. 

Marc Low is a GSB scholar who completed a case study analysis on R Labs as part of an 
MBA degree in 2012.

Up to 70% of 
RLabs’ revenue 
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What’s on the slab 
at RLabs? 
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Inside/
 Hope

All sorts of things, including new mobile platforms, 
up-skilling, counselling and support for all things 
techie and entrepreneurial. Oh yes, and also renewed 
hope for reformed gangsters and drug addicts. 
Lots of it. 
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A few years ago Marlon Parker was pushing trolleys 
at the airport in Cape Town. He did not know what he 
wanted to do with his life, but his dream was to have 
an office job where he could wear a shirt and tie.

Today, Parker uses social and digital media to trans-
form lives by transferring skills, offering counselling 
and teaching entrepreneurship. This is done either 
online or at his offices in Athlone, Cape Town. The 
RLabs (Reconstructed Living Lab) model has been so 
successful it is being used in 18 other countries.

While working at the airport he applied for a job as 
a filing clerk, but promised himself that if he did not 
get it he would leave and study. He did not get the 
job. On the way out of work that day he bumped into 
someone who mentioned IT.

Parker had saved up R1 000 – enough to register 
for a course in IT at the Cape Peninsula 
University of Technology.

“When I started nothing turned me on about it. I’m 
all about people and this computer thing completely 
separated me from people. I only became aware later 
when I saw how technology could be used for good.”

His first “aha” moment about how technology could 
be used for good was when some students introduced 
him to MXit. 

“I saw there were some students that never had 
access to a computer but were now able to engage 
around certain topics using a mobile phone and it 
improved their grades. I started thinking... what if 
we could use the same thing for support? 
Technology is only the enabler. Seeing that 
enablement was unique.”

Parker started a company, RLabs, which used social 
media to allow people to share stories and give 
advice. People from his community were talking 
to each other about their problems. The technology 
could not cope with the traffic and he built a 
contact centre using MXit so people could continue 

to engage with each other. MXit subsequently became 
an RLabs partner.

RLabs launched officially in 2009. It uses digital and 
social media to link people to help solve problems, 
transfer skills and teach entrepreneurship. It also 
provides counselling and has provided jobs in 
social media.

The people Parker sought to help started getting 
involved in running the project, redirecting their 
energies from crime to social media.

Parker was intent on bringing hope and help to the 
community using technology. He had been suicidal at 
a point in his life. And seeing the surge in drugs such 
as tik in the community he grew up in was painful. 
“It’s one thing to build a career for myself; there’s 
no way I can be happy in my career if people in 
my community still hurt.”

Parker and some of his project leaders started doing 
talks in schools and this has become a major part of his 
work. His concept sparked interest in Portugal in 2009, 
with Europe in recession. He developed a franchise and 
RLabs now operates in 18 countries including Sierra 
Leone, Nigeria and Kenya.

In Sierra Leone, one employee was once involved in 
organised crime, while another, who went there to help 
set up the business, was a crystal meth dealer in the 
community in the Cape Flats.

Funders include the Indigo Trust, USAID, Vodacom Foun-
dation, DG Murray Trust, the Finnish foreign ministry 
and the UK Department for International Development. 
Another partner, Bertha Foundation, collaborated with 
RLabs to launch the Kukua Fund which invests in social 
entrepreneurs in sub-Saharan Africa.

Lisa Kropman of Bertha Philanthropies South Africa 
said that what interests the organisation most about 
Parker’s work with RLabs is the fact that he is 
working with people who are finding solutions 
to their own challenges.

Check-in (noun)

The morning ritual 
at RLabs where every 
member of the team is 
given an opportunity 
to offer a rating of their 
emotional state-of-mind 
on a scale of 1 to 10, with 
the option to discuss why. 
The purpose: to create 
a safe space for RLabs 
members – still largely 
ex-drug addicts and ex-
gangsters – an opportu-
nity to access, express 
and release emotion in a 
way that they probably 
aren’t able to do in any 
other area of their lives. 

