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What is defining success through the triple bottom line and why is this important?

What is success for social enterprises? For conventional businesses and entrepreneurs, success means cash or growth. Many entrepreneurs may talk about revolutionising the personal computer, realising their dreams or being the best at customer service but ultimately, more than anything else, they have to meet their “bottom line.” Money is their measure of success.

Social enterprises have to meet a financial bottom line too. But success means much more than that to a social enterprise. In a quiet moment when you think about what success means for your social enterprise, what do you see, feel or think about? You’re very likely to think of the people you will serve, the environment being improved, changes in communities or the world being better in some way – with you and your organisation enjoying it all along the way. 

So whilst you will certainly want to monitor and evaluate whether you are achieving your vision, mission and values, as a social enterprise you will also be interested in all the wider social, environmental or economic impacts your business is creating. In this way, social enterprises have a “triple bottom line”. 

The triple bottom line (TBL) is a term that was coined by John Elkington in 1994. It was originally conceived to find a language that would explain how corporations should care about more than financial profit and to also think about the social and environmental value they add – or destroy. 

Put simply, if your organisation has an environmental aim, you would also be looking at the social and economic value your organisation creates. Also if your organisation has a social aim, you would want to make sure that you are accounting fully for environmental and economic impacts.

Sunlight Development Trust is a social enterprise that uses community development and enterprise to tackle long-standing health and social inequalities. It aims to serve the whole of its local community and provides a range of social, medical and community services. It is fully committed to working with a triple bottom line. So for example, amongst other activities, the organisation runs several cafes and catering services (Café Sunlight). 

Rather than just focusing on creating and measuring one particular area of impact, through their cafés the Sunlight Development Trust:
· Create economic impact. They have generated qualifications for 25 young people not in education, employment or training, of whom 23 are now in permanent employment.
· Also work on their environmental impact. They use spent food oil to power delivery vehicles and reduce their carbon footprint through increased recycling, food composting and use of biodegradable materials.

· Focus on the social impact of their food and provide healthier options for customers and council employees, positively affecting their health and well-being.

· Also use Fairtrade products, buy organic and local food whenever they can and use their financial profits to support other community projects throughout their organisation and local area. 
In other words, they are always looking at their success holistically – at the whole of what they do – and trying to continually understand and improve it. They also produce an impact report demonstrating their triple bottom line. As a community led organisation, success means success for the whole community and the environment.

www.sunlighttrust.org.uk 

In a world where problems are usually interconnected, in which inequality is increasing and where environmental change affects us all, this approach of measuring the impact that our activities have across a range of social and environmental areas (not only our mission) makes good sense.

How do you define success through the triple bottom line?
You can focus on a triple bottom line without any particular framework. But there are also a number of methods that exist to help monitor and evaluate the Triple Bottom Line.
Social Accounting and Audit

Social accounting and audit is a process that enables an organisation to account fully for its social, environmental and economic impact. It allows an organisation to report on its performance and provide the information essential for planning future action to improve performance.

Co-operative Environmental and Social Performance Indicators

The Co-operative Environmental and Social Performance Indicators (CESPIs) are a set of indicators to monitor and manage the performance of co-operatives on social and environmental issues. The ten indicators include things most relevant to co-operative operations, such as member involvement, staff profile and recycling.

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is an independent institution whose mission is to develop and globally disseminate reporting guidelines on sustainability that help organisations to report on the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of their activities, products and services. The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the most widely used system for social and environmental reporting worldwide, but is still predominantly a tool that is used in the corporate sector rather than in the social enterprise sector.
SROI

SROI is a measurement tool that helps organisations understand and quantify the social, environmental and economic value they are creating. SROI measures the value of a wide range of outcomes and translates them into monetised form, whether these already have a financial value or not. At the time of writing, the application of the environmental domain has been given relatively little attention in many of the existing SROIs, although it can be included in analysis.
Things to look out for when defining success through the triple bottom line
Success operates at many different levels. You may be enormously successful at creating a positive social impact for example, but may do so at the expense of looking after yourself and your team and as a result feel unsuccessful or not content. Or you can feel hugely successful as the head of a social enterprise but be unsuccessful at creating the social impact of your mission. 

If you are starting out with an idea, you will need to think about how it will become reality and do so in a way that benefits you and your team, as well as contributing something to the individuals or communities you hope to work with and the planet you live on. Once you have a clear idea of your definition of success, you will also have to be willing to exercise the willpower, tenacity, perseverance, stamina and courage to see things through and not give up when hurdles inevitably present themselves. Following up your idea and developing your social enterprise is the next step in your continuing successful journey. 

The triple bottom line is one way in which you can define and understand success and you will also have your own personal understanding of what this means. Think about where you are right now. Success is not simply a destination sometime in the future. It is also what you have already achieved – your track record. Ultimately, it is always where you are now and your success at having made it this far.

An example of defining success
Remember that the story of your social enterprise and its triple bottom line is not only about success. It is also about what you learn when things don’t go so well. Be honest and transparent about what your organisation is achieving and what you are learning. This will make you better placed to improve your performance. 

Fifteen, a social enterprise restaurant that works with disadvantaged young people, published a social report that communicated many of their successes. It also reported where they had failed in delivering their desired outcomes for their beneficiaries. This approach meant they were accountable and better able to improve, and they gained praise for their honesty.
Further information

Read the Fifteen Social Report 2007: Life in the Present Tense:

www.fifteen.net
Visit the Social Accounting and Audit (Social Accounting Network) website:

www.socialauditnetwork.org.uk 

View the Co-operative Environmental and Social Performance Indicators:

www.cooperatives-uk.coop/Home/miniwebs/miniwebsA-z/cespis
Visit the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) website:

www.globalreporting.org 

Visit the Social Return On Investment (SROI) website:

www.thesroinetwork.org
Read our guide to Identifying your stakeholders
www.bllondon.com/SocialEnterprise/SettingUp/Firststeps/Identifyingyourstakeholders.aspx
Read our guide on Understanding and measuring social impact:
www.bllondon.com/SocialEnterprise/Monitoringandevaluation/Understandingandmeasuringyoursocialimpact.aspx
Read our guide on Monitoring and evaluation:
www.bllondon.com/SocialEnterprise/Monitoringandevaluation/Monitoringandevaluation.aspx 

Read our guide on Working with quality standards:
www.bllondon.com/SocialEnterprise/Operations/Compliance/Workingwithqualitystandards.aspx 

Read our guide on Vision, mission and values:
www.bllondon.com/SocialEnterprise/SettingUp/Settingobjectives/Visionmissionandvalues.aspx
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