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1 MISSION
The scale of the challenges our planet faces is

eclipsed only by the fleetingly short period of

time we have to address them. Business and

finance can hold the keys to a sustainable

future, but we have to act now. In the same

way that massive companies grew out of

garages only a couple of decades ago to

address the unique opportunities of the

internet era, a new crop of start-ups-for-good,

or social enterprises, is emerging to enable the

transition to a carbon-free and equitable world.

To better understand the unique opportunities

and challenges in the world of impact

investing and social entrepreneurship, we

gathered eight leaders in these disciplines on

July 12th and 13th 2021 in an online, written

Changemaker Dialogue.  

Over those two days, our participants

generously shared their knowledge and

provided valuable insights for venture investors,

sustainable start-up founders, and the

investment community at large. 
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THIS IS THE STORY OF 
WHAT THEY UNCOVERED.



Gone are the days when buying a sustainable

product meant paying a premium for something

that didn’t work in order to soothe your conscience.

The sustainable products and services that scale are

simply better than the less responsible alternatives.

DBL Partners’ Nancy Pfund, a pioneer in the impact

investing world, pointed out that half a million Teslas

were sold in 2020 because it was simply a better car.

3.1 gigawatts of new residential solar were installed,

she said, because it’s cheaper in many places than

fossil-fuel energy. 

While consumers are beginning to demonstrate that

they’ll pay a premium for products that are better for

society and the environment, it’s important for social

enterprises not to rely solely on the altruism of

consumers. Instead, they should use technology to

make their products better than dirtier competitors -

and use sustainability to push the appeal of their

solutions over the top. That’s the table stakes for a

social entrepreneur today, and something DBL’s

Pfund calls “the no sacrifice” approach.  

FASTER, BETTER, CHEAPER,
MORE SUSTAINABLE - THE
NEW SCALING STRATEGY

You no longer have to sacrifice in
terms of cost or value to support

social and environmental impact. This
no sacrifice approach is the ethos of
DBL: time and time again we have

found that sustainable products can
be better products, period! (This) is
the scaling model for sustainability-

focused companies. 

3

NANCY PFUND,
FOUNDER AND

MANAGING PARTNER
AT DBL PARTNERS



SUMMER  ESCAPADES
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The success of software-as-a-service (SaaS)

businesses over the last two decades have

demonstrated the power of scaling and

network effects while uncovering a playbook,

through trial and error, that other companies

can use. The unintended consequences of this

have, in some cases, created business models

that aren’t financially sustainable, result in

ethical quandaries, and a sense among

investors that this approach is not just one of

the ways to scale, but THE model.

Our participants pointed out that we need to

think in a more nuanced way when it comes to

scaling. 1863 Ventures’ Melissa Bradley points

out that scaling can also mean expansion

among different markets and types of

customers, especially diverse audiences

typically overlooked by mainline companies.

Bradley also defined scale a bit differently. She

looks at it as the ability to “produce a greater

number of outputs with lower cost of inputs,

which leads to profitability. It may not always

lead to billions,” she advised, “but could add up

to several hundred millions.”

"The context of scale for my business is really making a

meaningful impact to the climate goals, impacting the lives

of a billion people and supporting the energy transition so

that we have an energy system that works for everyone."

DR. JEMMA GREEN, EXECUTIVE
CHAIRMAN AND CO-FOUNDER

OF POWER LEDGER

"These days scaling is more than going fast. It is about growth

and more specifically about market expansion. It is about

creating a product or service and expanding its distribution to

diverse customer segments, possibly creating a new category."

MELISSA BRADLEY, FOUNDER
AND GENERAL PARTNER AT

1863 VENTURES 

“The fundamental understanding that just like in nature,

“scale” does not need to be one-dimensional or linear.” 

RACHEL PAYNE, 
MANAGING DIRECTOR AT

FULLCYCLE

REDEFINE YOUR

DEFINITION OF SCALING



ERIC ADAMSON, 
CO-FOUNDER AND CEO
OF TORTUGA AGTECH

APOORV SINHA,
FOUNDER AND CEO OF
CARBON UPCYLCING

TECHNOLOGIES
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Unlike software endeavors, hardware clean

technology companies require major investments

in hardware and often have longer timelines to

deployment. Although numerous precedents exist

for blitzscaling in the software world, very little

currently exists in how this can be achieved with

true hardware clean technology companies.

“Society depends on ‘hardware’ more than

software to meet our basic needs - housing,

water, energy, food, waste management all

depend primarily on ‘hardware’ systems of

physical infrastructure, even if they also

require software, AI, and typical operations.

These systems require deeper, longer, 

and more patient investment.” 

THE HARD JOB OF SCALING HARDWARE

Another challenge of software-derived scaling models is that they don’t easily

translate into businesses that make physical products and services.

Nancy Pfund says she has seen many successful hardware companies pair software

with their services, like her portfolio company Bellwether Coffee Roasters. The

company doesn’t just sell an electric alternative to fossil fuel-based coffee roasters, it

also, says Pfund, “has a SaaS component that provides its customers with detailed

roasting profiles, access to a curated marketplace of green coffee from farms around

the world, inventory management tools, and data analytics.”

Ultimately, the first iteration of a hardware product will not be perfect, and

participants advised founders of sustainable hardware companies to focus on

educating the market about the possibilities of future generations of products, not

just the current iteration.



