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1.  The Program At-A-Glance 

 

¢ƘŜ aŀǎƻƴ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 9ƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎƘƛǇΩǎ нлмм Social Innovation Program (SIP) 

established the initiative as a national model for identifying, educating and engaging our next 

generation of social innovators. Over six intensive weeks in ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ, 

the program equipped top undergraduate and graduate students drawn from a competitive 

national pool with the knowledge, skills, relationships and courage to formulate sustainable and 

scalable solutions to our most pressing social challenges.  

Program Goals: 

¶ ¢ƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǘƻǇ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

next generation of social entrepreneurs while building the capacity of the social sector in 

the National Capital Region. 

¶ To refine the program as a replicable online and/or international model for social 

innovation education and community engagement for the Millennial generation. 

Approach: Six weeks, June 19 through July 30, 2011; Students completed twenty-five 1.5 hour 

courses on topics relevant to preparing successful social entrepreneurs before serving in teams 

as pro bono capacity-building consultants to sixteen nonprofits and municipal agencies. 

Participants: Twenty top undergraduate and graduate students from fourteen universities and 

with seventeen distinct majors, selected from a competitive national pool of applicants; 

faculty/staff included program director, two assistants, four clinical faculty, one clinical faculty 

director, and twenty-eight lecturers. 

Location: Fairfax, Virginia with program and service sites across the National Capital Region.  

Students resided in apartments ƻƴ DŜƻǊƎŜ aŀǎƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ campus and used classrooms and 

library meeting rooms as consulting work space.  

Outcomes: 

¶ StudentsΩ knowledge and efficacy in twenty-eight key competency measures increased an 

average of between 82% and 324%.  

¶ Students contributed over 4,000 hours of service to nonprofits and municipal agencies, 

completing sixteen capacity-building projects and two direct service projects. 

¶ Community partners rated their overall satisfaction with the capacity-building projects 

completed with students an average of 9 out of 10. 
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2. Executive Summary  

 

¢ƘŜ aŀǎƻƴ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 9ƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎƘƛǇΩǎ нлмм Social Innovation Program (SIP) 

established the program as a national model for identifying, educating and engaging our next 

generation of social innovators. Over six intensive weeks, we equipped top undergraduate and 

graduate students drawn from a competitive national pool with the knowledge, skills, 

relationships and courage to formulate sustainable and scalable solutions to our most pressing 

social challenges. Having ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ ǇƛǇŜƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘŀƭŜƴǘŜŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ 

during its time in Petersburg, Virginia from 2006-2010, the program was relocated to the 

National Capital Region in 2011 to develop the program into a national pipeline. 2011 graduates 

emerged prepared to apply entrepreneurial approaches to civic challenges through nonprofit, 

public or private-sector organizations, and combinations thereof. 

The refined social entrepreneurship leadership model employed by the 2011 SIP combined 

intense classroom learning with on-the-ground practice with community clients. It synthesized 

three curricular components rarely offered together in traditional university settings: best 

practices in organizational formation and social sector organization management; theories of 

leadership and social innovation drawn from all sectors; and the factors of economic 

development related to poverty alleviation-- a context that reveals both the greatest need and 

opportunity for entrepreneurial problem-solving. 

As part of the collaboration between DŜƻǊƎŜ aŀǎƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ όάaŀǎƻƴέύ ŀƴŘ ¢ƘŜ tƘƻŜƴƛȄ 

Project, a not-for-profit corporation and catalyst for social innovation to create the Mason 

Center for Social Entrepreneurship, the 2011 SIP took place for the first time on aŀǎƻƴΩǎ 

Fairfax, Virginia campus, relocating from ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ŀƴŘ aŀǊȅΩǎ Richard Bland College in 

Petersburg, Virginia. Students resided in apartment-style dormitories and attended classes on 

campus. aŀǎƻƴΩǎ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǇƭŜƴǘƛŦǳƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪΣ 

social events, and a graduation ceremony. Students worked with community clients throughout 

the greater Washington, D.C. region. 