Mixing up Jamiix

One of the R Labs members was talking about drug counseling, while another was simultaneously 
talking about MXit. Just like that, Jamiix was born.
 
•  It’s the first piece of technology innovation to be created and now operated by RLabs.
•  Leveraging the MXit platform, Jamiix enables organisations to engage with users on various instant 
    messaging and mobile chat platforms. 
•  It is currently mostly used by non-profits and development agencies who use Jamiix to provide low-cost 
    mobile support counselling for a variety of issues, though the focus remains on drug counselling. 
•  By combining technological innovation with “boots on the ground” knowledge about community needs, 
    RLabs was able to create a hugely valuable service which has attracted a broad, international audience. 

27million 

the number of times 
Jamiix has been 
accessed to date. 
A number that is 
growing every month.

comes from their consulting work. Major 
corporate clients include the World Bank.

At least 10 software innovations are 
currently in development in RLabs 
InnovIA South Africa alone.

Inside | RLabs

It’s grown into so much more than a software 
development IT training hub.
This is the RLabs portfolio: 

1.  Products and Services. Leverages the skills  
     taught at RLabs to provide consulting-style 
     services to businesses interested in social media.  
     This work is often done pro-bono, though 
     significant consulting revenue is generated 
     from the programme. 
2.  Community Work. Encourages RLabs members 
     to contribute to the community, such as 
     through the counselling work done on 
     the Jamiix platform.
3.  RLabs Research Institute, includes scholastic 
     collaboration for peer-reviewed journal articles, 
     as well as research and technical reports on 
     social media platforms and IT products. 
4.  RLabs Academy. The syllabus includes courses 
     on social media, blogging, entrepreneurship, 
     online safety and project management. Plus 
     students are encouraged to return as volunteers  
     and facilitators, which adds to the sense of 
     family and community which RLabs creates. 
5.  InnovIA (the Innovation Incubator). Gives RLabs 
     members the tools, mentorship and business 
     development advice to successfully conceptual-
     ise, scope, develop and launch software 
     projects, without previous experience. 
6.  RLabs Social Franchise Division. The first such 
     partnership was established in Portugal, and 
     RLabs is currently present in 18 countries  
     around the world, including Namibia, 
     Tanzania, Sierra Leone, Brazil and China. 
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7 things you need to know about 

The Bertha Foundation 
in South Africa 

Inside/
 Bertha SA

Bertha’s four pillars are media, law, 
activism and enterprise
Together these pillars support the Foundation’s vision of a more just world 
– as well as a portfolio of 120 grantees and partners.

“The media pillar helps to create content, develop global talent, expose relevant 
stories and enable greater access for audiences who can be mobilised to have a 
powerful and positive social impact,” says Director Lisa Kropman. “It also supports 
organisations that train people to use media as a social impact tool.”

The law pillar works to strengthen public interest law and develop movement 
lawyering. How? By helping to create a global network of movement lawyers 
and training emerging lawyers in this field.

The pillar of activism means Bertha dreams of more than just a world, “a society 
where stories come from many different voices, where law is used as a tool to chal-
lenge injustice and where business delivers positive social impact,” says Kropman. By 
supporting a talented network of people and activists in these fields, Bertha hopes to 
make this world a reality.

“Finally, the enterprise pillar is reimagining the role of business in society,” Kropman 
concludes. “It invests in sharp concepts and entrepreneurs who use the principles of 
business to create sustainable and scalable social change. It also supports ideas, 
leaders and infrastructure that provide tools and opportunities for communities 
to solve their own problems.”

1.

Bertha likes businesses 
that like change
Founded in 2010, the Bertha Foundation provides 
capital for launching and scaling businesses that have 
high potential to drive change and have wide-scale 
social or environmental impact.
   
“We’ve invested in renewable or alternative energy 
through a biogas company,” says Lisa Kropman. 
“We’ve also invested in mobile tech with RLabs. 
There are projects in education, training centres and 
capacity building. We hope that people touched by 
Bertha projects will go on to further social and 
environmental change too.”

