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Certified SE Consultants – A Vision of Impact
Ever since the formation of the Hong Kong Social Entrepreneurship Forum earlier this year, the founding directors have been doing a lot of soul searching to identify a number of high-leverage activities to pursue our mission of creating and sustaining a civic movement of social entrepreneurship.

· Could it be providing more ‘entrepreneurial training’?

· Could it be creating a loan fund for social entrepreneurs?

· Could it be creating more opportunities for experience sharing?

· Could it be getting more corporations interested and committed to supporting social causes? etc.
One of the ideas that has become more and more pressing is the creation of a program to nurture and develop a pool of Certified SE Consultants. We feel this is so crucial and fundamental to our mission that we should deal with it as a matter of top priority. This will by no means be an easy task and there are some major hurdles to overcome. But the alternative of not doing anything about it is even more unattractive.
Why Certified SE Consultants?
Despite the short history of the Forum, we have been receiving quite a number of requests for consultancy service from a variety of social enterprises. Part of the reason is that we have among our membership a number of highly successful social entrepreneurs as well as businesspersons and professionals who have had proven track record in management consultancy. But the more fundamental reason is that more and more social enterprises recognize the need for external assistance. What is more, these social enterprises looking for consultancy service are willing to pay for it; they are not seeking free advice. This is encouraging -- not only because it means income-generation opportunities for the Forum, but it reflects that these social enterprises are serious about getting professional help. Up to this moment, the Forum has been very selective in taking up consultancy assignments because of limited manpower. In fact, we have to reluctantly turn away a number of requests. 

We are now in a major dilemma. Taking up only a small number of consultancy projects has already imposed a major burden on the founding directors of the Forum. Sooner or later, we might have to further reduce our effort on this front if we do not want to affect the running of the Forum. At the same time, we strongly feel that we should expand our consultancy capability in order to provide more support to our members. Hence the idea of developing a pool of Certified SE Consultants.
Are There Similar Programs in Other Parts of the World?
We are not absolutely sure. To the best of our knowledge, nothing similar is observable. For example, Ashoka is known to have been providing a lot of professional support to the Ashoka Fellows; but the professional support, including management consultancy, is usually provided through established consultancy firms, like Mckinsey. There are no certified SE consultants as such. The question then becomes: why can’t we involve consultancy firms (local or international) to provide the service?
The answer is relatively simple: they are either not interested or not capable of doing so. For the local consultancy firms, it is probably because they have no interest as these projects would not be financially attractive and they are usually too small to have extra manpower to carry out such projects. For the international firms, some might indeed be willing to provide the service for free as a public service but they might not have the right level of personnel to handle these projects effectively. For one thing, the consultants concerned must speak the local language and be willing to spend time to learn about the local social sector. So all in all, we cannot expect effective involvement from consultancy firms.

The Only Way Out 
We simply have to train up our own consultants to do the job. We envisage a simple program consisting of three major elements: a) 3 half-day ‘training sessions’, b) a consultancy project of 4 to 6 months duration, and c) peer sharing and review.
The 3 half-day training sessions will focus on such topics as:

· Characteristics of Social Enterprises in HK

· Major Challenges and Ways to Overcome Them

· Consultancy Basics

· Sharing of SE Consultancy Project Experience

This will be followed by attaching each trainee consultant to a more seasoned consultant who is in charge of a live consultancy project. The trainee will serve as an assistant consultant and will involve fully in executing the project.

The third part is sharing of experience by the trainees on their project and learning. Peer Review will be the mechanism for determining whether a trainee is to be awarded the Certified SE Consultant status. We do not pretend to be very scientific and vigorous in the award exercise; it is more of a structured learning experience for all parties concerned. At the end, we would like to see the outstanding trainees will have the confidence to serve as a SE consultant in future projects. It would be very good if we could have a group of 10 Certified SE Consultants within two years.

The Forum’s Consultancy Business Model

The Forum would not be providing consultancy service free of charge. As a social enterprise itself, the Forum intends to generate income from the provision of consultancy service to social enterprises, NGOs and corporations. As far as social enterprises are concerned, we have to be innovative in terms of pricing and mode of payment. We have to set a level of fees that reflects the value added of our service and yet make it affordable to the clients.
What we are considering is a mode of payment that consists of two key elements, namely, a relatively modest commitment fee payable at the inception of the project and a share of gross revenue (say, 5 to 10% depending on the size and nature of the business) for a number of years (say, three years). In this way, the actual fee amount will be variable and will be dependent on how effective the consultants are in assisting the client. It will not be a major financial burden on the client and the final fee will be largely linked to the resulting growth of the company.
For example, if a client comes to us with a current turnover of HK$1million, we would charge a commitment fee of HK$10,000 at the inception of the project and share 5% of gross revenue for three years. Suppose the consultancy project is effective in assisting the client to reach turnover of $2 m, $3m, $4m in the subsequent three years, the total revenue sharing of the three years will be $450,000. It might or might not sound high to the client, but the fee will actually come from turnover that might not materialize without the consultancy support. 
The beauty of this model is that the more effective our consultancy service is, the better will be our client’s financial performance and only when this happens do we get a higher consultancy fee.
Career Path of the Certified SE Consultants
To start with, most of the Certified SE Consultants will be undertaking this role on a part-time (or spare-time) basis. That is to say, they can still retain their full time jobs if they choose to. The consultants could decide on their own how many projects they would like to work on. If a Certified SE Consultant is doing particularly good in this role, he or she could choose to spend more time on it, including doing it full-time. All of our consultants are paid on a time-basis with an incentive bonus at the end of each project. It might not be a high-pay job but it will be very reasonable compensation with the added reward of creating an impact on social enterprises and social entrepreneurs, contributing direct to our mission of creating a civic movement of social entrepreneurship. There are other career options to the effective consultant, such as setting up a social enterprise himself, founding his own management consulting company (hopefully still working with us), becoming a venture capitalist in the citizen sector, etc.
Who Will Certify the Certified SE Consultants?
This is an intriguing question but there is a simple answer. A group of seasoned social entrepreneurs and businesspersons with consultancy experience from among the Forum’s members will be the certifying body. We will develop a set of criteria for selecting, training and certifying the candidates. KK happens to have a lot of experience in ‘professional’ certification and he is the first Certified Trainer on Corporate Governance awarded by the Hong Kong Institute of Directors. He knows that the certification program is more of an art than a science and the Forum will be totally capable of creating one that is credible, relevant and scalable.
If you are interested in the program, drop us a line at kakuitse@gmail.com 
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