In July 2011, the sixth annual SIP class graduated (including the 2006 pilot program of 12 

students). Twenty exceptional undergraduate and graduate students hailing from fourteen 

universities spent close to forty hours during twenty-five educational sessions studying with 

twenty-eight guest instructors who are among the ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ most accomplished scholars, 

nonprofit executives, and practicing social entrepreneurs. Under the supervision of four clinical 

faculty members, students completed sixteen capacity building projects and two direct service 

projects for nonprofit organizations and municipal agencies during more than 4,000 service 

hours.  
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As this was the first year the program was held at Mason, admission was limited to 20 students 

instead of the usual 27-30, to allow staff to provide students with maximum attention while 

managing operations in a new environment. The 2012 class will return to scale. 

In addition to their coursework and consulting activities, the students spent hundreds of hours 

getting to know community members in the region. From social, cultural, and professional 

events in Northern Virginia and D.C. to community service projects in the region, students took 

advantage of the opportunity to forge relationships with citizens, business owners, nonprofit 

executives, and community activists. Building connections between program participants and 

community members is critical, because meaningful social change is difficult to achieve without 

the trust and confidence of community stakeholders and an understanding of the context of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ  

SIP staff and clinical faculty solicited extensive participant input and feedback. Group reflection 

sessions were convened regularly, and students, faculty and community members completed 

evaluations of every aspect of the program. The data demonstrates ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

knowledge and efficacy in twenty-eight key competency measures, on average, between 82% 

and 324%. Community partners rated their overall satisfaction with the capacity building 

projects completed with students an average of 9 out of 10. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ŦƻǊǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ fostering a challenging, 

fast-paced and fun atmosphere for program participants. The transition of the program to 

George Mason University proved successful, and students graduated feeling energized about 

their future careers as social problem-solvers, their positive impact on meaningful community 

agencies, and the personal and professional bonds they created during the program with one 

another and with current leaders. We look forward to growing deeper roots in the National 

Capital Region to even further benefit the Social Innovation Program and community agencies 

in the area. 

The 2011 Social Innovation Program reaffirmed the need for and a proven means to identify, 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƴŜȄǘ ƎŜƴŜǊation of social entrepreneurs. Our success in 

building upon the successful unique statewide approach to a more nationally focused approach 

demonstrates that the program can be scaled and replicated across the nation with significant 

positive results for students and communities alike.  
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3. About the Mason Center for Social Entrepreneurship 

 

The aims of the Social Innovation Program are best understood in the context of the overall 

mission and history of the Mason Center for Social Entrepreneurship and the Phoenix Project. 

Mission and Vision 

 

The Mason Center fƻǊ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 9ƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎƘƛǇ όάǘƘŜ /ŜƴǘŜǊέ) identifies, prepares, and 

empowers the next generation of social entrepreneurs. We believe that social entrepreneurs 

can and will solve many of the intransigent social problems that face our communities and our 

world.   

The Center maintains that there are critical stages in the growth of social entrepreneurs when 

they are most receptive to the education, training, mentoring and risk-taking that will unleash 

their full personal and societal potential. We focus our efforts on the university experience and 

the emerging social entrepreneur. 

The Center is an independent multidisciplinary endeavor, allowing us to infuse social 

entrepreneurship into the curriculum and practice of every department while engaging a large 

pool of students, faculty, and staff. Accordingly, the Center is led and advised individuals with 

expertise in numerous diverse fields, bringing a breadth of knowledge, talents, and experience 

that allows the Center to thrive in the cross-sector, multidisciplinary field of social 

entrepreneurship.    

The Center leverages the bounty of leadership in the Greater Washington, D.C. region and the 

commitment to innovation and excellence at George Mason University to create a home where 

emerging social entrepreneurs can transform: 
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History 

 

George Mason University, in partnership with The Phoenix Project, a not-for-profit corporation 

and catalyst for social innovation, launched the Mason Center for Social Entrepreneurship in 

March 2011. !ŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tƘƻŜƴƛȄ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ōƭŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ 

existing and new programming at George Mason, the CŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ six years of 

proven success in the field.    

The Phoenix Project has been recognized for its groundbreaking social entrepreneurship 

programs by Virginia Governor Tim Kaine, the Aspen Institute, Root Cause, and others. Mason 

has for many years developed and refined academic and programmatic contributions to the 

social entrepreneurship movement, which led to its recognition as an Ashoka Changemaker 

/ŀƳǇǳǎ ƛƴ нллуΣ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǘŀƭȅȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾation.  