Bertha’s Impact Investment Fund is based in South 
Africa and is currently also exploring investment 
opportunities in East Africa.

2.

Bertha isn’t averse 
to risk
“We take quite a high-risk view because we know 
that if you’re not prepared to risk you just won’t get 
anywhere,” says Kropman. 

This is why the Foundation primarily looks at early-
stage, and therefore riskier, investments that often 
struggle to raise capital. It’s an unusual approach in 
the South African social venture capital space, which is 
flush with funders, but most have little appetite for risk. 

“We noticed a gap in this part of the market, and we 
get very excited about the opportunity to help support 
businesses that have social and environmental impact.”

3.

The Bertha Centre for 
Social Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
It was established in late 2011 in partnership with the University of Cape Town’s Graduate School of Business. 
The idea,” says Kropman, “is that, at a business school, it makes sense to expose students to social innovation – 
especially in how it’s relevant to emerging markets. The result is the Bertha Centre, a space to allow students to 
explore opportunities and viable initiatives that are profitable and have an impact.”
The Centre invests in the next generation of social innovators through scholarships, practical teaching, exposure, 
debate, and focused research. All of these help to catalyse social impact, environmental change and new solutions 
for emerging markets in Africa.

4.

RLabs
Reconstructed Living Lab or RLabs is South African 
social enterprise that’s becoming a global movement 
as it provides innovative solutions to complex social 
problems. The main hub is in Athlone, Cape Town, but 
the goal is to have a presence on all continents. Read 
more about this Bertha partner on page 12.

5.

*Look out for more in-depth case studies on the Bertha Foundation and its partners in future issues of  INSIDE | OUT. 

In 2012 The Business 
Place in Philippi received 
a $4.6-million matching 
grant from the South African 
government for further 
development at the site. 

The development in Philippi 
will focus on market-based 
solutions and affordable, 
quality resources near home. 
There will be workspaces. 
There will be sports facilities 
and the first affordable, 
independent school.

Activism = change
This Bertha Foundation belief says that activism is an 
engine of progress. That’s why Bertha is working on 
a range of programmes that help develop powerful 
and effective forms of activism on the individual, 
organisational and network level. 

“We believe in the power of collective action and 
support initiatives that unlock its potential,” says 
Kropman. “That’s why we champion the people 
working within media, law and enterprise who 
are striving towards the same vision.”

www.berthafoundation.org 

7.

6.
A non-traditional township 
transformation project
It’s an urban development like no other. A township upliftment project in part-
nership with The Business Place (TBP), a Section 21 company and support 
centre for entrepreneurs and small businesses in Philippi, Cape Town.

“It’s such an interesting, eclectic place, and we’re hoping it will become 
an economic dynamo,” says Kropman. “Some years ago TBP purchased 
a 12-hectare piece of land in Philippi and we’re now developing this land 
through a joint venture to create an entrepreneurial village with social 
impact. It will start with a large business hub, the first of its kind in 
a township area.” The site will ultimately also include hundreds of small 
start-up businesses, several non-governmental organisations, restaurants, 
an auditorium, a sports centre, a clinic and a school. 

“It’s not a traditional township development in any way,” says Kropman. 
“We will seek to showcase and encourage market-based solution busi-
nesses for the people of Philippi and its surrounding areas, with the focus 
on providing affordable, quality resources near home. There will be offices 
and workspaces. There will be the first affordable, independent school and 
world-class sports facilities. People won’t need to travel into town for work 
opportunities, entertainment or school – right now many residents have to 
spend more on transport than they do on education!”

A piece of this land will also be used for Workshop 71, the mirror-image and 
partner centre for Workshop 17 in Cape Town’s V&A Waterfront (featured 
on page 10). The development is planned to start by June 2013 and will take 
up to 18 months to complete. Watch this space. And keep watching Philippi.
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