SUMMER  ESCAPADES

SHALOO GARG, 
MANAGING DIRECTOR, GROWTH STAGE
STARTUPS & UNICORNS AT MICROSOFT

“Scaling a societal impact business is perhaps one of the

biggest challenges social entrepreneurs face today. Scale

requires ‘listening’ to the market to build on that initial

excitement and success which a startup has had in its early

inception. Planning a product roadmap that will generate

profitable revenue growth and then balancing it with a nimble

reaction to the market is what helps companies scale.” 
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This advice applies to every type of startup, but

especially to those seeking to deliver on

sustainability or social impact goals. Rapid

customer feedback is essential to a fast-growing

company so that they can always meet customers'

needs, even when they suddenly evolve. Customers

will also tell you how much of a premium they are

willing to pay for sustainability, and the values they

want your company to live out.

But the market includes more than just customers.

Being in touch with a wide variety of stakeholders

can help young sustainable companies to spot

shifts in societal trends that may impact demand

for their wares. It can also ensure that communities

and people are getting the maximum benefit

possible. 

Yet there’s a challenge unique to hardware

companies. Customers who purchase physical

goods outright don’t tend to provide as much

feedback and don’t provide it quickly enough.

There’s also difficulties when it comes to a web of

non-disclosure agreements that prevents

transparency.
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RETHINKING RETURNS

Some of the most important thinking in the

discussion was around how venture capitalists and

the institutional investors who invest in them need to

think differently about risks, returns and impact.

One of the key causes of the 2008 financial crisis

were flawed models of risk. Investors use complex

mathematical models to predict how many dollars

they’ll make from every dollar they put at risk, and

the probability of losing those dollars. Measures like

this, called risk adjusted returns, help to differentiate

between opportunities that may return, say, $100

today but have a high risk of losing $1000 tomorrow,

from those which not only give you your $100 now,

but also have a reasonable chance of maintaining or

increasing that level of return. Simply put, not all

profits are created equal.

It turned out that a key assumption about risk in the

run up to the great recession, that housing prices

would always go up, created the illusion that risk

adjusted returns were much higher than they

actually were. Eric Adams suggests that investors

have a similar, but perhaps bigger, blindspot today.

In his view, the astronomical returns on venture

capital investments in software companies are a

historical anomaly, not a law of nature. 

Moreover, the risks posed to businesses from a

changing climate, rising inequality, and social

dysfunction are not properly priced into the way

most investors think about risk. 

We’re assuming the world is going to go on like this

forever, and financial assets are unrealistically priced

like it will. Investors should focus on resiliency within

their portfolios, and in doing so, they’re likely to find

that sustainability-focused companies will actually

produce higher risk-adjusted returns.

Melissa Bradley also points out that investors need to

think more expansively about impact, and include it

in their first round of diligence, not as a secondary

afterthought. She believes we need to put more

focus on the “S” in ESG, or Environmental, Social and

Governance, investments. Companies need to create

living wages for diverse communities so that the

benefits of prosperity can be shared more equally

and reduce the risks of social instability.

The more that non-financial impact measurements

can be refined and applied analytically to

investments, the easier it will be for investors to

generate a so-called integrated return - one which is

adjusted not only by the amount of value at risk, but

also adjusted by the amount of impact achieved for

every dollar invested.



While many obstacles remain, our participants were

universally confident that the world of impact investing

and social entrepreneurship have turned a corner. Money

is pouring into these investment vehicles and ESG funds.

Investors are slowly becoming more patient and having

more thoughtful expectations about the level of returns

they need to generate, and how quickly.  

Importantly, sustainable companies have racked up

billions of dollars in market valuation because they are

solving massive problems in monopolistic, slow-moving

industries that are ripe for change. Examples include

companies like fashion reseller, TheRealReal, and the

Farmers Business Network (FBN) which is disrupting the

traditional agricultural conglomerates with technology

and a less extractive business model.  

A consensus seems to be emerging around the world

that, while not every company can or should aspire to

unicorn status, the billion dollar disrupters of the next

decade and beyond will be sustainable social enterprises.
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A BRIGHTER DAY LIES AHEAD

"The massive opportunity (that is already

happening) is for that money to flow to

businesses where the leaders are putting

their money where their mouth is to

support a transition to ways of producing

that are less extractive and more mindful

of people and the planet."

LESLIE HARWELL, MANAGING
PARTNER AT ALANTE CAPITAL
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RACHEL PAYNE, 
MANAGING DIRECTOR AT

FULLCYCLE

DR. JEMMA GREEN, EXECUTIVE
CHAIRMAN AND CO-FOUNDER

OF POWER LEDGER

MELISSA BRADLEY, FOUNDER
AND GENERAL PARTNER AT

1863 VENTURES 

NANCY PFUND, FOUNDER AND
MANAGING PARTNER AT DBL

PARTNERS

ERIC ADAMSON, CO-
FOUNDER AND CEO OF
TORTUGA AGTECH

APOORV SINHA, FOUNDER
AND CEO OF CARBON

UPCYLCING TECHNOLOGIES

SHALOO GARG, MANAGING
DIRECTOR, GROWTH STAGE
STARTUPS & UNICORNS AT

MICROSOFT

LESLIE HARWELL, MANAGING
PARTNER AT ALANTE CAPITAL