The partnership between Phoenix and Mason, two established contributors to the field, creates 

synergy that allows the Center to achieve an impact greater than the sum of its parts.   

Founded in 2006, the Phoenix Project launched and led one of the ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ 

prepare and engage university students as our next generation of citizen leaders and social 

entrepreneurs. Accomplishments include: 

ü Designing the curriculum and pedagogy of the Social Innovation Program, an annual, six-

week academic and experiential institute from which 5 classes of top students from 

dozens of universities graduated between 2006 and 2010. The 2011 program was run 

through the Mason Center for Social Entrepreneurship. 

 

ü Convening three annual Accelerating Social Entrepreneurship conferences attracting 

600 cross-sector leaders, including governors, corporate CEOs, presidents, provosts, 

faculty, and students from 40 universities, to devise new strategies for preparing future 

social and civic entrepreneurs and scaling their transformative ideas. The fourth 

conference was convened by the Mason Center for Social Entrepreneurship in 

November 2011. 

 

ü Launching groundbreaking university-community partnerships between twelve higher 

education institutions and three economically distressed communities; 700 faculty, 

staff, students, and alumni have completed 250 community-identified capacity building 

projects for more than 75 nonprofits and municipal agencies, contributing nearly $5 

million in free labor. 
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ü Partnering with Craigslist Foundation, TRUiST, and Learn & Serve America to design 

AVAIL - a next generation social media platform to engage university students and 

faculty in social-entrepreneurship focused service learning work for community 

agencies. 

 

ü Counseling five universities on the design and sustainability strategies for campus 

centers for social entrepreneurship and civic engagement, and public service. 

 

ü Leading development efforts resulting in more than $6 million in cash and in-kind 

contributions from individuals, foundations, and corporations. 

Prior to the creation of the Center, a group of faculty and students committed to infusing the 

George Mason University campus with a culture of social entrepreneurship, focused its efforts 

both on building awareness about social entrepreneurship and catalyzing interdisciplinary 

curricular change across six areas of excellence: teaching, scholarship, applied learning, major 

events, community and culture. This commitment helped to catalyze the creation of a formal 

Center for Social Entrepreneurship at Mason. Select achievements below demonstrate the 

important history of social entrepreneurship at Mason: 

ü Co-hosting Innovations journal at George Mason UniveǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ tǳōƭƛŎ tƻƭƛŎȅΣ 

IŀǊǾŀǊŘΩǎ YŜƴƴŜŘȅ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ aL¢Ωǎ [ŜƎŀǘǳƳ /ŜƴǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

and Entrepreneurship. The journal is co-edited by Mason faculty member and the 

/ŜƴǘŜǊΩǎ Senior Scholar Philip Auerswald. 

 

ü Publishing several recent books and journal articles written by Mason faculty.  

 

ü Creation of the Global Entrepreneurship and Development Index by Mason professor 

and Center Advisor Zoltan Acs.  

 

ü Creation of several student organizations, such as Social Venture Consulting (SVC) 

Group, which provides high-impact learning opportunities for Mason students who 

provide pro bono consulting services to nonprofits providing services locally and 

globally. SVC is advised by Booz Allen Hamilton, Ashoka, and the Center. 

 

ü Hosting campus-wide panels, symposiums, move nights, and luncheons focused on 

social entrepreneurship, which attracted some of the nationΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

entrepreneurs. 
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ü Building mutually beneficial partnerships with several leading social entrepreneurship 

organizations headquartered in the National Capital Region, such as the Phoenix Project 

and Ashoka. 

 

ü Cultivating widespread support for social entrepreneurship in the Quality Enhancement 

Plan (QEP). 

4. History of the SIP  

 

In 2006 the Phoenix Project determined that the number and complexity of social and 

ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ 

innovative approach to preparing top college and graduate students to be our next generation 

of social entrepreneurs. The organization set out to build a replicable statewide leadership 

program in Virginia under the auspices of its independent nonprofit organizationτitself a social 

enterpriseτto recruit top students from a competitive statewide pool, and to teach social 

innovation in new and effective ways.   

The program sought to target academically successful students who possess a passion for social 

improvement but lack a sophisticated understanding of how to best make use of it, and to 

equip these students with the unique knowledge, skills, entrepreneurial savvy, courage and 

professional relationships possessed by leading social entrepreneurs. The organization sought 

also to locate a new program in the context of a vibrant partnership with a severely 

socioeconomically distressed community so the students, while learning on the front lines, 

could infuse the community with greater capacity to address its needs.  

In 2006, the Phoenix Project piloted a summer-long program in Petersburg, Virginia with twelve 

students from the College of William and Mary. In 2007, the organization took the program to 

scale with a class of twenty-nine students from a competitive pool of applicants from 

universities statewide, a formalized curriculum taught by thirty top lecturers, and an 

experiential program with clinical faculty to supervise studenǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ pro bono 

capacity-building consultants to social sector organizations. Data from the 2007-2010 student 

evaluations indicated very substantial increases in their knowledge and efficacy on twenty-five 

key measures of social innovation capacity. Community organizations submitted glowing 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

organizations to effect sustainable change. Through continuous refinement, the program hit its 

stride in both design and content and demonstrated powerful results, and in 2010 the Phoenix 

Project held its 5th program in Petersburg.  
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During the five years the program ran in Petersburg, students and faculty helped meet the need 

for capacity by tackling projects requested by organizations that did not have the resources to 

complete them alone. During this time, students completed over 200 increasingly complex 

projects for nearly every single community agency in Petersburg, which consistently reported a 

significant increase in their capacity and performance. The Phoenix Project also assisted in 

building strong relationships between Petersburg community agencies and local colleges 

Virginia State University and Richard Bland College, as well as the nearby College of William & 

Mary.  he organization also facilitated local and state-wide capacity-building relationships with 

Petersburg community agencies through its service-learning platform, AVAIL, leaving the 

community able to seek and oversee capacity-building assistance from passionate college 

faculty and students, including over 100 high-performing alumni who developed loyalty to the 

community during their time in SIP. 

 

With several fruitful community relationships built and a city of community agencies better able 

to engage in such relationships, the Social Innovation Program relocated to George Mason 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ CŀƛǊŦŀȄΣ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀ ŎŀƳǇǳǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

entrepreneurs in the sƘŀŘƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΦ The new location is intended to provide 

access to more advanced networking and professional knowledge given the nearby hub of 

social innovation, a greater breadth and sophistication in consulting projects, a greater level of 

diversity in communities and populations served, insight into the ways in which poverty 

manifests itself in major metropolitan areas, and further refinement and institutionalization of 

the curriculum within George Mason University. The 2011 program was informed by the best 

practices learned during the five years in Petersburg and maintained all of its major 

programmatic elements, but underwent a 

slight shift in its approach and curriculum in 

response to its new location. 

5. Responding to Two Needs  

 

The SIP is designed to respond to two pressing 

needs.  First, particularly during periods of 

economic hardship, communities require 

immediate and sustained infusions of 

additional capacity in their nonprofit and 

municipal sectors to respond to opportunities for revitalization.  Second, the nation requires a 

new generation of highly skilled social innovators (leaders who can devise entrepreneurial 

solutions to civic challenges operating comfortably across multiple sectors) to ensure that 
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citizens and communities can more fully realize their potential. We tailor our educational model 

towards the Millennial Generation, whose entrepreneurial spirit, creativity, comfort with 

technology, and inclination towards service provide the perfect template for the creation of 

effective social innovators.   

Build Social Innovation Capacity in a Real-World Context 

 

The SIP experiential session infuses nonprofits and municipal agencies with pro bono capacity-

building services on projects requested by the community addressing needs prioritized by the 

community. ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŜǉǳƛǇǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ with strategies for achieving greater 

programmatic efficiency, flexibility, and impact with an eye towards capturing strategies that 

work and are sustainable.   

For the first five years of the program, Petersburg, Virginia served as the partner and host 

community. This historic city of 33,000 has the eighth lowest life expectancy of all 

municipalities in the United States, the second lowest of any city, behind only Baltimore. It 

suffers the highest adult illiteracy rate in the Commonwealth (43%), and 80% of the population 

reads below the 8th grade level. 1 ²ƛǘƘ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛŀΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ IL±κ!L5{ ǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ 

rate, and 24% of the population experiencing chronic liver disease,2 Petersburg faces myriad 

social ills resulting from generational poverty. 

In 2006, the Petersburg community identified a severe shortage in human capacity with the 

entrepreneurial experience required to build organizations capable of implementing 

transformative and sustainable solutions. In response to this feedback, the Phoenix Project 

sought to provide the community with an infusion of resources in the form of sophisticated pro 

bono consulting services. By growing the capacity of organizations that provide job training, 

neighborhood revitalization, increased access to affordable healthcare and other key 

ingredients of economic vitality, students could help stem immediate challenges and lay the 

groundwork for economic growth and investment.   

In 2011 the context for the program became the economically struggling neighborhoods of the 

DC metropolitan area. 

 

                                                           

1
  άtŜǘŜǊǎōǳǊƎ Ƙŀǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ƛƭƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǊŀǘŜΦέ tŜǘŜǊǎōǳǊƎ tǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ-Index, April 12, 2005. 

2
  Virginia Department of Health.  
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Training a Generation of Social Innovators  

 

SIP helps answer the need for a pipeline of new 

leaders of social innovation in the nonprofit, 

public, and private sectors. Executive level 

retirements and a growing social sector require a 

new aggressive approach to adequately prepare 

the next generation of innovators to be 

transformative as they tackle socioeconomic, 

environmental, and other major challenges. To 

that end, the Center seeks to educate, connect, 

and engage a new generation of social 

innovators to devise sustainable and scalable 

solutions to pressing social challenges.   

SIPΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻǊŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

challenges effectively and is taught by the leading experts in their respective fields. The clinical 

experience provides a challenging environment in which students test their new knowledge, 

skills and courage, working alongside community leaders under the supervision of clinical 

faculty on the front lines of combating community challenges. The combination of the academic 

and the hands-on approaches ǘƻ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ 

impact on students and community alike. The resulting network of program alumni, guest 

faculty, and community leaders is creating a powerful community in which post-program 

collaboration across sectors is encouraged.  

While the SIP prepares participants to demonstrate innovative social-impact leadership 

regardless of the sector in which they are employed, the need for such leadership in the 

nonprofit sector is illustrative of the demand for programming such as SIP. The national 

nonprofit sector represents more than 1.5 million registered organizations,3 accounts for more 

than 8 percent of the wages and salaries paid in the United States,4 employs more than 11 

million people and the equivalent of 5.7 million full-time volunteers, and generates annual 

revenues exceeding $1.4 trillion.5 The national rate of growth in the number of nonprofit 

organizations is an astounding 40% over the past fifteen years. Even more astounding is the 

growth rate of nonprofits in Virginia during the past fifteen yearsτ71%, to 35,000 

                                                           

3
 The Urban Institute, National Center for Charitable Statistics, Business Master File,2007. 

4
 The Urban Institute, National Center for Charitable Statistics, Nonprofit Almanac, 2008. 

5
 The Urban Institute, National Center for Charitable Statistics, Core Files, 2007. 
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organizations. bŜŀǊƭȅ ул҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƴƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŜŘ by Baby Boomers of 

which the majority will retire by the end of 2010. This exodus from the sector will be massive.  

In a 2006 study, the Bridgespan Group predicted that between 2006 and 2016, 640,000 new 

executives (not entry-level staff) would be needed in the nonprofit sectorτthe equivalent of 

50% of every MBA class from every university for ten years.6 In a recent update to their study, 

Bridgespan noted that this trend continues unabated despite the economic downturn as a 

result of the demographics of aging nonprofit sector leaders.7  

This growing deficit between supply and demand is frequently referred to by Bridgespan as 

ά¢ƘŜ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ DŀǇΦέ Institutions of higher education have neither anticipated nor kept pace 

with the growing demand for nonprofit leaders and social entrepreneurs. Even the most 

progressive MBA programs are graduating no more than a handful of individuals to fill 

executive level nonprofit positions. The picture is bleaker at the undergraduate level. While 

68% of undergraduates nationally say they would consider employment in the sector, only 6% 

say they know how to secure or succeed in those jobs. Little infrastructure exists for recruiting, 

developing and retaining the skilled, committed and diverse workforce the nonprofit sector 

requires to thrive in the decades ahead. The imminent need for qualified nonprofit executives is 

compounded by the fact that most nonprofit training and certificate programs aimed at 

traditional students are cursory and rarely reach beyond the teaching of basic management 

topics to the larger questions of sustainability, scalability, entrepreneurial business practice and 

leadership for systemic change. Most nonprofit management degree programs attract 

individuals already established in the field. 

An Approach Tailored to the Millennial Generation  

 

The SIP pedagogy is designed to match the specific desires, skills, and characteristics of 

ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎτthe Millenial Generation. Sometimes termed Generation 

Next, the Millennials came of age following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Now 

between the ages of 19 and 29, Millennials are more socially conscious, civic minded, and 

service oriented than any recent generation. Millennials identify themselves as ambitious, 

open-minded, and optimistic. They are confident, self-assured, and think outside the box.8  

More than the previous generation, Millennials believe they are capable of bringing about 

positive change in the world, making them a natural match for the leadership gap. ²ƘŀǘΩǎ 

                                                           

6
 ¢ƘŜ bƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘ {ŜŎǘƻǊΩǎ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ DŀǇ. The Bridgespan Group, 2006. 

7
 Finding Leaders ŦƻǊ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ bƻƴǇǊƻŦƛǘǎ. The Bridgespan Group, 2009 

8
 A Portrait of "Generation Next" - How Young People View Their Lives, Futures and Politics. Pew Research Center, 

2007. 
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mƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎΩ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜƴǎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊƛŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƛƭƭ 

ultimately serve the social sector well. ²ƘŜǊŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǘŀƭƭŜŘΣ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

sector executives will dream of ways to succeed, conquering challenges and adversity. 

Additionally, Millennials utilize cell phones, the Internet, email and instant messaging programs 

multiple times a day, and because of this, possess a natural proclivity for multitasking. Unlike 

previous generations, Millennials possess an almost innate understanding of the technologies 

that are driving social sector innovation. They are fluent in both the operation and application 

of social networking sites and other technologies that will increasingly connect us in the future.  

They are spacially oriented to understand the potential of the internet ς so they can better 

visualize how technologies like GIS mapping can transform the sector. Millennials are more 

team-oriented than generations past, but because of this sociabilityτand combined with their 

preference for multitaskingτbecome bored with traditional classroom activities.   

{LtΩǎ approach, combining interactive lecture and hands-on, experiential learning, proves a 

ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƳŀǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎΩ ƭearning preferences and needs. The MiƭƭŜƴƴƛŀƭǎΩ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

utilizing new technologies also extends to their comfort with attempting new practices and 

collaborating with partners from a variety of sectors. They can understand and engage 

members of multiple sectors, easily moving among them to bring about efficient, effective and 

innovative results. These qualities will serve them well as social entrepreneurs, leaders who 

combine passion for a social mission with business-like discipline, innovation and 

determination. 

6. Students:  The 2011 Class 

 

The 2011 SIP class was the first to be located at George Mason University and the first to 

include students from outside of Virginia. The 2011 class was the most accomplished to date, as 

indicated by their academic and professional achievements. 
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Recruitment and Admissions 

 

Twenty undergraduate and graduate students participated in the 2011 program; a smaller 

number than previous full-scale iterations of the program to ensure successful transition of the 

program to its new home. Admissions decisions were based on a record of academic 

excellence, writing ability, leadership, and demonstrated passion for community service and 

social change. The Center also strived to admit the highest caliber class containing a diverse 

range of majors, career interests, demographics, and socioeconomic and personal backgrounds.  

The class was recruited from a competitive national pool of applicants so that graduates can 

return to multiple institutions and communities to leverage additional interest in social 

enterprise. This diversity of backgrounds and skills is also important in mimicking the 

experience of working in a team on a successful social enterprise. 

We held two rounds of admissions (early admissions with a February 1st deadline and regular 

admissions with a March 31st deadline). Online applications required two essays, a resume, 

GPA, and a recommendation from a professor or employer. All candidates were interviewed 

and asked to discuss their service and leadership experiences and to articulate clearly what they 

hoped to gain from and contribute to the program.   

 

 


